
ST. NICHOLAS:
THE BELIEVER

 

 A New Story For Christmas 
Based On The Old Story 

Of St. Nicholas

E R I C & LA N A EL D E R



St. Nicholas: The Believer
Copyright © 2009-2014 Eric & Lana Elder.

All rights reserved.

St. Nicholas: The Believer is one of 
several inspirational resources produced by
Eric Elder Ministries. For more inspiring

books and music, please visit: 
W W W. IN S P I R I N GBO O K S.C O M

 ISBN 978-1-931760-40-9

2



DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my sweet wife,
Lana, who inspired me and helped me to

tell you this spectacular story. 

Lana had just finished making her final
edits and suggestions on this book the week
before she passed from this life to the next,

way too young at the age of 48. 

It was her idea and her dream to share the
story of St. Nicholas with as many people
as possible. She wanted to inspire them to
give their lives to others as Jesus had given
His life for us. This book is the first step

in making that dream a reality. 

To the world Lana may have been just 
one person, but to me she was the world.
This book is lovingly dedicated to her.
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INTRODUCTION
by Eric Elder

here was a time when I almost gave up
celebrating Christmas. Our kids were
still young and weren’t yet hooked on

the idea of Santa Claus and presents, Christ-
mas trees and decorations. 

T
I had read that the Puritans who first came

to America were so zealous in their faith that
they didn’t celebrate Christmas at all. Instead
they charged fines to businesses in their com-
munity who failed to keep their shops open on
Christmas day. They didn’t want anything to
do with a holiday that was, they felt, rooted in
paganism. As a new believer and a new father
myself, the idea of going against the flow of
the excesses of Christmas had its appeal, at
least in some respects.

Then I read an article by a man who simply
loved celebrating Christmas. He could think
of no greater way to celebrate the birth of the
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most important figure in human history than
throwing the grandest of parties for Him—
gathering and feasting and sharing gifts with
as many of his family and friends as possible.
This man was a pastor of deep faith and great
joy. For him, the joy of Christ’s birth was so
wondrous that he reveled in every aspect of
Christmas, including all the planning, decorat-
ing and activities that went along with it. He
even loved bringing Santa Claus into the fes-
tivities, our modern-day version of the very
real and very ancient Saint Nicholas, a man of
deep faith and great joy as well who Himself
worshipped and adored the Baby who was
born in Bethlehem.

So why not celebrate the birth of Christ?
Why not make it the biggest party of the year?
Why not make it the “Hap-Happiest season of
all”?

I was sold. Christmas could stay—and my
kids would be much hap-happier for it, too.

I dove back into celebrating Christmas
with full vigor, and at the same time took a
closer look into the life of the real Saint
Nicholas, a man who seemed almost irremov-
ably intertwined with this Holy Day. I discov-
ered that Saint Nicholas and Santa Claus were
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indeed one and the same, and that the Saint
Nicholas who lived in the 3rd and 4th cen-
turies after the birth of Christ was truly a de-
vout follower of Christ himself.

As my wife and I read more and more
about Nicholas’ fascinating story, we became
enthralled with this believer who had already
been capturing the hearts and imaginations of
believers and nonbelievers alike throughout
the centuries.

With so many books and movies that go to
great lengths to tell you the “true” story of
Santa Claus (and how his reindeer are really
powered by everything from egg nog to Coca-
Cola), I’ve found that there are very few sto-
ries that even come close to describing the ac-
tual person of who Saint Nicholas was, and in
particular, what he thought about the Man for
whom Christmas is named, Jesus Christ. I was
surprised to learn that with all the historical
documents that attest to Saint Nicholas’ faith
in Christ, compelling tellings of those stories
seem to have fallen by the wayside over the
ages.

So with the encouragement and help of my
sweet wife, Lana, we decided to bring the sto-
ry of Saint Nicholas back to life for you, with
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a desire to help you recapture the essence of
Christmas for yourself.

While some people, with good reason, may
still go to great lengths to try to remove any-
thing that might possibly hint of secularism
from this holiest day of the year, it seems to
me equally fitting to go to great lengths to try
to restore Santa to his rightful place—not as
the patron saint of shopping malls, but as a
beacon of light that shines brightly on the
One for whom this Holy Day is named.

It is with deep faith and great joy that I of-
fer you this Christmas novella—a little story.
I’ve enjoyed telling it and I hope you’ll enjoy
hearing it. It just may be the most human
telling of the story of Saint Nicholas you’ve
ever heard. 

Above all, I pray that God will use this sto-
ry to rekindle your love, not only for this sea-
son of the year, but for the One who makes
this season so bright. 

May God bless you this Christmas and al-
ways!

In Christ’s love,
Eric Elder
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P.S. I’ve divided this story into 7 parts and 40
chapters to make it easier to read. If you’d like, you
can read a part a day for 7 days leading up to Christ-
mas. Or if you’d like to use this book as a daily devo-
tional, you can read a chapter a day for 40 days lead-
ing up to Christmas, counting the Prologue, Epilogue
and Conclusion as separate chapters. If you start on
November 15th, you’ll finish on Christmas Eve!
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PART 1
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PROLOGUE 

y name is Dimitri—Dimitri Alexan-
der. But that’s not important.
What’s important is that man over

there, lying on his bed. He’s—well, I suppose
there’s really no better way to describe him
except to say—he’s a saint. Not just because
of all the good he’s done, but because he was
—as a saint always is—a Believer. He believed
that there was Someone in life who was
greater than he was, Someone who guided
him, who helped him through every one of
his days.

M

If you were to look at him closely, lying
there on his bed, it might look to you as if he
was dead. And in some sense, I guess you
would be right. But the truth is, he’s more
alive now than he has ever been.

My friends and I have come here today to
spend his last day on earth with him. Just a
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few minutes ago we watched as he passed
from this life to the next. 

I should be crying, I know. Believe me, I
have been—and I will be again. But for now, I
can’t help but simply be grateful that he has
finally made it to his new home, a home that
he has been dreaming about for many years. A
home where he can finally talk to God face to
face, like I’m talking to you right now. 

Oh, he was a saint all right. But to me, and
to so many others, he was something even
more. He was—how could I put it? An inspi-
ration. A friend. A teacher. A helper. A giver.
Oh, he loved to give and give and give some
more, until it seemed he had nothing left to
give at all. But then he’d reach down deep and
find a little more. “There’s always something
you can give,” as he would often say.

He always hoped, in some small way, that
he could use his life to make a difference in
the world. He wanted, above all, to help peo-
ple. But with so many needs all around, what
could he possibly do? 

He was like a man on a beach surrounded
by starfish that had been washed up onto the
shore. He knew that they would die if they
didn’t make it back into the water.
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Not knowing how to save them all, the
man on the beach did what he could. He
reached down, picked one up, and tossed it
back into the water. Then reached down
again, picked up another, and did the same.

Someone once asked the man why he
bothered at all—that with so many needs all
around, how could he possibly make any dif-
ference. He’d just toss another starfish into
the water and say, “It made a difference to
that one.” Then he’d reach down and pick up
another. 

You see, to the world you may be just one
person, but to one person you may be the
world. 

In many ways, my friend was just like you
and me. Each one of us has just one life to
live. But if you live it right, one life is all you
need. And if you live your life for God, well,
you just might touch the whole world. 

Did his life make any difference? I already
know my answer, because I’m one of those
that he reached down and picked up many,
many years ago. But how about I tell you his
story, and when I get to the end, I’ll let you
decide if his life made a difference or not.
And then maybe, by the time we’re finished,
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you’ll see that your life can make a difference,
too.

Oh, by the way, I haven’t told you his
name yet, this man who was such a great
saint, such a great believer in the God who
loved him, who created him, who sustained
him and with whom he is now living forever.

His name is Nicholas—and this is his story.
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CHAPTER 1

icholas lived in an ideal world. At
least that’s the way he saw it. As a
nine-year-old boy, growing up on

the northern coast of what he called the Great
Sea—you might call it the Mediterranean—
Nicholas couldn’t imagine a better life. 

N
He would often walk through the streets

with his father, acting as if they were on their
way to somewhere in particular. But the real
reason for their outing was to look for some-
one who was struggling to make ends meet,
someone who needed a lift in their life. A sim-
ple hello often turned into the discovery of a
need to be met. Nicholas and his father would
pray, and if they could meet the need, they
found a way to do it. 

Nicholas couldn’t count the number of
times his dad would sneak up behind some-
one afterwards and put some apples in their
sack, or a small coin or two. As far as
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Nicholas knew, no one ever knew what his fa-
ther had done, except to say that sometimes
they heard people talking about the miracle of
receiving exactly what they needed at just the
right time, in some unexpected way.

Nicholas loved these walks with his father,
just as he loved his time at home with his
mother. They had shown the same love and
generosity with him as they had shown to so
many others. 

His parents had somehow found a way to
prosper, even in the turbulent times in which
they lived. They were, in fact, quite wealthy.
But whether their family was rich or poor
seemed to make no difference to Nicholas. All
he knew or cared about was that his parents
loved him like no one else on earth. He was
their only son, and their times together were
simple and truly joyful. 

Their richest times came at night, as they
shared stories with each other that they had
heard about a Man who was like no other
Man they had ever known. A Man who lived
on the other side of the Great Sea about 280
years earlier. His name was Jesus. Nicholas
was enthralled with the stories of this Man
who seemed to be so precious in the eyes of
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his parents. Jesus seemed both down-to-earth
and larger-than-life, all at the same time. How
could anyone be so humble, yet so noble?
How could He be so poor that He was born
in an animal stable, yet so generous that He
could feed 5,000 people? How could He live
His life so fully, yet die a death so cruelly? Je-
sus was, to Nicholas, an enigma, the most fas-
cinating person about whom he’d ever heard.
One day, Nicholas thought to himself, he
hoped to visit this land on the other side of
the sea—and walk where Jesus walked. 

For all the love that Nicholas and his par-
ents shared and which held them together,
there was one thing that threatened to pull
them apart. It was the one thing that seemed
to be threatening many families in their coun-
try these days, irrespective of their wealth or
poverty, their faith or lack of faith, their love
for others or their lack of love. 

Nicholas’ friends and neighbors called it the
plague. His parents had mentioned it from time
to time, but only in their prayers. They prayed
for the families who were affected by the
plague, asking God for healing when possible,
and for strength of faith when not. Most of
all, his parents prayed for Nicholas that re-

19



Eric & Lana Elder

gardless of what happened around him, he
would always know how very much they
loved him, and how very much God loved
him. 

Even though Nicholas was so young, he
had seen enough of life to know that real
threats existed in the world. Yet he also had
been shielded from those threats, in a way, by
the love of his parents and by their devout
faith in God. As his father had learned over
the years, and had many times reminded
Nicholas, “In all things, God works for the
good of those who love Him.” And Nicholas
believed him. Up to this point, he’d had no
real reason to doubt the words his father had
spoken. 

But it would be only a matter of months
before Nicholas’ faith would be challenged
and he would have to decide if he really be-
lieved those words for himself—that in all
things, God would truly work for the good of
those who loved Him. 

Tonight, however, he simply trusted the
words of his father, listening to his parents’
prayers for him—and for those in his city—as
he drifted off into a perfect sleep.
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CHAPTER 2

icholas woke to the sounds of birds
out his window. The air was fresh,
washed clean by the seaside mist in

the early morning. 
N

But the news this morning was less than
idyllic. A friend of Nicholas’ family had con-
tracted the sickness that they had only heard
about from people in other cities. The boy
was said to be near the point of death. 

Nicholas’ father had heard the news first
and had gone to pray for the boy. Returning
home just as Nicholas awoke, his father
shared the news with his wife and with
Nicholas.

“We need to pray,” he said, with no hint of
panic in his voice, but with an unmistakable
urgency that caused all three of them to slip
down to their knees.

Nicholas’ father began the prayer: “Father,
You know the plans You have for this child.
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We trust You to carry them out. We pray for
Your healing as we love this boy, but we
know that You love him even more than we
do. We trust that as we place him in Your
hands this morning, You will work all things
together for good, as You always do for those
who love You.” 

It was a prayer Nicholas had heard his fa-
ther pray many times before, asking for what
they believed was best in every situation, but
trusting that God knew best in the end. It was
the same type of prayer Nicholas had heard
that Jesus had prayed the night before He
died: “If You are willing,” Jesus prayed, “take
this cup from Me. Yet not My will, but Yours
be done.” 

Nicholas never quite knew what to make of
this prayer. Wouldn’t God always want what’s
best for us? And how could someone’s death
ever be a good thing? Yet his father prayed
that prayer so often, and with such sincerity of
heart, that Nicholas was confident that it was
the right thing to pray. But how God could
answer any other way than healing the boy—
and still work it out for good—remained a
mystery. 

After Nicholas’ mother had added her own
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words to the prayer, and Nicholas himself had
joined in, his father concluded with thanks to
God for listening—and for already answering
their prayers. 

As they stood, the news came to their
door, as if in direct answer to what they had
just prayed. But it wasn’t the answer they were
hoping for. The boy had died. 

Nicholas’ mother began to weep quietly,
but not holding back on her tears. She wept as
she felt the loss of another mother, feeling the
loss as if it were her own son who had died. 

Nicholas’ father took hold of her hand and
pulled Nicholas close, saying a quiet prayer for
the family of the boy who had died, and
adding another prayer for his own family. He
gave his wife and son one more final squeeze,
then walked out the door to return to the oth-
er boy’s home. 
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CHAPTER 3

he boy’s death had a sobering effect
on the whole city. The people had
known the boy, of course, and were

sad for the family. 
T

But his death was more sobering because it
wasn’t an isolated event. The people had
heard stories of how the sickness had been
spreading through the cities around them, tak-
ing the lives of not just one or two people
here and there, but entire families—entire
neighborhoods. The death of this boy seemed
to indicate that the plague had now arrived in
their city, too. 

No one knew how to stop it. All they could
do was pray. And pray they did. 

As the sickness began to spread, Nicholas’
parents would visit the homes of those who
lay dying. While his parents’ money was pow-
erless to offer relief to the families, their
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prayers brought a peace that no amount of
money could buy.

As always, Nicholas’ father would pray that
death would pass them over, as it had passed
over the Israelites in Egypt when the plague
of death overtook the lives of the firstborn of
every family that wasn’t willing to honor God.
But this sickness was different. It made no
distinction between believer or unbeliever,
firstborn or last born, or any other apparent
factor. This sickness seemed to know no
bounds, and seemed unstoppable by any
means. 

Yet Nicholas watched as his father prayed
in faith nonetheless, believing that God could
stop the plague at any moment, at any house-
hold, and trusting God to work it all out for
good, even if their lives, too, were seemingly
cut short. 

These latter prayers were what people
clung to the most. More than anything else,
these words gave them hope—hope that their
lives were not lived in vain, hope that their
deaths were not going unnoticed by the God
who created them. 

A visit by Nicholas’ father and mother
spoke volumes to those who were facing un-
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bearable pain, for as the plague spread, fewer
and fewer people had been willing to leave
their own homes, let alone visit the homes
where the sickness had struck. The prayers of
Nicholas’ father, and the tears of his mother,
gave the families the strength they needed to
face whatever came their way. 

Nicholas watched in wonder as his parents
dispensed their gifts of mercy during the day,
then returned home each night physically
spent, but spiritually strengthened. It made
him wonder how they got their strength for
each day. But it also made him wonder how
long their own family could remain untouched
by this plague. 

When Nicholas finally found the courage
to voice this question out loud, a question that
seemed to be close to all of their hearts, his
father simply answered that they had only two
choices: to live in fear, or to live in love, and
to follow the example of the One in whom
they had entrusted their lives. They chose to
live in love, doing for others what they would
want others to do for them. 

So every morning Nicholas’ father and
mother would wake up and pray, asking their
Lord what He would have them do. Then,
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pushing aside any fears they might have had,
they put their trust in God, spending the day
serving others as if they were serving Christ
Himself. 

While his father’s response didn’t answer
the immediate question on Nicholas’ heart—
which was how much longer it might be till
the sickness visited their own home—it
seemed to answer a question that went much
deeper. It answered the question of whether
or not God was aware of all that was going
on, and if He was, whether or not He cared
enough to do anything about it. 

By the way that God seemed to be direct-
ing his parents each day, Nicholas gained a
peace of mind that God was indeed fully
aware of all that was going on in the lives of
every person in his city of Patara—and that
God did indeed care. God cared enough to
send Nicholas’ parents to those who needed
to hear a word from Him, who needed a
touch from His hands, who needed a touch
from God not just in their flesh, but in their
spirits as well. 

It seemed to Nicholas to be a more glori-
ous answer to his question than he could have
imagined. His worry about when the sickness
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might visit their own home dissipated as he
went to sleep that night. Instead, he prayed
that God would use his own hands and words
—Nicholas’ hands and words—as if they
were God’s very own, reaching out to express
God’s love for His people. 
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CHAPTER 4

n the coming days, Nicholas found him-
self wanting to help his father and moth-
er more and more as they delivered

God’s mercy to those around them. 
I

They worked together to bring food, com-
fort and love to each family touched by the
plague. Some days it was as simple as stopping
by to let a mother know she wasn’t alone.
Others days it was bringing food or drink to
an entire family who had taken ill. And still
other days it was preparing a place in the hills
around their city where they carefully laid the
bodies of those who had succumbed to the
sickness and whose spirits had passed from
this life to the next. 

Each day Nicholas’ heart grew more and
more aware of the temporal nature of life on
earth, and more and more in tune with the
eternal nature of the life that is unseen. It
seemed to Nicholas that the line between the
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two worlds was becoming less and less dis-
tinct. What he had once thought of as solid
and real—like rocks and trees, or hands and
feet—soon took on a more ethereal nature.
And those things that were more difficult for
him to touch before—like faith and hope,
love and peace—began to become more solid
and real. 

It was as if his world was turning both up-
side down and inside out at the same time,
not with a gut-wrenching twisting, but as if his
eyes themselves were being re-calibrated, ad-
justing better to see with more clarity what
was really going on—focusing more acutely
on what really mattered in life. Even sur-
rounded by so much sickness and death,
Nicholas felt himself coming alive more fully
than he’d ever felt before. 

His father tried to describe what Nicholas
was feeling by using words that he’d heard Je-
sus had said, that whoever tried to hold onto
this life too tightly would lose it, but whoever
was willing to let go of this life, would find
true life. By learning how to love others with-
out being constrained by fear, being propelled
forward by love instead, Nicholas was starting
to experience how it felt to truly live. 
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Whether that feeling could sustain him
through what lay ahead, he didn’t know. But
what he did know was that for now, more
than anything else, he wanted to live each day
to the fullest. He wanted to wake up each day
looking for how God could use him, then do
whatever God was willing to give him to do.
To do anything less would be to shortchange
himself from living the life God had given
him to live—and to shortchange God from
the work God wanted to get done. 

As the days passed, Nicholas came to know
what his father and mother already knew: that
no one knew how many more days they had
left in this world. His family no longer saw
themselves as human beings having a tempo-
rary spiritual experience, but as spiritual be-
ings, having a temporary human experience.
With eyes of faith, they were able to look into
whatever lay ahead of them without the fear
that gripped so many of the others around
them. 
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CHAPTER 5

hen Nicholas awoke one day to the
sound of his mother coughing,
time seemed to stand still. W

For all the preparation his parents—and
his own faith—had given him, it still caught
him off guard to think that the sickness might
have finally crossed over the threshold of
their own home. 

He thought that maybe God would spare
them for all the kindness they had shown to
others during the previous few months. But
his father had cautioned him against such
thinking, reminding him that for all the good
that Jesus had done in His life—for all the
healing that He had brought to others—there
still came a time when He, too, had to face
suffering and death. It didn’t mean that God
didn’t love Jesus, or wasn’t concerned for
Him, or hadn’t seen all the good He had done
in His life. And it didn’t mean that Jesus re-
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mained indifferent to what was about to take
place either. Jesus even told His disciples that
His heart was deeply troubled by what He was
about to go through, but that didn’t mean He
shrank back from what lay ahead of Him. No,
He said, it was for this very hour that He had
come. Greater love, He told His disciples, had
no one than this: that they lay down their lives
for their friends. 

Nicholas’ mother coughed again, and time
slowly began to move again for Nicholas. He
stood to his feet. As he approached his moth-
er, she hesitated for a moment. It was as if she
was torn between wanting him to stand still—
not to come one step closer to the sickness
that had now reached her body—or to get up
on her feet, too, and throw her arms around
him, assuring him that everything would be all
right. But a moment later, Nicholas had made
her decision unnecessary, for he was already
in her arms, holding on as tight as he could as
they both broke down in tears. As Nicholas
was learning, having faith doesn’t mean you
can’t cry. It just means that you can trust God,
even with your tears.

Nicholas’ father had already shed some of
his own tears that morning. He had gone out-
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side before the sunrise, this time not to visit
the homes of others, but to pray. For him, the
place where he always returned when he need-
ed to be alone with God was to the fresh air
by the sea, not far from their home. While he
knew he could pray anywhere, at any time, it
was by the sea that he felt closest to God. The
sound of the waves, rhythmically washing up
on the shore, seemed to have a calming, mes-
merizing effect on him. 

He had arrived in time to watch the sunrise
off to his left, looking down the shoreline of
the Great Sea. How many sunrises had he
seen from that very spot? And how many
more would he have left to see? He turned his
head and coughed, letting the question roll
back out to sea with the next receding wave.
The sickness had come upon him as well.

This wasn’t the first time he had asked
himself how many days he had left to live.
The difference this time was that in the past,
he had always asked it hypothetically. He
would come to this spot whenever he had an
important decision to make, a decision that
required he think beyond the short term. He
would come here when he needed to look
into eternity, taking into account the brevity
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of life. Here, at the edge of the sea, it was as if
he could grasp both the brevity of life and the
eternity of heaven at the same time. 

The daily rising of the sun and the swelling,
cresting and breaking of the waves on the
shore reminded him that God was still in con-
trol, that His world would carry on—with or
without him—just as it had since God had
first spoken the water and earth into exis-
tence, and just as it would until the day God
would choose for its end, to make way for the
new heaven and the new earth. In light of
eternity, the lifespan of the earth seemed in-
credibly short, and the lifespan of man even
shorter still. In that short span of life, he knew
that he had to make the most of each day, not
just living for himself, and not even just living
for others, but ultimately living for the God
who had given him life. If God, the Creator
of all things, had seen fit to breathe into him
the breath of life, then as long as he could still
take a breath, he wanted to make the most of
it. 

Coughing again, Nicholas’ father remem-
bered that this was no mere intellectual exer-
cise to help him come to grips with a difficult
decision. This time—as he looked out at the
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sunrise once more, and at one more wave
rolling in—he realized that this was the final
test of everything that he had believed up un-
til this point. 

Some of life’s tests he had passed with fly-
ing colors. Others he had failed when fear or
doubt had taken over. But this was a test he
knew he wanted to pass more than any other. 

He closed his eyes and asked for strength
for another day. He let the sun warm his face,
and he gently opened the palms of his hands
to feel the breeze as it lifted up along the
shore and floated over his body. He opened
his eyes and looked one more time at the sea. 

Then he turned and walked toward home,
where he would soon join his precious wife
and his beloved son in a long, tearful embrace.
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CHAPTER 6

icholas stood alone. He was on the
same stretch of beach where his fa-
ther had stood just ten years earlier,

looking out at the sunrise and the waves on
the seashore. 

N
Nicholas’ father never made it out to look

at the Great Sea again, having finally suc-
cumbed to the sickness himself. Nicholas’
mother passed away first, within two weeks of
the first signs of illness. His father lasted an-
other three days after that, as if holding on as
long as he could to make sure his wife passed
as peacefully as possible from this life to the
next, and making sure Nicholas was as ready
as possible to take the next steps in his own
life. 

Nicholas’ father didn’t shy away from tears,
but he didn’t want them wasted on wrongful
emotions either. “Don’t cry because it’s over,”
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his father had said to both his wife and his
son. “Smile because it was beautiful.” 

There was a time and place for anger and
disappointment, but this wasn’t the time for
either. If given the chance to do it all over
again, his parents would have chosen to do
exactly what they did. It was not foolishness,
they said, to be willing to risk their lives for
the sake of others, especially when there were
no guarantees that they would have survived
anyway.

As it turned out, the plague ended up tak-
ing the lives of almost a third of the people in
Patara before it finally ran its course. The sick-
ness seemed to have a mind of its own, affect-
ing those who tried to shield themselves from
it as well as those who, like his parents, had
ventured out into the midst of it. 

After the death of his parents, Nicholas felt
a renewed sense of urgency to pick up where
they had left off, visiting those who were sick
and comforting the families of those who had
died.

Then, almost as suddenly as it came to
their city, the plague left. Nicholas had spent
most of the next few weeks sleeping, trying to
recover from the long days—and even longer
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nights—of ministering to those who were af-
fected. When he was awake, he spent his time
trying to process his own feelings and emo-
tions in light of the loss of the family he
loved. In so many ways, his parents were his
life. His life was so intertwined with theirs,
and having them taken so suddenly from him,
he hardly knew what to do without them. He
went to live with his uncle, a priest who lived
in the monastery in Patara, until he was ready
to venture out further into the world on his
own. Now that time had come, and it was
time for Nicholas to make his decision.

Unlike many others who had been or-
phaned by the plague, Nicholas had been left
with a sizable inheritance. The question on his
heart wasn’t what he would do to make a liv-
ing, but what he would do to make a life.
Through all that he had experienced, and now
recognizing the brevity of life for himself,
Nicholas now knew why his father had come
so often to this shore to pray. Now it was
Nicholas’ turn to consider his own future in
light of eternity. 

What should I do? Where should I go? How
should I spend the rest of my days? The questions
could have overwhelmed him, except that his
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father had prepared him well for moments
like these, too. 

His father, always a student of the writings
of Scripture and of the life of Christ, had told
him that Jesus taught that we needn’t worry so
much about the trouble down the road as just
the trouble for that day. Each day has enough
trouble of its own, Jesus said.

As Nicholas thought about this, his burden
lifted. He didn’t have to figure out what he
was going to do with the rest of his life just
yet. He only had to decide on his next step. 

He had enough money to travel the length
of the entire world back and forth three times
and still have enough to live on for years to
come. But that wasn’t really what he wanted
to do. He had never had a desire to live wildly
or lavishly, for the life he knew up to this
point already gave him tremendous satisfac-
tion. But there was one place he had always
wanted to see with his own eyes. 

As he looked out across the sea, to the
south and to the west, he knew that some-
where in between lay the place he most want-
ed to visit—a land that seemed more precious
in his mind than any other. It was the land
where Jesus had lived, the land where He had
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walked and taught, the land where He was
born and died, and the land where so many of
the stories of His life—and almost the entirety
of Scripture itself—had taken place. 

Nicholas knew that some decisions in life
were made only through the sweat and agony
of prayer, trying desperately to decide be-
tween two seemingly good, but mutually ex-
clusive paths. But this decision was not one of
them. This was one of those decisions that, by
the nature of the circumstances, was utterly
simple to make. Apart from his uncle, there
was little more to keep him in Patara, and
nothing to stop him from following the desire
that had been on his heart for so long. 

He was glad his father had shown him this
spot, and he was glad that he had come to it
again today. He knew exactly what he was go-
ing to do next. His decision was as clear as the
water in front of him. 
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icholas’ arrival on the far shores of
the Great Sea came sooner than he
could have imagined. For so long he

had wondered what it would be like to walk
where Jesus walked, and now, at age 19, he
was finally there.

N
Finding a boat to get there had been no

problem, for his hometown of Patara was one
of the main stopovers for ships traveling from
Egypt to Rome, carrying people and cargo
alike. Booking passage was as simple as show-
ing that you had the money to pay, which
Nicholas did.

But now that he had arrived, where would
he go first? He wanted to see everything at
once, but that was impossible. A tug at his
sleeve provided the answer.

“You a Christian?” the small voice asked.
Nicholas looked down to see a boy not

more than ten looking up at him. Two other
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children giggled nearby. To ask this question
so directly, when it was dangerous in general
to do so, showed that the boy was either a sin-
cere follower of Christ looking for a fellow
believer, or it showed that he had ulterior mo-
tives in mind. From the giggles of his little
friends nearby, a boy and a girl just a bit
younger than the one who had spoken,
Nicholas knew it was probably the latter.

“You a Christian?” the boy asked again. “I
show you holy places?”

Ah, that’s it, thought Nicholas. Enough pil-
grims had obviously come here over the years
that even the youngest inhabitants knew that
pilgrims would need a guide once they arrived.
Looking over the three children again,
Nicholas felt they would suit him just fine.
Nicholas had a trusting heart, and while he
wasn’t naive enough to think that trouble
wouldn’t find him here, he also trusted that
the same God who had led him here would
also provide the help he needed once he ar-
rived. Even if these children were doing it just
for the money, that was all right with
Nicholas. Money he had. A map he didn’t. He
would gladly hire them to be his living maps
to the holy places.
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“Yes, and yes,” Nicholas answered. “Yes, I
am indeed a Christian. And if you would like
to take me, then yes, I would be very interest-
ed to see the holy places. I would love for
your friends to come along with us, too. That
way, if we meet any trouble, they can defend
us all!”

The boy’s mouth dropped open and his
friends giggled again. It wasn’t the answer the
boy had expected at all, at least not so fast and
not without a great deal of pestering on his
part. Pilgrims who arrived were usually much
more skeptical when they stepped off their
boats, shooing away anyone who approached
them—at least until they got their land legs
back and their bearings straight. But the boy
quickly recovered from his shock and imme-
diately extended his right hand in front of
him, palm upraised, with a slight bow of his
head. It gave Nicholas the subtle impression
as if to say that the boy was at Nicholas’ ser-
vice—and the not-so-subtle impression that
the boy was ready for something to be de-
posited in his open hand. Nicholas, seeing an-
other opportunity to throw the boy off guard,
happily obliged.

He gently placed three of his smallest, but
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shiniest coins into the boy’s upraised palm
and said, “My name is Nicholas. And I can
see you’re a wise man. Now, if you’re able to
keep your hand open even after I’ve set these
coins in it, you’ll be even wiser still. For he
who clenches his fist tightly around what he
has received will find it hard to receive more.
But he who opens his hand freely to heaven
—freely giving in the same way that he has
freely received—will find that his Father in
heaven will usually not hold back in giving
him more.”

Nicholas motioned with his hand that he
intended for the boy to share what he had re-
ceived with his friends, who had come closer
at the appearance of the coins. The boy obvi-
ously was the spokesman for all three, but still
he faltered for a moment as to what to do.
This man was so different from anyone else
the boy had ever approached. With others, the
boy was always trying, usually without success,
to coax even one such coin from their pock-
ets, but here he had been given three in his
very first attempt! The fact that the coins
weren’t given grudgingly, but happily, did in-
deed throw him off balance. He had never
heard such a thought like that of keeping his
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hands open to give and receive. His instinct
would have been to instantly clench his fist
tightly around the coins, not letting go until he
got to the safest place he could find, and only
then could he carefully inspect them and let
their glimmers shine in his eyes. Yet he stood
stock still, with his hand still outstretched and
his palm facing upward. Almost against his
own self-will, he found himself turning slight-
ly and extending his hand to his friends.

Seizing the moment, the two others each
quickly plucked a coin from his hand. Within
an instant of realizing that they, too, were
about to clench their fists around their newly
acquired treasure, they slowly opened their
fingers as well, looking up at the newly arrived
pilgrim with a sense of bewilderment. They
were bewildered not just that he had given
them the coins, but that they were still stand-
ing there with their palms open, surprising
even themselves that they were willing to fol-
low this man’s peculiar advice.

The sight of it all made Nicholas burst out
in a gracious laugh. He was delighted by their
response and he quickly deposited two more
of his smallest coins into each of their hands,
now tripling their astonishment. It wasn’t the
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amount of the gifts that had astonished them,
for they had seen bigger tips from wealthier
pilgrims, but it was the generous and cheerful
spirit that accompanied the gifts that gave
them such a surprise.

The whole incident took place in less than
a minute, but it set Nicholas and his new
friends into such a state that each of them
looked forward to the journey ahead.

“Now, you’d better close your hands again,
because a wise man—or woman—” he nod-
ded to the little girl, “also takes care of that
which they have been given so that it doesn’t
get lost or stolen.”

Then, turning to walk toward the city,
Nicholas said, “How about you let me get
some rest tonight, and then, first thing in the
morning, you can start showing me those holy
places?”

While holy places abounded in this holy
land, in the magical moments that had just
transpired, it seemed to the three children—
and even to Nicholas himself—that they had
just stepped foot on their first.
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icholas woke with the sun the next
morning. He had asked the children
to meet him at the inn shortly after

sunrise. His heart skipped a beat with excite-
ment about the day ahead. Within a few min-
utes, he heard their knock—and their unmis-
takable giggles—at the door. 

N
He found out that their names were Dim-

itri, Samuel and Ruthie. They were, to use the
common term, “alumni,” children whose par-
ents had left them at birth to fend for them-
selves. Orphans like these dotted the streets
throughout the Roman Empire, byproducts of
people who indulged their passions wherever
and with whomever they wanted, with little
thought for the outcome of their actions. 

While Dimitri could have wallowed in self-
pity for his situation, he didn’t. He realized
early on that it didn’t help to get frustrated
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and angry about his circumstances. So he be-
came an entrepreneur. 

He began looking for ways he could help
people do whatever they needed, especially
those things which others couldn’t do, or
wouldn’t do, for themselves. He wasn’t often
rewarded for his efforts, but when he was, it
was all worth it. 

He wasn’t motivated by religion, for he
wasn’t religious himself, and he wasn’t moti-
vated by greed, for he never did anything that
didn’t seem right if it were just for the money,
as greedy people who only care about money
often do. He simply believed that if he did
something that other people valued, and if he
did it good enough and long enough, then
somehow he would make it in life. Some peo-
ple, like Dimitri, stumble onto godly wisdom
without even realizing it. 

Samuel and Ruthie, on the other hand,
were just along for the ride. Like bees drawn
to honey, Samuel and Ruthie were drawn to
Dimitri, as often happens when people find
someone who is trying to do what’s right.
Samuel was eight, and like Dimitri, wasn’t reli-
gious himself, but had chosen his own name
when he heard someone tell the story of an-
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other little boy named Samuel who, when very
young, had been given away by his parents to
be raised by a priest. Samuel, the present-day
one, loved to hear about all that the long-ago
Samuel had done, even though the other one
had lived over 1,000 years before. This new
Samuel didn’t know if the stories about the
old Samuel were true, but at the time he chose
his name, he didn’t particularly care. It was
only in the past few months, as he had been
traveling to the holy sites with Dimitri, that he
had begun to wonder if perhaps the stories re-
ally were true.

Now Ruthie, even though she was only
seven, was as sharp as a tack. She always re-
membered people’s names and dates, what
happened when and who did what to whom.
Giggling was her trademark, but little though
she was, her mind was eager to learn and she
remembered everything she saw and every-
thing she was taught. Questions filled her
mind, and naturally spilled right out of her
mouth.

Dimitri didn’t mind these little tag-alongs,
for although it might have been easier for him
to do what he did by himself, he also knew of
the dangers of the streets and felt compelled
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to help these two like an older brother might
help his younger siblings. And to be com-
pletely honest, he didn’t have anyone else to
call family, so finding these two a few years
earlier had filled a part of his heart in a way
that he couldn’t describe, but somehow made
him feel better. 

Nicholas took in the sight of all three
beaming faces at his door. “Where to first?”
asked Dimitri. 

“Let’s start at the beginning,” said
Nicholas, “the place where Jesus was born.”
And with that they began the three-day walk
from the coast of Joppa to the hills of Bethle-
hem.
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fter two days of walking and sleeping
on hillsides, Nicholas and his new
friends had just a half day left before

they reached Bethlehem. For Nicholas, his ex-
citement was building with every hill they
passed, as he was getting closer and closer to
the holy place he most wanted to see, the
birthplace of Jesus. 

A

“Why do you think He did it?” asked Dim-
itri. “I mean, why would Jesus want to come
here—to earth? If I were already in heaven, I
think I’d want to stay there.” 

Even though Dimitri was supposed to be
the guide, he didn’t mind asking as many
questions as he could, especially when he was
guiding someone like Nicholas, which didn’t
happen very often. 

Nicholas didn’t mind his asking, either, as
Nicholas had done the same thing back home.
His parents belonged to a community of be-
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lievers that had been started about 250 years
earlier by the Apostle Paul himself when Paul
had visited their neighboring city of Myra on
one of his missionary journeys, telling every-
one who would listen about Jesus. Paul had
lived at the same time as Jesus, although Paul
didn’t become a believer himself until after Je-
sus died and rose again from the dead. Paul’s
stories were always remarkable.

Nicholas got to hear all of the stories that
Paul had told while he was in Myra, as they
were written down and repeated by so many
others over the years. 

As a child, Nicholas thought that anything
that happened 250 years ago sounded like an-
cient history. But as he started to get a little
older, and now that his parents had passed
away, too, it didn’t seem that long ago at all.
The stories that Nicholas heard were the same
stories his father and his grandfather and his
great grandfather, back to six or seven genera-
tions, had heard, some for the very first time
from the Apostle Paul in person. Nicholas
loved to hear them over and over, and he
asked many of the same questions that Dim-
itri was now asking him—like why would Je-
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sus leave heaven to come down to earth in
person. 

“The simple answer is because He loved
us,” said Nicholas. “But that alone probably
doesn’t answer the question you’re really ask-
ing, because God has always loved us. The rea-
son Jesus came to earth was, well, because
there are some things that need to be done in
person.”

Nicholas went on to explain the gospel—
the good news—to the children of how Jesus
came to pay the ultimate price with His life
for anything we had ever done wrong, making
a way for us to come back to God with a
clean heart, plus live with Him in heaven for-
ever.

Throughout the story, the children stared
at Nicholas with rapt attention. Although they
had been to Bethlehem many times before
and had often taken people to the cave that
was carved into the hillside where it was said
that Jesus was born, they had never pictured it
in their minds quite like this before. They had
never understood the motivations behind why
God did what He did. And they had never re-
ally considered that the stories they heard
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about Jesus being God in the flesh were true.
How could He be? 

Yet hearing Nicholas’ explanation made so
much sense to them, that they wondered why
they had never considered it as true before. In
those moments, their hearts and minds were
finally opened to at least the possibility that it
was true. And that open door turned out to be
the turning point for each of them in their
lives, just as it had been for Nicholas when he
first heard the Truth. God really did love
them, and God had demonstrated that love
for them by coming to the earth to save them
from their certain self-destruction. 

For Nicholas, when he first heard about
the love of the Father for him, the idea was
fairly familiar to him because he had already
had a good glimpse of what the love of a fa-
ther looked like from the love of his own fa-
ther. But to Dimitri, Samuel and Ruthie, who
had never had a father, much less one like
Nicholas had just described, it was simultane-
ously one of the most distantly incomprehen-
sible, yet wonderfully alluring descriptions of
love they had ever heard.

As they made their way through the hills
toward Bethlehem, they began to skip ahead
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as fast as their hearts were already skipping,
knowing that they would soon see again the
place where God had, as a Man, first touched
earth less than 300 years earlier. They would
soon be stepping onto ground that was indeed
holy. 
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t was evening when they finally arrived at
their destination. Dimitri led them
through the city of Bethlehem to the spot

where generations of pilgrims had already
come to see the place where Jesus was born: a
small cave cut into the hillside where animals
could easily have been corralled so they
wouldn’t wander off.

I
There were no signs to mark the spot, no

monuments or buildings to indicate that you
were now standing on the very spot where the
God of the universe had arrived as a child. It
was still dangerous anywhere in the Roman
Empire to tell others you were a Christian,
even though the laws against it were only spo-
radically enforced. 

But that didn’t stop those who truly fol-
lowed Christ from continuing to honor the
One whom they served as their King. Al-
though Jesus taught that His followers were to
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still respect their earthly rulers, if forced to
choose between worshipping Christ or wor-
shipping Caesar, both the Christians and Cae-
sar knew who the Christians would worship.
So the standoff continued.

The only indication that this was indeed a
holy site was the well-worn path up the hill
that made its way into and out of the cave.
Tens of thousands of pilgrims had already
made their way to this spot during the past
250 years. It was well known to those who
lived in Bethlehem, for it was the same spot
that had been shown to pilgrims from one
generation to the next, going back to the days
of Christ. 

As Dimitri led the three others along the
path to the cave, Nicholas laughed, a bit to
himself, and a bit out loud. The others turned
to see what had made him burst out so sud-
denly. He had even surprised himself! Here he
was at the one holy site he most wanted to
see, and he was laughing. 

Nicholas said, “I was just thinking of the
wise men who came to Bethlehem to see Je-
sus. They probably came up this very hill.
How regal they must have looked, riding on
their camels and bringing their gifts of gold,
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frankincense and myrrh. For a moment I pic-
tured myself as one of those kings, riding on a
camel myself. Then I stepped in some sheep
dung by the side of the road. The smell
brought me back in an instant to the reality
that I’m hardly royalty at all!” 

“Yes,” said Ruthie, “but didn’t you tell us
that the angels spoke to the shepherds first,
and that they were the first ones to go and see
the baby? So smelling a little like sheep dung
may not make you like the kings, but it does
make you like those who God brought to the
manger first!”

“Well said, Ruthie,” said Nicholas. “You’re
absolutely right.” 

Ruthie smiled at her insight, and then her
face produced another thoughtful look. “But
maybe we should still bring a gift with us, like
the wise men did?” The thought seemed to
overtake her, as if she was truly concerned
that they had nothing to give to the King. He
wasn’t there anymore to receive their gifts, of
course, but still she had been captivated by
the stories about Jesus that Nicholas had been
telling them along the road. She thought that
she should at least bring Him some kind of gift.

“Look!” she said, pointing to a spot on the
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hill a short distance away. She left the path
and within a few minutes had returned with
four small, delicate golden flowers, one for
each of them. “They look just like gold to
me!” 

She smiled from ear to ear now, giving
each one of them a gift to bring to Jesus.
Nicholas smiled as well. There’s always something
you can give, he thought to himself. Whether it’s
gold from a mine or gold from a flower, we only bring
to God that which is already His anyway, don’t we? 

So with their gifts in hand, they reached the
entrance to the cave—and stepped inside.
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oth ing could have prepared
Nicholas for the strong emotion that
overtook him as he entered the cave.N

On the ground in front of him was a
makeshift wooden manger, a feeding trough
for animals probably very similar to the one in
which Jesus had been laid the night of His
birth. It had apparently been placed in the
cave as a simple reminder of what had taken
place there. But the effect on Nicholas was
profound. 

One moment he had been laughing at him-
self and watching Ruthie pick flowers on the
hillside and the next moment, upon seeing the
manger, he found himself on his knees, weep-
ing uncontrollably at the thought of what had
taken place on this very spot.

He thought about everything he had ever
heard about Jesus—about how He had healed
the sick, walked on water and raised the dead.
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He thought about the words Jesus had spoken
—words that echoed with the weight of au-
thority as He was the Author of life itself. He
thought about his own parents who had put
their lives on the line to serve this Man called
Jesus, who had died for him just as He had
died for them, giving up their very lives for
those they loved. 

The thoughts flooded his mind so fully that
Nicholas couldn’t help sobbing with deep,
heartfelt tears. They came from within his
very soul. Somewhere else deep inside him,
Nicholas felt stirred like he had never felt in
his life. It was a sensation that called for some
kind of response, some kind of action. It was
a feeling so different from anything else he
had ever experienced, yet it was unmistakably
clear that there was a step he was now sup-
posed to take, as if a door were opening be-
fore him and he knew he was supposed to
walk through it. But how?

As if in answer to his question, Nicholas
remembered the golden flower in his hand.
He knew exactly what he was supposed to do,
and he wanted more than anything to do it. 

He took the flower and laid it gently on the
ground in front of the wooden manger. The
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golden flower wasn’t just a flower anymore. It
was a symbol of his very life, offered up now
in service to his King. 

Nicholas knelt there for several minutes,
engulfed in this experience that he knew, even
in the midst of it, would affect him for the
rest of his life. He was oblivious to anything
else that was going on around him. All he
knew was that he wanted to serve this King,
this Man who was clearly a man in every sense
of the word, yet was clearly one and the same
with God as well, the very essence of God
Himself. 

As if slowly waking from a dream,
Nicholas began to become aware of his sur-
roundings again. He noticed Dimitri and
Samuel on his left and Ruthie on his right,
also on their knees. Having watched Nicholas
slip down to his knees, they had followed suit.
Now they looked alternately, back and forth
between him and the manger in front of him. 

The waves of emotion that had washed
over Nicholas were now washing over them
as well. They couldn’t help but imagine what
he was experiencing, knowing how devoted
he was to Jesus and what it had willingly cost
Nicholas’ parents to follow Him. Each of
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them, in their own way, began to experience
for themselves what such love and devotion
must feel like.

Having watched Nicholas place his flower
in front of the manger, they found themselves
wanting to do the same. If Jesus meant so
much to Nicholas, then certainly they wanted
to follow Jesus as well. They had never in
their entire lives experienced the kind of love
that Nicholas had shown them in the past
three days. Yet somehow they knew that the
love that Nicholas had for them didn’t origi-
nate with Nicholas alone, but from the God
whom Nicholas served. If this was the kind of
effect that Jesus had on His followers, then
they wanted to follow Jesus, too. 

Any doubts that Nicholas had had about
his faith prior to that day were all washed
away in those timeless moments. Nicholas
had become, in the truest sense of the word, a
Believer. 

And from those very first moments of
putting his faith and trust fully in Jesus, he
was already inspiring others to do the same.
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CHAPTER 12

nce again, Nicholas was standing on
a beach, alone. This time, however,
it was on the shores of the Holy

Land, looking back across the Great Sea to-
wards his home. 

O
In the months following his visit to Bethle-

hem, Nicholas, along with his young guide
and bodyguards, had searched for every holy
place that they could find that related to Jesus.
They had retraced Jesus’ steps from His boy-
hood village in Nazareth to the fishing town
of Capernaum, where Jesus had spent most of
His adult years.

They had waded into the Jordan River
where Jesus had been baptized and they swam
in the Sea of Galilee where He had walked on
the water and calmed the storm. 

They had visited the hillside where Jesus
had taught about the kingdom of heaven, and
they had marveled at the spot where He had
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multiplied the five loaves of bread and two
fish to feed a crowd of over 5,000 people. 

While it was in Bethlehem that Nicholas
was filled with wonder and awe, it was in
Jerusalem where he was filled with mission
and purpose. Walking through the streets
where Jesus had carried His cross to His own
execution, Nicholas felt the weight on his
shoulders as if he were carrying a cross as
well. Then seeing the hill where Jesus had
died, and the empty tomb nearby where Jesus
had risen from the dead, Nicholas felt the
weight on his shoulders lifting off, as Jesus
must have felt when He emerged from the
tomb in which He had been sealed.

It was in that moment that Nicholas knew
what his mission and purpose in life would be:
to point others to the One who would lift
their burdens off as well. He wanted to show
them that they no longer had to carry the bur-
dens of their sin, pain, sickness and need all
alone. He wanted to show them that they
could cast all their cares on Jesus, knowing
that Jesus cared for them. “Come to Me, all
you who are weary and burdened,” Jesus had
said, “and I will give you rest.”

The stories Nicholas had heard as a child
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were no longer vague and distant images of
things that might have been. They were stories
that had taken on new life for him, stories that
were now three dimensional and in living col-
or. It wasn’t just the fact that he was seeing
these places with his own eyes. Others had
done that, and some were even living there in
the land themselves, but they had still never
felt what Nicholas was feeling. What made the
difference for Nicholas was that he was seeing
these stories through the eyes of faith,
through the eyes of a Believer, as one who
now truly believed all that had taken place. 

As his adventures of traveling to each of
the holy sites came to an end, Nicholas re-
turned to the spot where he had first felt the
presence of God so strongly: to Bethlehem.
He felt that in order to prepare himself better
for his new calling in life, he should spend as
much time as he could living and learning in
this special land. While exploring the city of
Bethlehem and its surroundings, he found an-
other cave nearby, in the city of Beit Jala, that
was similar to the cave in which Jesus had
been born. He took up residence there in the
cave, planning to spend as much time as he
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could living and learning how to live in this
land where His Savior had lived.

Dimitri, Samuel and Ruthie had gained a
new sense of mission and purpose for their
lives as well. As much as they wanted to stay
with Nicholas, they felt even more compelled
to continue their important work of bringing
more people to see these holy places. It was
no longer just a way for them to provide a liv-
ing for themselves, but they found it to be a
holy calling, a calling to help others experience
what they had experienced. 

It had been four full years now since
Nicholas had first arrived on this side of the
Sea. During that time, he often saw his young
friends as they brought more and more pil-
grims to see what they had shown to
Nicholas. In those few short years, he
watched each of them grow up “in wisdom
and stature, and in favor with God and men,”
just as Jesus had done in His youth in
Nazareth. 

Nicholas would have been very happy to
stay here even longer, but the same Spirit of
God that had drawn him to come was now
drawing him back home. He knew that he
couldn’t stay on this mountaintop forever.
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There were people who needed him, and a life
that was waiting for him back home, back in
the province of Lycia. What that life held for
him, he wasn’t sure. With his parents gone,
there was little to pull him back home, but it
was simply the Spirit of God Himself, propel-
ling him forward on the next leg of his jour-
ney. 

Making arrangements for a ship home was
harder than it was to find a ship to come here,
for the calm seas of summer were nearing
their end and the first storms of winter were
fast approaching. But Nicholas was convinced
that this was the time, and he knew that if he
waited any longer, he might not make it home
again until spring—and the Spirit’s pull was
too strong for that kind of delay. 

So when he heard that a ship was expected
to arrive any day now, one of the last of the
season to sail through here on its way from
Alexandria to Rome, he quickly arranged for
passage. The ship was to arrive the next
morning, and he knew he couldn’t miss it.

He had sent word, through a shopkeeper,
to try to find his three best friends to let them
know that he would be sailing in the morning.
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But as the night sky closed in, he had still not
heard a word from them. 

So he stood there on the beach alone, con-
templating all that had taken place and all that
had changed in his life since coming to the
Holy Land—and all that was about to change
as he left it. The thoughts filled him with ex-
citement, anticipation and, to be honest, just a
little bit of fear. 
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CHAPTER 13

lthough Nicholas’ ship arrived the
following morning just as expected,
the children didn’t. A

Later that afternoon, when the time came
for him to board and the three still hadn’t
shown up, Nicholas sadly resigned himself to
the possibility that they just might miss each
other entirely. He had started walking toward
the ship when he felt a familiar tug at his
sleeve. 

“You a Christian?” came the voice once
again, but this time with more depth as about
four years were added to his life. It was Dim-
itri, of course. Nicholas turned on the spot
and smiled his broadest smile. 

“Am I a Christian? Without a doubt!” he
said as he saw all three of them offering
smiles to him in return. “And you?” he added,
speaking to all three of them at once. 

“Without a doubt!” they replied, almost in
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unison. It was the way they had spoken about
their faith ever since their shared experience
in Bethlehem, an experience when their
doubts about God had faded away. 

As Nicholas tried to take in all three of
their faces just one more time, he wondered
which was more difficult: to leave this pre-
cious land, or to leave these three precious
youth whom he had met there. They all knew
that God had called them together for a pur-
pose, and they all trusted that God must now
be calling them apart for another purpose,
too, just as Nicholas had previously felt he
was to move to Bethlehem and they were to
continue their work taking pilgrims from city
to city.

But just because they knew what God’s will
was, it didn’t mean it was always easy to fol-
low it. As Nicholas had often reminded them,
tears were one of the strongest signs of love
in the world. Without tears at the loss of those
things that matter most, it would be hard to
tell if those things really mattered at all.

A lack of tears wouldn’t be a problem to-
day. Once again, Nicholas asked them all to
hold out their right hands in front of them. As
he reached into his pocket to find three of his
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largest coins to place into each of their out-
stretched hands, he found he wasn’t fast
enough. Within an instant, all three children
had wrapped their arms completely around
Nicholas’ neck, his back and his waist, de-
pending on their height. They all held on as
tightly as possible, and as long as possible, be-
fore one of the ship’s crewmen signaled to
Nicholas that the time had come. 

As Nicholas gave each of them one last
squeeze, he secretly slipped a coin into each
of their pockets. Throughout their time to-
gether, Nicholas’ gifts had helped the children
immeasurably. But it wasn’t Nicholas’
presents that blessed them so much as it was
his presence—his willingness to spend so much
time with them. Still, Nicholas wanted to give
them a final blessing that they could discover
later when he was gone, as he often did his
best giving in secret.

Nicholas wasn’t sure whether to laugh or
to cry at the thought of this final gift to them,
so he did a little of both. Under his breath, he
also offered a prayer of thanks for each of
their lives, then bid them farewell, one by one.
The children’s hugs were the perfect send-off
as he stepped onto the ship and headed for
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home—not knowing that their hugs and kind
words would also help to carry him through
the dark days that he was about to face ahead.
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he wind whipped up as soon as
Nicholas’ ship left the shore. The
ship’s captain had hoped to get a head

start on the coming storm, sailing for a few
hours along the coast to the harbor in the
next city before docking again for the night. It
was always a longer trip to go around the
edges of the Great Sea, docking in city after
city along the way, instead of going directly
across to their destination. But going straight
across was also more perilous, especially at
this time of year. So to beat the approaching
winter, and the more quickly approaching
storm, they wanted to gain as many hours as
they could along the way. 

T

Keeping on schedule, Nicholas found out,
was more than just a matter of a captain want-
ing to make good on his contract with his
clients. It was also soon to become a matter
of life and death for the families of the crew
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on board, including the family of the captain.
Nicholas found out that a famine had begun
to spread across the empire, now affecting the
crew’s home city back in Rome. The famine
had begun in the countryside as rain had been
sparse in the outlying areas, but now the
shortages in the country were starting to de-
plete the reserves in Rome as well. Prices were
rising and even families who could afford to
pay for food were quickly depleting their re-
sources to get it. 

The ship’s captain was not a foolish man,
having sailed on these seas for almost 30
years. But he also knew that the risk of hold-
ing back on their voyage at a time like this
could mean they would be grounded for the
rest of the winter. If that happened, his cargo
of grain might perish by spring, as well as his
family. So the ship pressed on.

It looked to Nicholas like they had made
the right decision to set sail. He, too, felt un-
der pressure to get this voyage underway, al-
though it wasn’t family or cargo that motivat-
ed him. It was the Spirit of God Himself. He
wouldn’t have been able to explain it to any-
one except to those who had already experi-
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enced it. All he knew was that it was imperative
that they start moving. 

He had thought he might spend still more
time in the Holy Land, perhaps even his entire
life. It felt like home to him from the very be-
ginning, as he had heard so many stories
about it when he was growing up. He had lit-
tle family waiting for him elsewhere, and up to
this point, he was content to stay right where
he was, except for the Spirit’s prompting that
it was time to go. 

The feeling started as a restlessness at first,
a feeling that he was suddenly no longer con-
tent to stay where he was. He couldn’t trace
the feeling to anything particular that was
wrong with where he was, just that it was time
to go. But where? Where did God want him
to go? Did God have another site for him to
see? Another part of the country in which he
was supposed to live? Perhaps another coun-
try altogether that he was supposed to visit?

As the restlessness grew, his heart and his
mind began to explore the options in more
detail. He had found in the past that the best
way to hear from God was to let go of his
own will so that he could fully embrace God’s
will, whatever that may be. While letting go
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was always hard for him, he knew that God
would always lead him in the ways that were
best. So, finally letting go of his own will,
Nicholas began to see God’s will much more
clearly in this situation as well. As much as he
felt like the Holy Land was his new home, it
wasn’t really his home. He felt strongly that
the time had come for him to return to the re-
gion where he had been born, to the province
of Lycia on the northern coast of the Sea.
There was something, he felt, that God want-
ed him to do there—something for which he
had been specifically equipped and called to
do, and was, in fact, the reason that God had
chosen for him to grow up there when he was
young. Just as Nicholas had felt drawn to
come to the Holy Land, he now felt drawn to
return home. 

To home he was headed, and to home he
must go. That inner drive that he felt was as
strong—if not stronger—than the drive that
now motivated the ship’s captain and crew to
get their cargo home, safe and sound, to their
precious families. 

Storm or no storm, they had to get home.
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icholas’ ship never made it to the
next harbor along the coast. Instead,
the storm they were trying to outrun

had outrun them. It caught hold of their ship,
pulling it away from the coast within the first
few hours at sea. It kept pulling them further
and further away from the coast until, three
hours later, they found themselves inescapably
caught in its torrents. 

N

The crew had already lowered the sails,
abandoning their attempts to force the rudder
in the opposite direction. They now hoped
that by going with the storm rather than
against it they would have a better chance of
keeping the ship in one piece. But this plan,
too, seemed only to drive them into the deep-
est and most dangerous waters, keeping them
near the eye of the storm itself.

After another three hours had passed, the
sea sickness that had initially overcome their

83



Eric & Lana Elder

bodies was no longer a concern, as the fear of
death itself was now overtaking all but the
most resilient of those on board. 

Nicholas, although he had traveled by ship
before, was not among those considered to be
most resilient. He had never experienced
pounding waves like this before. And he was-
n’t the only one. To a man, as the storm wors-
ened, each began to speak of this as the worst
storm they had ever seen. 

The next morning, when the storm still
hadn’t let up, and then again on the next
morning and the next, and as the waves were
still pounding them, they were all wondering
why they had been in such a hurry to set out
to beat the storm. Now they just hoped and
prayed that God would let them live to see
one more day, one more hour. As wave after
wave pummeled the ship, Nicholas was sim-
ply praying they would make it through even
one more wave. 

His thoughts and prayers were filled with
images of what it must have been like for the
Apostle Paul, that follower of Christ who had
sailed back and forth across the Great Sea
several times in similar ships. It was on Paul’s
last trip to Rome that he had landed in Myra,
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only miles from Nicholas’ hometown. Then,
as Paul continued on from Myra to Rome, he
faced the most violent storm he had ever
faced at sea, a raging fury that lasted more
than fourteen days and ended with his ship
being blasted to bits by the waves as it ran
aground on a sandbar, just off the coast of the
island of Malta. 

Nicholas prayed that their battle with the
wind wouldn’t last for fourteen days. He did-
n’t know if they could make it through even
one more day. He tried to think if there was
anything that Paul had done to help himself
and the 276 men who were on his ship with
him to stay alive, even though their ship and
its cargo were eventually destroyed. But as
hard as he tried to think, all he could remem-
ber was that an angel had appeared to Paul on
the night before they ran aground. The angel
told Paul to take heart—that even though the
ship would be destroyed, not one of the men
aboard would perish. When Paul told the men
about this angelic visit, they all took courage,
as Paul was convinced that it would happen
just as the angel said it would. And it did.

But for Nicholas, no such angel had ap-
peared. No outcome from heaven had been
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predicted and no guidance had come about
what they should or shouldn’t do. All he felt
was that inner compulsion that he had felt be-
fore they departed—that they needed to get
home as soon as they could. 

Not knowing what else to do, Nicholas re-
called a phrase of his father’s: “standing or-
ders are good orders.” If a soldier wasn’t sure
what to do next, even if the battle around him
seemed to change directions, if the command-
ing officer hadn’t changed the orders, then the
soldier was to carry on with the most recent
orders given. Standing orders are good orders.
It was this piece of wisdom from his father,
more than any other thought, that guided
Nicholas and gave him the courage to do
what he did next. 
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hen the storm seemed to be at its
worst, Nicholas’ thoughts turned
to the children he had just left. His

thoughts of them didn’t fill him with sadness,
but with hope. 

W
He began to take courage from the stories

they had all learned about how Jesus had
calmed the storm, how Moses had split the
Red Sea and how Joshua had made the Jordan
River stop flowing. Nicholas and the children
had often tried to imagine what it must have
been like to be able to exercise control over
the elements like that. Nicholas had even, on
occasion, tried to do some of these things
himself, right along with Dimitri, Samuel and
Ruthie. When it rained, they lifted their hands
and prayed to try to stop the rain from com-
ing down. But it just kept raining on their
heads. When they got to the Sea of Galilee,
they tried to walk on top of the water, just like
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Jesus did—and even Peter did, if only for a
few short moments. But Nicholas and the
children assumed they must not have had
enough faith or strength or whatever it might
have taken for them to do such things. 

As another wave crashed over the side of
the ship on which Nicholas was now standing,
he realized there was a common thread that
ran through each of these stories. Maybe it
wasn’t their faith that was the problem after
all, but God’s timing. In each instance from
the stories he could remember, God didn’t al-
low those miracles on a whim, just for the en-
tertainment of the people who were trying to
do them. God allowed them because God had
places for them to go, people they needed to
see and lives that needed to be spared. There
was an urgency in each situation that required
the people to accomplish not only what was
on their heart, but what was on God’s heart as
well. 

It seemed that the miracles were provided
not because of their attempts to try to reorder
God’s world, but in God’s attempts to try to
reorder their worlds. It seemed to Nicholas
that it must be a combination of their prayers
of faith, plus God’s divine will, that caused a
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spark between heaven and earth, ignited by
their two wills working together, that burst
into a power that could move mountains. 

When Jesus needed to get across the lake,
but His disciples had already taken off in the
boat, He was able to ignite by faith the
process that allowed Him to walk on water,
and thereafter calm the storm that threatened
to take their lives when He finally did catch
up to them. 

“Standing orders are good orders,”
Nicholas recalled, and he believed with all his
heart that if God hadn’t changed His orders,
then somehow they needed to do whatever
they could to get to the other side of the Sea.
But it wasn’t enough for God to will it. God
was looking for someone willing, here on
earth to will it, too, thereby completing the di-
vine connection and causing the miracle to
burst forth. Like Moses when he lifted his
staff into the air or Joshua’s priests who took
the first steps into the Jordan River, God
needed someone to agree with Him in faith
that what He had willed to happen in heaven
should happen here on earth. God had already
told Nicholas what needed to happen. Now it
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was up to Nicholas to complete the divine
connection. 

“Men!” Nicholas yelled to get the crew’s at-
tention. “The God whom I serve, and who
Has given each one of us life, wants us to
reach our destination even more than we want
to reach it. We must agree in faith, here and
now, that God not only can do it, but that He
wills us to do it. If you love God, or even if
you think you might want to love God, I want
you to pray along with me, that we will indeed
reach our destination, and that nothing will
stand in the way of our journey!” 

As soon as Nicholas had spoken these
words, the unthinkable happened: not only
did the wind not stop, but it picked up speed!
Nicholas faltered for a moment as if he had
made some sort of cosmic mistake, some sort
of miscalculation about the way God worked
and what God wanted him to do. But then he
noticed that even though the wind had picked
up speed, it had also shifted directions, ever
so slightly, but in such a distinct and notice-
able way that God had gotten the attention of
every man on board. Now, instead of being
pounded by the waves from both sides, they
were sailing straight through them, as if a
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channel had been cut into the waves them-
selves. The ship was driven along like this, not
only for the next several moments, but for the
next several hours. 

When the speed and direction of the ship
continued to hold its steady but impressively
fast course, the captain of the ship came to
Nicholas. He said he had never seen anything
like this in his whole life. It was as if an invisi-
ble hand was holding the rudder of the ship,
steady and straight, even though the ropes
that held the rudder were completely un-
manned, as they had been abandoned long
ago when the winds first reached gale force. 

Nicholas knew, too—even though he was
certainly not as well seasoned as the captain—
that this was not a normal phenomenon on
the seas. He felt something supernatural tak-
ing control the moment he first stood up to
speak to the men, and he felt it still as they
continued on their path straight ahead. 

What lay before them he didn’t know. But
what he did know was that the One who had
brought them this far was not going to take
His hand off that rudder until His mission was
accomplished.
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CHAPTER 17

he storm that they thought was going
to take their lives turned out to be the
storm that saved many more. Rather

than going the long way around the sea, fol-
lowing the coastline in the process, the storm
had driven them straight across it, straight
into the most dangerous path that they never
would have attempted on their own at that
time of year. 

T

When they sighted land early on the morn-
ing of the fifth day, they recognized it clearly.
It was the city of Myra, just a few miles away
from Nicholas’ hometown, and the same city
where the Apostle Paul had changed ships on
his famous journey to Rome. 

It was close enough to home that Nicholas
knew in his heart that he was about to land in
the exact spot where God wanted him to be.
God, without a doubt, had spared his life for a
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purpose, a purpose which would now begin
the next chapter of his life.

As they sailed closer to the beach, they
could see that the storm that raged at sea had
hardly been felt on shore. 

The rains that had flooded their ship for
the past several days, and that should have
been watering the land as well, hadn’t made it
inland for several months. The drought that
the captain and sailors had told him had come
to Rome had already been here in Lycia for
two and a half years. The cumulative effect
was that the crops that were intended to sup-
ply their reserves for the coming winter and
for next year’s seed had already been depleted.
If the people of Lycia didn’t get grain to eat
now, many would never make it through the
winter, and still more would die the following
spring, as they wouldn’t have seed to plant an-
other crop. This ship was one of the last that
had made it out of the fertile valleys of Egypt
before the winter, and its arrival at this mo-
ment in time was like a miracle in the eyes of
the people. It was certainly an answer to their
prayers. 

But that answer wasn’t so clear to the cap-
tain of the ship. He had been under strict or-
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ders from the keeper of the Imperial store-
houses in Rome that not one kernel of grain
could be missing when the ship arrived back
in Rome. The ship had been weighed in
Alexandria before it left Egypt and it would
be weighed again in Rome—and the captain
would be held personally responsible for any
discrepancy. The famine had put increasing
pressure on the emperor to bring any kind of
relief to the people. Not only this, but the
families of the captain and crew themselves
were awaiting the arrival of this food. Their
jobs, and the lives of their families, relied on
the safe delivery of every bit of grain aboard. 

Yet without the faith and encouragement
of Nicholas, the captain knew that the ship
and its cargo would have been lost at sea,
along with all of their lives. 

While it was clear to Nicholas that God
had brought him back to his homeland, he
too wasn’t entirely certain what to do about
the grain. While it seemed that giving at least
some of the grain to the people of Myra was
in order, Nicholas still tried to see it from
God’s perspective. Was this city, or any other
city throughout the empire, any more in need
of the grain than Rome, which had bought
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and paid for it to be delivered? But it also
seemed to Nicholas that the ship had been
driven specifically to this particular city, in a
straight and steady line through the towering
waves. 

The whole debate of what they were to do
next took place within just a matter of min-
utes of their arrival on shore. And Nicholas
and the captain had little time to think
through what they were going to do, as the
people of the city were already running out to
see the ship for themselves, having been
amazed at the way God had seemingly
brought it to their famished port. They were
gathering in larger and larger numbers to wel-
come the boat, and giving thanks and praise
to God at the same time. 

Both Nicholas and the captain knew that
only God Himself could answer their dilem-
ma. The two of them, along with the rest of
the crew, had already agreed the night before
—as they were so steadily and swiftly being
carried along through the water—that the first
thing they would do when they arrived on
shore was to go to the nearest church and give
thanks to God for His deliverance. Upon see-
ing where they had landed, Nicholas knew ex-
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actly where they could find that church. It was
one that his family had visited from time to
time as they traveled between these twin cities
of Patara and Myra. Telling the people that
their first order of duty was to give thanks to
God for their safe passage, Nicholas and the
captain and his crew headed to the church in
Myra. 

As they made their way across the city and
up into the hills that cradled the church, they
had no idea that the priests inside its walls had
already been doing battle with a storm of their
own.
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CHAPTER 18

icholas’ next step in life was about to
be determined by a dream. But it
wasn’t a dream that Nicholas had

conceived—it was a dream that God had con-
ceived and had put in the mind of a man, a
priest in the city of Myra. 

N
In the weeks leading up to Nicholas’ arrival

in Myra, a tragedy had befallen the church
there. Their aging bishop, the head of their
church, had died. The tragedy that had fallen
upon the church wasn’t the bishop’s death,
for he had lived a long and fruitful life and
had simply succumbed to the effects of old
age. The tragedy arose out of the debate that
ensued regarding who should take his place as
the next bishop.

While it would seem that such things could
be resolved amicably, especially within a
church, when people’s hearts are involved,
their loyalties and personal desires can some-
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times muddy their thoughts so much that they
can’t see what God’s will is in a particular situ-
ation. It can be hard for anyone, even for peo-
ple of faith, to keep their minds free from pre-
conceived ideas and personal preferences re-
garding what God may, or may not, want to
do at any given time. 

This debate was the storm that had been
brewing for a week now, and which had
reached its apex the night before Nicholas’ ar-
rival. 

That night one of the priests had a dream
that startled him awake. In his dream he saw a
man whom he had never seen before who was
clearly to take up the responsibilities of their
dearly departed bishop. When he woke from
his dream, he remembered nothing about
what the man looked like, but only remem-
bered his name: Nicholas.

“Nicholas?” asked one of the other priests
when he heard his fellow priest’s dream.
“None of us have ever gone by that name,
nor is there anyone in the whole city by that
name.” 

Nicholas was, to be sure, not a popular
name at the time. It was only mentioned once
in passing in one of Luke’s writings about the
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early church, along with other names which
were just as uncommon in those days in Myra
like Procorus, Nicanor, Timon and Parmenas.
It seemed ridiculous to the other priests that
this dream could possibly be from God. But
the old priest reminded them, “Even the
name of Jesus was given to His father by an
angel in a dream.” 

Perhaps it was this testimony from the
gospels, or perhaps it was the unlikelihood
that it would ever happen, that the priests all
agreed that they would strongly consider the
next person who walked through their door
who answered to the name of Nicholas. It
would certainly help to break the deadlock in
which they found themselves.

What a surprise then, when they opened
their doors for their morning prayers, when
an entire shipload of men started to stream into
the church!

The priests greeted each of the men at the
door as they entered, welcoming them into
the church. The last two to enter were the
captain and Nicholas, as they had allowed all
of the others to enter first. The captain
thanked the priests for opening their doors to
them for their morning prayers, then turned
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to Nicholas and said, “And thanks to
Nicholas for having this brilliant idea to come
here today.”

The astonished priests looked at one an-
other in disbelief. Perhaps God had answered
their prayers after all.
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CHAPTER 19

he captain’s concern about what to do
with the grain on his ship dissipated
when they arrived at the church as fast

as the storm had dissipated when they arrived
on shore. 

T
Within moments of beginning their morn-

ing prayers, he was convinced that it could
only have been the mighty hand of God that
had held their rudder straight and true. He
knew now for sure he wanted to make an of-
fering of the grain to the people who lived
there. God spoke to him about both the plan
and the amount. It was as if the captain were
playing the role of Abraham in the old, old
story when Abraham offered a portion of his
riches to Melchizedek the priest. 

The captain was willing to take his chances
with his superiors in Rome rather than take
any chances with the God who had delivered
them all. He knew that without God’s guid-
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ance and direction so far on this journey, nei-
ther he nor his men nor the ship nor its grain
would have ever made it to Rome at all. 

When the captain stood up from his
prayers, he quickly found Nicholas to share
the answer with him as well. Nicholas agreed
both to the plan and to the amount. The cap-
tain asked, “Do you think it will be enough
for all these people?”

Nicholas replied, “Jesus was able to feed
5,000 people with just five loaves of bread
and two fish—and what you want to give to
this city is much more than what Jesus had to
start with!”

“How did He do it?” asked the captain—
almost to himself as much as to Nicholas.

“All I know,” answered Nicholas, “is that
He looked up to heaven, gave thanks and be-
gan passing out the food with His disciples. In
the end everyone was satisfied and they still
had twelve baskets full of food left over!” 

“That’s exactly what we’ll do then, too,”
said the captain.

And the story would be told for years to
come how the captain of the ship looked up
to heaven, gave thanks and began passing out
the grain with his crew. It was enough to satis-
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fy the people of that city for two whole years
and to plant and reap even more in the third
year.

As the priests said goodbye to the captain
and crew, they asked Nicholas if he would be
able to stay behind for a time. The winds of
confusion that had whipped up and then sub-
sided inside the captain’s mind were about to
pale in comparison to the storm that was
about to break open inside the mind of
Nicholas.
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hen the priests told Nicholas about
their dream and that he just might
be the answer to their prayers,

Nicholas was dumbfounded and amazed, ex-
cited and perplexed. He had often longed to
be used by God in a powerful way, and it was
unmistakable that God had already brought
him straight across the Great Sea to this very
spot at this very hour!

W

But to become a priest, let alone a bishop,
would be a decision that would last a lifetime.
He had oftentimes considered taking up his
earthly father’s business. His father had been
highly successful at it, and Nicholas felt he
could do the same. But even more important
to him than doing the work of his father was
to have a family like his father.

Nicholas’ memories of his parents were so
fond that he longed to create more memories
of his own with a family of his own. The cus-
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tom of all the priests Nicholas knew, howev-
er, was to abstain from marriage and child-
bearing so they could more fully devote them-
selves to the needs of the community around
them.

Nicholas pulled back mentally at the
thought of having to give up his desire for a
family of his own. It wasn’t that having a fam-
ily was a conscious dream that often filled his
thoughts, but it was one of those assumptions
in the back of his mind that he took for grant-
ed would come at some point in his future. 

The shock of having to give up on the idea
of a family, even before he had fully consid-
ered having one yet, was like a jolt to his sys-
tem. Following God’s will shouldn’t be so difficult,
he thought! But he had learned from his par-
ents that laying down your will for the sake of
God’s will wasn’t always so easy, another les-
son they had learned from Jesus.

So just because it was a difficult decision
wasn’t enough to rule it out. An image also
floated through his mind of those three smil-
ing faces he had met when he first landed in
the Holy Land, with their heads bowed down
and their hands outstretched. Hadn’t they
seemed like family to him? And weren’t there
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hundreds—even thousands—of children just
like them, children who had no family of their
own, no one to care for them, no one to look
after their needs? 

And weren’t there countless others in the
world—widows and widowers and those who
had families in name but not in their actual re-
lationships—who still needed the strength and
encouragement and sense of family around
them? And weren’t there still other families as
well, like Nicholas and his parents, who had
been happy on their own but found additional
happiness when they came together as the
family of believers in their city? Giving up on
the idea of a family of his own didn’t mean he
had to give up on the idea of having a family
altogether. In fact, it may even be possible
that he could have an even larger “family” in
this way.

The more Nicholas thought about what he
might give up in order to serve God in the
church, the more he thought about how God
might use this new position in ways that went
beyond Nicholas’ own thoughts and desires.
And if God was indeed in this decision, per-
haps it had its own special rewards in the end.

The fury of the storm that swept through
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his mind began to abate. In its place, God’s
peace began to flow over both his mind and
his heart. Nicholas recognized this as the
peace of God’s divine will being clearly re-
vealed to him. It only took another moment
for Nicholas to know what his answer would
be.

The storms that had once seemed so
threatening—whether the storm at sea or the
storm in the church or the storms in the
minds of both the captain and Nicholas—
now turned out to be blessings of God in-
stead. They were blessings that proved to
Nicholas once again that no matter what hap-
pened, God really could work all things for
good for those who loved Him and who were
called according to His purpose. 

Yes, if the priests would have him,
Nicholas would become the next bishop of
Myra. 
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icholas didn’t suddenly become an-
other man when he became a bish-
op. He became a bishop because of

the man he already was. As he had done be-
fore with his father so many years earlier,
Nicholas continued to do now, here in the
city of Myra and the surrounding towns: walk-
ing and praying and asking God where he
could be of most help.

N

It was on one of these prayerful walks that
Nicholas met Anna Maria. She was a beautiful
girl only eleven years old, but her beauty was
disguised to most others by the poverty she
wore. Nicholas found her one day trying to
sell flowers that she had made out of braided
blades of grass. But the beauty of the flowers
also seemed to be disguised to everyone but
Nicholas, for no one would buy her simple
creations. 

As Nicholas stepped towards her, she re-
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minded him instantly of little Ruthie, whom
he had left behind in the Holy Land, with the
golden flowers in her hand on the hillsides of
Bethlehem. 

When he stopped for a closer look, God
spoke to his heart. It seemed to Nicholas that
this must have been what Moses felt when he
stopped to look at the burning bush in the
desert, a moment when his natural curiosity
turned into a supernatural encounter with the
Living God.

“Your flowers are beautiful,” said
Nicholas. “May I hold one?” 

The young girl handed him one of her cre-
ations. As he looked at it, he looked at her.
The beauty he saw in both the flower and the
girl was stunning. Somehow Nicholas had the
ability to see what others could not see, or did
not see, as Nicholas always tried to see people
and things and life the way God saw them, as
if God were looking through his eyes. 

“I’d like to buy this one, if I could,” he
said. 

Delighted, she smiled for the first time. She
told him the price, and he gave her a coin.

“Tell me,” said Nicholas, “what will you do
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with the money you make from selling these
beautiful flowers?”

What Nicholas heard next broke his heart. 
Anna Maria was the youngest of three sis-

ters: Sophia, Cecilia and Anna Maria. Al-
though their father loved them deeply, he had
been plunged into despair when his once-suc-
cessful business had failed, and then his wife
passed away shortly thereafter. Lacking the
strength and the resources to pick himself up
out of the darkness, the situation for his fami-
ly grew bleaker and bleaker.

Anna Maria’s oldest sister, Sophia, had just
turned 18, and she turned a number of heads
as well. But no one would marry her because
her father had no dowry to offer to any po-
tential suitor. And with no dowry, there was
little likelihood that she, nor any of the three
girls, would ever be married.

The choices facing their father were grim.
He knew he must act soon or risk the possi-
bility of Cecilia and Anna Maria never getting
married in the future, either. With no way to
raise a suitable dowry for her, and being too
proud to take charity from others, even if
someone had had the funds to offer to him,
her father was about to do the unthinkable: he
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was going to sell his oldest daughter into slav-
ery to help make ends meet.

How their father could think this was the
best solution available to him, Nicholas could-
n’t imagine. But he also knew that desperation
often impaired even the best-intentioned men.
By sacrificing his oldest daughter in this way,
the father reasoned that perhaps he could
somehow spare the younger two from a simi-
lar fate.

Anna Maria, for her part, had come up
with the idea of making and selling flowers as
a way to spare her sister from this fate that
was to her worse than death. Nicholas held
back his tears out of respect for Anna Maria
and the noble effort she was making to save
her sister. 

He also refrained from buying Anna Mari-
a’s whole basket of flowers right there on the
spot, for Nicholas knew it would take more
than a basket full of flowers to save Sophia. It
would take a miracle. And as God spoke to
his heart that day, Nicholas knew that God
just might use him to deliver it.
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ithout show and without fanfare,
Nicholas offered a prayer for Anna
Maria, along with his thanks for the

flower, and encouraged her to keep doing
what she could to help her family—and to
keep trusting in God to do what she couldn’t. 

W
Nicholas knew he could help this family.

He knew he had the resources to make a dif-
ference in their lives, for he still had a great
deal of his parents’ wealth hidden in the cliffs
near the coast for occasions such as this. But
he also knew that Anna Maria’s proud father
would never accept charity from any man,
even at this bleakest hour. 

Her father’s humiliation at losing his busi-
ness, along with his own personal loss, had
blinded him to the reality of what was about
to happen to his daughter. Nicholas wanted to
help, but how? How could he step into the
situation without further humiliating Anna
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Maria’s father, possibly causing him to refuse
the very help that Nicholas could extend to
him. Nicholas did what he always did when he
needed wisdom. He prayed. And before the
day was out, he had his answer.

Nicholas put his plan into action—and
none too soon! It just so happened that the
next day was the day when Sophia’s fate
would be sealed.

Taking a fair amount of gold coins from
his savings, Nicholas placed them into a small
bag. It was small enough to fit in one hand,
but heavy enough to be sure that it would ad-
equately supply the need. 

Hiding under the cover of night, he
crossed the city of Myra to the home where
Anna Maria, her father and her two older sis-
ters lived. 

He could hear them talking inside as he
quietly approached the house. Their mood
was understandably downcast as they dis-
cussed what they thought was their inevitable
next step. They asked God to give them the
strength to do whatever they needed to do. 

For years, Sophia and her sisters had
dreamed of the day when they would each
meet the man of their dreams. They had even
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written love songs to these men, trusting that
God would bring each of them the perfect
man at the perfect time. 

Now it seemed like all their songs, all their
prayers and all their dreams had been in vain.
Sophia wasn’t the only one who felt the im-
pact of this new reality, for her two younger
sisters knew that the same fate might one day
await each of them. 

The girls wanted to trust God, but no matter
how hard they thought about their situation,
each of them felt like their dreams were about
to be shattered. 

At Anna Maria’s prompting, they tried to
sing their favorite love song one more time,
but their sadness simply deepened at the
words. It was no longer a song of hope, but a
song of despair, and the words now seemed
so impossible to them. 

It was not just a song, but a prayer, and
one of the deepest prayers Nicholas had ever
heard uttered by human tongue. H i s heart
went out to each of them, while at the same
time it pounded with fear. He had a plan, and
he hoped it would work, but he had no way of
knowing for sure. He wasn’t worried about
what might happen to him if he were discov-
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ered, but he was worried that their father
would reject his gift if he knew where it had
come from. That would certainly seal the girls’
doom. As Sophia and Cecilia and Anna Maria
said their goodnights—and their father had
put out the lights—Nicholas knew that his
time had come. 

Inching closer to the open window of the
room where they had been singing, Nicholas
bent down low to his knees. He lobbed the
bag of coins into the air and through the win-
dow. It arced gracefully above him and
seemed to hang in the air for a moment be-
fore landing with a soft thud in the center of
the room. A few coins bounced loose, clink-
ing faintly on the ground, rolling and then
coming to a stop. Nicholas turned quickly and
hid in the darkness nearby as the girls and
their father awoke at the sound. 

They called out to see if anyone was there,
but when they heard no answer, they entered
the room from both directions. As their father
lit the light, Anna Maria was the first to see it
—and gasped. 

There, in the center of the room, lay a
small round bag, shimmering with golden
coins at the top. The girls gathered around
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their father as he carefully picked up the bag
and opened it. 

It was more than enough gold to provide a
suitable dowry for Sophia, with more to spare
to take care of the rest of the family for some
time to come!

But where could such a gift have come
from? The girls were sure it had come from
God Himself in answer to their prayers! But
their father wanted to know more. Who had
God used to deliver it? Certainly no one they
knew. He sprinted out of the house, followed
by his daughters, to see if he could find any
trace of the deliverer, but none could be
found.

Returning back inside, and with no one to
return the money to, the girls and their father
got down on their knees and thanked God for
His deliverance. 

As Nicholas listened in the darkness, he
too gave thanks to God, for this was the very
thing Nicholas hoped they would do. He
knew that the gift truly was from God, provid-
ed by God and given through Nicholas by
God’s prompting in answer to their prayers.
Nicholas had only given to them what God
had given to him in the first place. Nicholas
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neither wanted nor needed any thanks nor
recognition for the gift. God alone deserved
their praise. 

But by allowing Nicholas to be involved,
using Nicholas’ own hands and his own inher-
itance to bless others, Nicholas felt a joy that
he could hardly contain. By delivering the gift
himself, Nicholas was able to ensure that the
gift was properly given. And by giving the gift
anonymously, he was able to ensure that the
true Giver of the gift was properly credited. 

The gift was delivered and God got the
credit. Nicholas had achieved both of his
goals.
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hile Nicholas preferred to do his
acts of goodwill in secret, there
were times when, out of sheer ne-

cessity, he had to act in broad daylight. And
while it was his secret acts that gained him fa-
vor with God, it was his public acts that
gained him favor with men. 

W
Many people rightly appreciate a knight in

shining armor, but not everyone wants to be
rescued from evil—especially those who prof-
it from it. 

One such man was a magistrate in Myra, a
leader in the city who disliked Nicholas in-
tensely—or anyone who stood in the way of
what he wanted.

This particular magistrate was both corrupt
and corruptible. He was willing to do anything
to get what he wanted, no matter what it cost
to others. Although Nicholas had already
been at odds with him several times in the
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past, their conflict escalated to a boiling point
when news reached Nicholas that the magis-
trate had sentenced three men to death—for a
crime Nicholas was sure they did not commit.
Nicholas couldn’t wait this time for the cover
of darkness. He knew he needed to act imme-
diately to save these men from death. 

Nicholas had been entertaining some gen-
erals from Rome that afternoon whose ship
had docked in Myra’s port the night before.
Nicholas had invited the generals to his home
to hear news about some changes that had
been taking place in Rome. A new emperor
was about to take power, they said, and the
implications might be serious for Nicholas
and his flock of Christ-followers.

It was during their luncheon that Nicholas
heard about the unjust sentencing and the im-
pending execution. Immediately he set out for
the site where the execution was to take place.
The three generals, sensing more trouble
might ensue once Nicholas arrived, set out af-
ter him. 

When Nicholas burst onto the execution
site, the condemned men were already on the
platform. They were bound and bent over
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with their heads and necks ready for the exe-
cutioner’s sword. 

Without a thought for his own safety,
Nicholas leapt onto the platform and tore the
sword from the executioner’s hands. Al-
though Nicholas was not a fighter himself,
Nicholas made his move so unexpectedly that
the executioner made little attempt to try to
wrestle the sword back out of the bishop’s
hands. 

Nicholas knew these men were as innocent
as the magistrate was guilty. He was certain
that it must have been the men’s good deeds,
not their bad ones, that had offended the
magistrate. Nicholas untied the ropes of the
innocent men in full view of the onlookers,
defying both the executioner and the magis-
trate.

The magistrate came forward to face
Nicholas squarely. But as he did so, the three
generals who had been having lunch with
Nicholas also stepped forward. One took his
place on Nicholas’ left, another on Nicholas’
right and the third stood directly in front of
him. Prudently, the magistrate took a step
back. Nicholas knew that this was the time to
press the magistrate for the truth. 
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Although the magistrate tried to defend
himself, his pleas of fell on deaf ears. No one
would believe his lies anymore. He tried to
convince the people that it was not he who
wanted to condemn these innocent men, but
two other businessmen in town who had giv-
en him a bribe in order to have these men
condemned. But by trying to shift the blame
to others, the magistrate condemned himself
for the greed that was in his heart.

Nicholas declared: “It seems that it was not
these two men who have corrupted you, sir,
but two others—whose names are Gold and
Silver!”

Cut to the quick, the magistrate broke
down and made a full confession in front of
all the people for this and for all the other
wrongs he had done, even for speaking ill of
Nicholas, who had done nothing but good for
the people. Nicholas set more than three pris-
oners free that day, as even the magistrate was
finally set free from his greed by his honest
confession. Seeing the heartfelt change in the
magistrate, Nicholas pardoned him, forever
winning the magistrate’s favor—and the peo-
ple’s favor—from that moment on.

When Nicholas was born, his parents had
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named him Nicholas, which means in Greek
“the people’s victor.” Through acts like these,
Nicholas became “the people’s victor” both in
name and in deed. 

Nicholas was already becoming an icon—
even in his own time.
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ithin three months of receiving her
unexpected dowry from Nicholas,
Sophia had received a visit from a

suitor—one who “suited her” just fine. He
truly was the answer to her prayers, and she
was thankfully, happily and finally married. 

W
Two years later, however, Sophia’s younger

sister Cecilia found herself in dire straights as
well. Although Cecilia was ready to be married
now, her father’s business had not improved,
no matter how hard he tried. As the money
that Nicholas had given to the family began to
run out, their despair began to set in. Pride
and sorrow had once again blinded Cecilia’s
father to the truth, and he felt his only option
was to commit Cecilia to a life of slavery, hop-
ing to save his third and final daughter from a
similar fate. 

While they were confident that God had
answered their prayers once, their circum-
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stances had caused them to doubt that He
could do it again. A second rescue at this
point was more than they could have asked
for or imagined.

Nicholas, however, knowing their situation
by this time much more intimately, knew that
God was prompting him again to intercede. It
had been two years since his earlier rescue,
but in all that time the family never suspected
nor discovered that he was the deliverer of
God’s gift. 

As the time came closer to a decision on
what they should do next, Nicholas knew his
time to act had come as well. And in order to
make it clear that his gift was to be used first
and foremost for Cecilia’s dowry, and then af-
ter that for any other needs the family might
have, he waited until the night before she was
to be sold into slavery to make his move.

Once again waiting for the cover of dark-
ness, Nicholas approached their house. Cecilia
and Anna Maria had already gone to bed early
that night, sent there by their father who had
told them not to expect any similar miracle to
what happened for Sophia. But somewhere in
the depths of his despair, their father still had
a glimmer of hope in his heart, a wish per-
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haps, more than anything else, that Someone
really was watching out for him and that his
prayers just might still be answered. With that
hope, he decided to stay awake and stay close
to the window, just in case some angel did ap-
pear—whether an earthly one or a heavenly
one.

Nicholas knew this might happen, and he
knew that Cecilia’s father might still reject his
gift if he found out that Nicholas had given it.
But he also hoped that perhaps her father’s
proud heart had softened a bit and he would
accept the gift even if Nicholas was discov-
ered.

Seeing that the house was perfectly quiet,
Nicholas knelt down beside the open window.
He tossed the second bag of gold into the
room.

The bag had barely hit the ground when
the girls’ father leapt out of the window
through which it had come and overtook
Nicholas as he tried to flee. You might have
thought that Nicholas had taken a bag of gold
rather than given a bag of gold the way the
girls’ father chased him down!

Fearing that all his efforts had been wasted,
Nicholas’ heart was eased as the man didn’t
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rebuke Nicholas but thanked him without
even looking at who he had caught. 

“Please hear me out,” he said. “I just want
to thank you. You’ve done so much already
for me and my family that I couldn’t have ex-
pected such a gift again. But your generosity
has opened my eyes to the pride in my heart
—a pride that almost cost me the lives of two
daughters now.”

The girls’ father had spoken both breath-
lessly and quickly to be sure that the stranger
would hear him before trying to escape again.
But when he looked up to see who he was
talking to—Nicholas the priest—the shock on
their father’s face was evident. How could a
priest afford to give such an incredible gift? 

In answer to this unasked question,
Nicholas spoke: “Yes, it was I who delivered
this gift to you, but it was God who gave it to
me to give to you. It is not from the church
and not from the charity of my own hand. It
came from my father who earned it fairly by
the work of his hands. He was a businessman
like you. And if he were alive today, he would
have wanted to give it to you himself. I’m sure
of it. He, of all people, knew how difficult it
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was to run a business, just as you do. He also
loved his family, just as you do, too.”

Nicholas paused to let his words sink in,
then continued, “But please, for my sake and
for God’s sake, please know that it was God
Himself who has answered your prayers—for
He has. I am simply a messenger for Him, a
deliverer, a tool in His hands, allowing Him to
do through me what I know He wants done.
As for me, I prefer to do my giving in secret,
not even letting my right hand know what my
left hand is doing.” 

The look on Nicholas’ face was so sincere
and he conveyed his intentions with such love
and devotion for the One whom he served,
that the girls’ father could not help but to ac-
cept Nicholas’ gift as if it had truly come from
the hand of God Himself.

But as they said their goodbyes, the girls
and their father could hardly contain their
thankfulness to Nicholas, too, for letting God
use him in such a remarkable way.

As much as Nicholas tried to deflect their
praise back to God, he also knew he did have
a role to play in their lives. Although God
prompts many to be generous in their hearts,
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not everyone responds to those promptings as
Nicholas did.

Nicholas would wait to see how the family
fared over the next few years to see if they
would need any help for Anna Maria, too. 

But Nicholas never got the chance. The
new emperor had finally come into power,
and the course of Nicholas’ life was about to
change again. Even though Nicholas often
came to the rescue of others, there were times
when, like the Savior he followed, it seemed
he was unable to rescue himself.

130



PART 5

131



132



CHAPTER 25

ack when Jesus was born, there was a
king who felt so threatened by this lit-
tle baby boy that he gave orders to kill

every boy in Bethlehem and its vicinity who
were two years old and under. Three hundred
and three years later, another king felt just as
threatened by Jesus, as well as his followers.

B
This new king’s name was Diocletian, and

he was the emperor of the entire Roman Em-
pire. Even though the Romans had killed Je-
sus hundreds of years earlier, Diocletian still
felt threatened by the Christians who followed
Jesus. Diocletian declared himself to be a god
and he wanted all the people in his empire to
worship him. 

Although Christians were among the most
law-abiding citizens in the land, they simply
couldn’t worship Diocletian. He considered
this an act of insurrection, an act which must
be quenched in the strongest way possible. By
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the time Diocletian had finally risen to his full
power, he ordered that all Bibles be burned,
that Christian churches be destroyed and that
those who followed Christ be imprisoned, tor-
tured and put to death. 

While persecution against Christians had
been taking place for many years under Ro-
man rule, none of those persecutions com-
pared to that which took place during the
reign of Diocletian. Nicholas, for his part, did-
n’t fear Diocletian, but as always, he feared for
those in his church who followed Jesus. 

Having such a visible role in the church,
Nicholas knew that he would be targeted first,
and if he were taken away, he feared for what
would happen to those who would be left be-
hind. But Nicholas had already made his deci-
sion. He knew that even if he was killed he
could trust God that God could still accom-
plish His purpose on earth whether Nicholas
were a part of that or not. It was this founda-
tional faith and trust in God and His purposes
that would help Nicholas through the difficult
years ahead. 

Rather than retreat into hiding from the
certain fate that awaited him, Nicholas chose
to stand his ground to the end. He vowed to
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keep the doors to his church wide open for all
who wanted to come in. And he kept that
vow for as long as he could until one day
when those who came in were soldiers—sol-
diers who had come for him.
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icholas was ready when the soldiers
arrived. He knew that his time for
second-guessing his decision to keep

the church open was over. Unfortunately, the
days for his church were over, too, as the sol-
diers shut the doors for good when they left.

N
For all the goodwill that Nicholas had built

up with people in his town over the years,
even with the local soldiers, these were no lo-
cal soldiers who came for Nicholas. Diocle-
tian had sent them with demands that his or-
ders be carried out unquestioningly, and that
those who didn’t carry them out would suffer
the same fate as those who were to be pun-
ished. 

Nicholas was given one last chance to re-
nounce his faith in Christ and worship Diocle-
tian instead, but Nicholas, of course, refused.
It wasn’t that he wanted to defy Roman author-
ity, for Christ Himself taught His followers
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that it was important to honor those in au-
thority and to honor their laws. But to deny
that Jesus was His Lord and Savior would
have been like trying to deny that the sun had
risen that morning! He simply couldn’t do it.
How could he deny the existence of the One
who had given him life, who had given him
faith and who had given him hope in the
darkest hours of his life. If the soldiers had to
take him away, so be it. To say that a mere
man like Diocletian was God, and that Jesus
was anything less than God, was uncon-
scionable. 

For all his faith, Nicholas was still subject
to the same sensations of pain that every hu-
man being experiences. His strong faith did
not exempt him from the natural fear that
others feel when they are threatened with
bodily harm. He also feared the idea of im-
prisonment, having to be isolated from others
for so long, especially when he didn’t know
how long his imprisonment might last—or if
he would survive it at all.

Nicholas knew that these fears were
healthy, given to him by God, to keep out any
danger and to protect him from anything that
might possibly harm his body. But right now,
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as Nicholas was being forcefully taken away,
he wished he could suppress those fears.

“God, help me,” he called out as the shack-
les that the soldiers were putting on his wrists
cut into them. This was the beginning of a
new kind of pilgrimage for Nicholas—a pil-
grimage that would last far longer than his
years in the Holy Land. 

It would be hard to compare these two
journeys in terms of their impact on his life,
for how could you compare a journey freely
taken, where you could come and go as you
please and stop the journey at any time, with a
journey that was forced upon you against your
will, where even venturing out to catch a
glimpse of the sun was under someone else’s
control and not yours?

Yet Nicholas found that he was able to
sense the presence of God in a way that
equalled, if not surpassed, all that he had ex-
perienced in the Holy Land. As he had
learned from other believers, sometimes you
don’t realize that Jesus is all you need until Je-
sus is all you have.

Over the course of his imprisonment,
whenever the door to Nicholas’ prison cell
opened, he didn’t know if the guards were
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there to set him free or to sentence him to
death. He never knew if any given day might
be his last. But the byproduct of this uncer-
tainty was that Nicholas received a keen
awareness of the brevity of life, as well as a
continual awareness of the presence of God. 

Nicholas found that by closing his eyes he
could sense God’s presence in a way he had
never sensed it before. This cell wasn’t a
prison—it was a sanctuary. And all Nicholas
wanted to do was to stay in God’s presence as
long as he could. Soon, Nicholas didn’t even
have to close his eyes. He simply knew that he
was always in the presence of God.

Of course, his time in prison was also filled
with the stinging pain of the worst kind of hell
on earth. The soldiers were relentless in their
attempts to get Nicholas to renounce his faith.
The pain they inflicted ranged from prodding
him with hot branding irons and squeezing his
flesh with hot pincers to whipping him se-
verely, then pouring salt and vinegar in his
wounds. As a result, his back was permanently
scarred. The unsanitary conditions of the
prison caused Nicholas to experience more
kinds of sickness than he had ever experi-
enced before. At times he even wondered if
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death might be better than what he had to en-
dure there. 

It was during one of those times, the dark-
est perhaps, of the five years he had spent so
far in prison, that the door to his cell opened.
A light streamed in, but as he looked at it
closely, it wasn’t the light of the sun, for as far
as Nicholas could tell in his isolated cell, it
was still just the middle of the night. 

The light that entered the room was the
light of a smile, a smile on the face of
Nicholas’ young friend, now grown to be a
man. It was the light of the smiling face of
Dimitri.
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icholas had seen few faces in his
time in prison, and fewer still that
gave him any kind of encourage-

ment. To see a smile on someone’s face, let
alone a face that Nicholas loved so much, was
pure joy.

N
It hadn’t been easy for Dimitri to find

Nicholas. Dimitri had come to Myra knowing
that Nicholas had taken a church there. But it
had been years since Dimitri had heard from
his friend, a time in which Dimitri himself had
been imprisoned. Having only recently been
set free, Dimitri made his way across the
Great Sea in search of Nicholas. Dimitri had
to search hard to find Nicholas, but Dimitri
had come too far to give up without seeing his
old friend and mentor, the first person who
had shown him the love of Christ.

Using the street-smarts that he had ac-
quired as a guide in the Holy Land, Dimitri
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was able to navigate his way through or
around most anyone or anything that stood in
his way. Dimitri’s tenacity, plus the hand of
God’s guidance, helped Dimitri to find his
friend, and to find this door which he opened
that night for this special visit. It was a visit
that, to Nicholas, seemed like a visit by an an-
gel from heaven.

After the door closed behind them, and af-
ter an extended embrace, Dimitri sat down on
the floor next to Nicholas. They sat in silence
for several minutes, neither of them having to
say a word. In holy moments like these, words
were unnecessary.

The darkness in the small cell was so great
that they didn’t even try to look at one anoth-
er, but simply sat there side by side. Dimitri’s
eyes had not yet adjusted to the pitch-black-
ness enough to see anything anyway, and
Nicholas was content to merely know that his
friend was right there by him. Nicholas could
hear the sound of Dimitri’s breath, a sound
which increased Nicholas’ joy, knowing that
his friend was still alive and was right there in
the flesh.

Nicholas drew in another deep breath and
with it he breathed in a new sense of life. It
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was a breath of life that his friend couldn’t
help but bring with him.
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And how are our two young
bodyguards doing?” Nicholas
asked at last, referring to

Samuel and Ruthie. Nicholas had been pray-
ing often for all three of them, as he cared for
them as if they were his own young brothers
and sister.“

Dimitri hesitated. He looked at Nicholas
but couldn’t say a word. He was eager to tell
Nicholas everything that had happened in the
years that had passed, about how Samuel and
Ruthie continued taking people to the holy
places, sharing with others the same good
news of Jesus that they had discovered in their
days with Nicholas.

Like Dimitri, Samuel and Ruthie had to
stop guiding pilgrims when the “Great Perse-
cution” came, as it was now being called. All
three of them began spending most of their
days seeing to the needs of the other believers
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in Jerusalem, believers who were facing im-
prisonment and death, just like Nicholas.
Since they were not in a high profile position
like Nicholas though, the three of them were
able to avoid being caught longer than
Nicholas. But eventually, they too were im-
prisoned, being repeatedly questioned, threat-
ened and tortured for their faith.

Samuel and Dimitri were strong enough to
withstand the abuse, but Ruthie was too frail.
One day, after being treated particularly
harshly, she returned to them and collapsed.
Although she had obviously been crying from
the pain in her body, somehow she had also
managed to keep a smile in her heart. 

“How can you do it?” asked Samuel. “How
can you possibly still smile, even after all
that?” 

Ruthie replied, “I feel like I’ve been walk-
ing and talking with Jesus for so long now
that even death wouldn’t really change that.
I’ll just keep on walking and talking with Him
forever.”

Ruthie smiled again and Dimitri couldn’t
help but smile back at her. But her body was
giving out and she knew it. She could sense
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that she was just moments away from passing
from this life to the next. 

“You can’t go!” said Samuel. “You’ve got
to stay here with me! There’s still too much
work to be done!” But Ruthie was slipping
away.

“If you die, I’ll just pray that God will
bring you back to life!” Samuel was desperate
now to hang onto her. But Ruthie just smiled
again. She had truly found the secret of living
life to the fullest, and nothing, not even death,
could take that away. 

She spoke, quietly now, with just a whisper.
“You could pray that God would raise me
from the dead, but the truth is, I’ve already
been raised from the dead once. When we
met Nicholas, and he introduced us to Jesus, I
was raised from the dead and given a whole
new life. From then on, I knew that I would
live forever.”

With that, Ruthie passed through the veil
and into the visible presence of God. The
smile that adorned her face in life continued
to shine on her face in death, and Dimitri
knew where she was. She was just continuing
to do what she had always done, walking and
talking with Jesus, but now face to face.
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Nicholas sat in silence as Dimitri told him
the story, taking it all in. As much as he
thought he would be sad, his heart began to
soar instead. None of this was new to him, of
course, but hearing about Ruthie’s faith
brought his own back to life again as well. 

You would think a man like Nicholas
wouldn’t need to be encouraged in his faith.
He had brought faith to countless others, and
he was a bishop no less. But Nicholas also
knew in his heart of hearts that it was people
like him who sometimes needed the most en-
couragement in their faith. Great faith, he
knew, did not come to those who have no
doubts. Great faith came to those who have
had their faith stretched so far that it had to
grow, or else it would break completely. By
continuing to trust God no matter what,
Nicholas found that he was able to fill in any
gaps in his faith along the way, helping it to
grow even further.

As sad as he was for Ruthie’s passing,
Nicholas couldn’t help but smile from deep
down in his heart the same way that Ruthie
must have done on the day that she died. He
longed for the day when he could see Jesus
face to face, just as Ruthie was now seeing
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Him. Yet he loved the work that God had giv-
en him on earth to do, too. 

“We can’t lose, can we?” said Nicholas
with a reflective smile. “Either we die and get
to be with Jesus in heaven, or we live and get
to continue His work here on earth. Either
way we win, don’t we? Either way we win.”

“Yes, either way we win,” echoed Dimitri.
“Either way we win.”

For the next several hours, Nicholas and
Dimitri shared stories with each other of what
God had done in their lives during their time
apart. But nothing could have prepared
Nicholas for what Dimitri was about to tell
him next. For Dimitri, it seems, had met a girl.
And not just any girl, but a girl Nicholas knew
very well by now. Her name was Anna Maria. 
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n his journey to find Nicholas, Dimitri
looked for anyone who might know of
his whereabouts. When he got to Myra,

he went first to the church where Nicholas
had served as bishop. Not finding him there,
Dimitri took to the streets to see if he could
find anyone who knew anything about him.
And who did he find in the streets, but the
very girl—now a woman—that Nicholas had
found so many years ago, selling her braided
flowers to anyone who would buy them.

I

She was no longer covered in the cloak of
poverty. Both her inner and outer beauty were
immediately evident to Dimitri. He was so
taken by her that he couldn’t help but be
drawn into a conversation. And she seemed to
be just as taken by him. She couldn’t believe
that a man of his stature and faith was willing
to talk to her. He was, she thought, the kind-
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est and most impressive man she had ever
met.

When Dimitri mentioned his mission,
searching for the bishop named Nicholas,
Anna Maria gasped. How could this man, this
stranger from the other side of the Great Sea,
know anything about Nicholas? Dimitri
shared the story of how they met, and
Nicholas had rescued him from his poverty of
faith. Anna Maria couldn’t help but share
what Nicholas had done for her family as well,
saving her two older sisters from slavery by
throwing a bag of gold through the window
for each of them on the eve of their 18th
birthdays.

But then, Anna Maria’s smile faded. It was
now only a few days until her own 18th birth-
day, but Nicholas had been taken away to
prison five years earlier. No one had seen nor
heard from him in all those years. She didn’t
even know where he was. Although her father
had had a change of heart, and wouldn’t
dream of selling Anna Maria into slavery, he
still had no dowry to offer to any potential
suitor. Without a dowry, as Dimitri knew very
well, Anna Maria’s future was dim. And with
Nicholas in prison, there was no chance he
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would be able to rescue their family a third
time. Anna Maria had taken again to selling
her flowers in the street, and although they
were more impressive than her earlier cre-
ations, she could barely earn enough from
their sales to help the family with the cost of
food from time to time. 

Dimitri listened, and like Nicholas before
him, he knew within minutes what God was
prompting him to do. He could be the answer
to Anna Maria’s prayers, and with much more
than just a dowry. But he also knew that these
things take time, so he just treasured these
thoughts in his heart, buying a flower from
Anna Maria, thanking her for sharing what
she knew about Nicholas and continuing on
his way, promising to get in touch with her if
he ever located their precious friend.

On the eve of Anna Maria’s birthday, Dim-
itri found himself in the very spot where
Nicholas had hidden twice before, years earli-
er, just outside the open window of Anna
Maria’s home. The conversation inside was
subdued, as Anna Maria and her father
prayed, knowing that there was no way for
Nicholas to appear again. They put out the
lights and headed for bed.
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Dimitri waited for what seemed to him like
hours, knowing that he couldn’t dare wake
them and risk exposing his plan. For he had
saved up enough in his years of working in
the Holy Land to easily fill a bag with golden
coins suitable for a dowry. But he couldn’t
just hand them the money, for he had more in
mind than just giving them the dowry. He
wanted Anna Maria’s father to give it back to
him someday, as a wedding gift to him! It was
a long shot, and he knew he would need more
time to be sure she was the one for him. He
also felt this was the best way to make it all
work out in the end, even if she wasn’t the
one for him. Something told him, however,
that she was. And with that thought in mind,
he made his next move.

Carefully and quietly, he reached over the
windowsill and let the bag drop quietly down
on the floor below. No one heard and no one
stirred. Having done his duty to God and to
his own heart, he set off again in search of
Nicholas. Two weeks later, Dimitri had found
Nicholas, and was now sharing with him the
story of how he had met the woman of his
dreams. 

The news couldn’t have been any sweeter
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to Nicholas’ ears. And again his heart light-
ened and soared, for even though he was
locked away from the rest of the world in his
prison cell, Nicholas saw the fruit of his
prayers—prayers that were answered in the
most incredible way imaginable. He could still
make a difference in the world, even from
here in prison, even when the world tried to
shut him down.

Before Dimitri left that night, he embraced
Nicholas one more time; then he was gone.
He disappeared through the prison door as
miraculously as he had entered it. 

It would be five more years until Nicholas
would see Dimitri again. Diocletian’s grip
continued to tighten around the Christians’
necks. But during all those remaining years in
prison, Nicholas felt freer in his heart than he
had ever felt before. No man could keep
Nicholas from worshipping Jesus, and no
man could keep Jesus from doing what He
wanted done.

When the day finally came for Nicholas to
be set free, the guard who opened Nicholas’
door looked in and said, “It’s time to go.
You’re free.” 

Nicholas simply looked at the guard with a

153



Eric & Lana Elder

smile. He had already been free for quite
some time.
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hinking Nicholas must not have heard
him, the guard spoke again. “I said
you’re free, you’re free to go. You can

get up and go home now.” 
T

At the word “home,” Nicholas stirred. He
hadn’t seen his home, or his church, or hardly
any other soul than Dimitri for ten years. He
stood to his feet and his movements began to
accelerate as he responded to the guard’s
words. 

“Home?” Nicholas said. 
“Yes, home. You can go home now. The

emperor has issued a decree that has set all
Christians free.” 

The emperor he was referring to was a new
emperor named Constantine. Diocletian’s ef-
forts had failed to constrain the Christians. In-
stead of quenching their spirits, Diocletian
had strengthened them. Like Nicholas, those
who weren’t killed grew stronger in their faith.
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And the stronger they grew in their faith, the
stronger they grew in their influence, gaining
new converts from the citizens around them.
Even Diocletian’s wife and daughter had con-
verted to Christianity.

Diocletian stepped down from ruling the
empire, and Constantine stepped up. 

Constantine reversed the persecution of
the Christians, issuing the Edict of Milan. This
edict showed a new tolerance for people of all
religions and resulted in freedom for the
Christians. Constantine’s mother, Helen, was
a devout Christian herself. Even though no
one quite knew if Constantine was a Christian,
the new tolerance he displayed allowed people
to worship whoever they pleased and however
they pleased, the way it should have been all
along. 

As much as Diocletian had changed the
Roman world for the worse, Constantine was
now changing it for the better. Their reigns
were as different as night and day and served
as a testament of how one person really can
affect the course of history forever—either
for good or for evil. 

Nicholas was aware, now more than ever,
that he had just one life to live. But he was
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also aware that if he lived it right, one life was
all that he would need. He resolved in his
heart once more to do his best to make the
most of every day, starting again today. 

As he was led from his prison cell and re-
turned to the city of Myra, it was no coinci-
dence, he thought, that the first face he saw
there was the face of Anna Maria. 

He recognized her in an instant. But the
ten years in prison, and the wear and tear it
had taken on his life, made it hard for her to
recognize him as quickly. But as soon as she
saw his smile, she too knew in an instant that
it was the smile of her dear old friend
Nicholas. Of course it was Nicholas! And he
was alive, standing right there in front of her!

She couldn’t move, she was so shocked.
Two children stood beside her, looking up at
their mother, and then looking at the man
who now held her gaze. Here was the man
who had done so much for her and her fami-
ly. Her joy was uncontainable. With a call over
her shoulder, Anna Maria shouted, “Dimitri!
Dimitri! Come quickly! It’s Nicholas!” 

Then she rushed towards Nicholas, giving
him an embrace and holding on tight. Dimitri
emerged from a shop behind them, took one
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look at Nicholas and Anna Maria and rushed
towards them as well, sweeping his children
up with him as he ran.

Now the whole family was embracing
Nicholas as if he was a dear brother or father
or uncle who had just returned from war. The
tears and the smiles on their faces melted to-
gether. The man who had saved Anna Maria
and her family from a fate worse than death
had been spared from death as well! And
Dimitri grinned from ear to ear, too, seeing
his good friend, and seeing how happy it
made Nicholas to see Dimitri and Anna Maria
together with their new family.

Nicholas took hold of each of their faces—
one at a time—and looked deeply into their
eyes. Then he held the children close. The
seeds he had planted years ago in the lives of
Dimitri and Anna Maria were still bearing
fruit, fruit he could now see with his own two
eyes. All his efforts had been worth it, and
nothing like the smiles on their faces could
have made it any clearer to him than that. 

Throughout the days and weeks ahead,
Nicholas and the other believers who had
been set free had many similar reunions
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throughout Myra. Those days were like one
long, ongoing reunion.

Nicholas, as well as the others who had
managed to survive the Great Persecution,
must have appeared to those around them as
Lazarus must have appeared, when Jesus
called him to come out of the tomb—a man
who had died, but was now alive. And like
Lazarus, these Christians were not only alive,
but they led many more people to faith in
Christ as well, for their faith was now on fire
in a whole new way. What Diocletian had
meant for harm, God was able to use for
good. This new contingent of Christians had
emerged with a faith that was stronger than
ever before.

Nicholas knew that this new level of faith,
like all good gifts from God, had been given
to him for a purpose, too. For as big as the
tests had been that Nicholas had faced up to
now, God was preparing him for the biggest
test yet to come.

159



160



PART 6

161



162



CHAPTER 31

And you’ve still never told her,
after all these years?” Nicholas
asked Dimitri. It had been

twelve years since Nicholas had gotten out of
prison, and they were talking about the bag of
gold that Dimitri had thrown into Anna Mari-
a’s open window five years before that.“

“She’s never asked,” said Dimitri. “And
even if I told her it was me, she wouldn’t be-
lieve me. She’s convinced you did it.”

“But how could I, when she knew I was in
prison?” It was a conversation they had had
before, but Nicholas still found it astounding.
Dimitri insisted on keeping his act of giving a
secret, just as Nicholas had done whenever
possible, too. 

“Besides,” added Dimitri, “she’s right. It
really was you who inspired me to give her
that gift, as you had already given her family
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two bags of gold in a similar way. So in a very
real sense, it did come from you.”

Nicholas had to admit there was some log-
ic in Dimitri’s thinking. “But it didn’t start
with me, either. It was Christ who inspired
me.”

And to that, Dimitri conceded and said,
“And it was Christ who inspired me, too. Be-
lieve me, Anna Maria knows that as much as
anyone else. Her faith is deeper than ever be-
fore. Ever since she met you, she continues to
give God credit for all things.”

And with that, Nicholas was satisfied, as
long as God got the credit in the end. For as
Nicholas had taught Dimitri years earlier,
there’s nothing we have that did not come
from God first.

Changing subjects, Nicholas said, “You’re
sure she won’t mind you being away for three
months? I can still find someone else to ac-
company me.” 

“She’s completely and utterly happy for me
to go with you,” said Dimitri. “She knows
how important this is to you, and she knows
how much it means to me as well. I wouldn’t
miss it for the world.”

They were discussing their plans to go to
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the Council of Nicaea that summer. Nicholas
had been invited by special request of the em-
peror, and each bishop was allowed to bring a
personal attendant along with him. Nicholas
asked Dimitri as soon as he received the invi-
tation.

The Council of Nicaea would be a remark-
able event. When Nicholas first opened the
letter inviting him to come, he couldn’t be-
lieve it. So much had changed in the world
since he had gotten out of prison twelve years
earlier.

Yet there it was, a summons from the Ro-
man emperor to appear before him at Easter-
tide. The only summons a bishop would have
gotten under Emperor Diocletian would have
been an invitation to an execution—his own!
But under Constantine’s leadership, life for
Christians had radically changed.

Constantine had not only signed the edict
that called for true tolerance to be shown to
the Christians, which resulted in setting them
free from prison, but he also had started giv-
ing them their property back—property which
had been taken away under his predecessor.
Constantine was even beginning to fund the
building and repair of many of the churches
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that had been destroyed by Diocletian. It was
the beginning of a new wave of grace for the
Christians, after such an intense persecution
before.

As a further sign of Constantine’s new sup-
port for the cause of Christianity, he had
called for a gathering of over 300 of the lead-
ing bishops in the land. This gathering would
serve two purposes for Constantine: it would
unify the church within the previously frac-
tured empire, and it wouldn’t hurt his hopes
of bringing unity back to the whole country.
As the leader of the people, Constantine as-
serted that it was his responsibility to provide
for their spiritual well-being. As such, he
pledged to attend and preside over this his-
toric council himself. It would take place in
the city of Nicaea, starting in the spring of
that year and continuing for several months
into the summer.

When Nicholas received his invitation, he
quietly praised God for the changing direction
of his world. While the Great Persecution had
deepened the faith of many of those who sur-
vived it, that same persecution had taken its
toll on the ability of many others, severely lim-
iting their ability to teach, preach and reach
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those around them with the life-changing
message of Christ. 

Now those barriers had been removed—
with the support and approval of the emperor
himself. The only barriers that remained were
within the hearts and minds of those who
would hear the good news, and would have to
decide for themselves what they were going to
do with it. 

As for Nicholas, he had grown in influence
and respect in Myra, as well as the region
around him. His great wealth was long since
gone, for he had given most of it away when
he saw the Great Persecution coming, and
what remained had been discovered and ran-
sacked while he was in prison. But what he
lost in wealth he made up for in influence, for
his heart and actions were still bent towards
giving—no matter what he had or didn’t have
to give. After giving so much of himself to the
people around him, he was naturally among
those who were chosen to attend the upcom-
ing council. It would turn out to become one
of the most momentous events in history, not
to mention one of the most memorable
events in his own life—but not necessarily for
a reason he would want to remember.
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lthough Christians were enjoying a
new kind of freedom under Constan-
tine, the future of Christianity was

still at risk. The threats no longer came from
outside the church, but from within. Factions
had begun to rise inside the ranks of the
growing church, with intense discussions sur-
rounding various theological points which had
very practical implications. 

A

In particular, a very small but vocal group,
led by a man named Arius, had started to gain
attention as they began to question whether
Jesus was actually divine or not.

Was Jesus merely a man? Or was He, in
fact, one with God in His very essence? To
men like Nicholas and Dimitri, the question
was hardly debatable, for they had devoted
their entire lives to following Jesus as their
Lord. They had risked everything to follow
Him in word and deed. He was their Lord,
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their Savior, their Light and their Hope. Like
many of the others who would be attending
the council, it was not their robes or outer
garments that bore witness to their faith in
Christ, but the scars and wounds they bore in
their flesh as they suffered for Him. They had
risked their lives under the threat of death for
worshipping Christ as divine, rather than Em-
peror Diocletian. There was no question in
their minds regarding this issue. But still there
were some who, like Arius, felt this was a
question that was up for debate. 

In Arius’ zeal to see that people wor-
shipped God alone, Arius could not conceive
that any man, even one as good as Jesus,
could claim to be one with God without blas-
pheming the name of God Himself. In this,
Arius was not unlike those who persecuted Je-
sus while He was still alive. Even some of
those who were living then and had witnessed
His miracles with their own eyes, and heard
Jesus’ words with their own ears, could not
grasp that Jesus could possibly be telling the
truth when He said, “I and the Father are
one.” And for this, they brought Jesus to
Herod, and then to Pilate, to have Him cruci-
fied.
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As a boy, Nicholas had wondered about Je-
sus’ claim, too. But when Nicholas was in
Bethlehem, it all finally made perfect sense to
him—that God Himself had come down
from heaven to earth as a man to take on the
sins of the world once and for all as God in
the flesh. 

Arius, however, was like the Apostle Paul
before he met the Jesus on the road to Dam-
ascus. Before his life-changing experience, the
Apostle Paul wanted to protect what he felt to
be the divinity of God by persecuting anyone
who said they worshipped Jesus as God. For
no man, according to Paul’s earlier way of
thinking, could possibly consider himself to
be one with God. 

Like Arius, Paul could not believe the
claims of Jesus and His followers. But on the
road to Damascus, as Paul was on his way to
round up and kill more Christians in his zeal,
Paul met the Living Christ in a vision that
blinded him physically, but awakened him
spiritually to the Truth. In the days that fol-
lowed, Paul’s physical eyes were healed and he
repented of his misguided efforts. He was
baptized in Jesus’ name and began to preach
from then on that Jesus was not merely a

170



St. Nicholas: The Believer

man, but that Jesus’ claims about Himself to
be one with the Father were completely true.
Paul gave his life in worship and service to
Christ, and had to endure, like Nicholas had
to endure, imprisonment and an ever-present
threat of death for his faith. 

Arius was more like the religious leaders of
Jesus’ day who, in their zeal to defend God,
actually crucified the Lord of all creation. Ar-
ius felt justified in trying to gather support
among the bishops for his position.

Nicholas and Dimitri didn’t think Arius’
ideas could possibly gather many supporters.
Yet they would soon find out that Arius’ per-
sonal charisma and his excellent oratorial skills
might actually hold sway over some of the
bishops who had not yet given the idea nor its
implications full consideration. 

Nicholas and Dimitri, however, like the
Apostle Paul, the Apostle John and tens of
thousands of others in the time since Jesus
lived and died and rose again from the dead,
had discovered that Jesus was, thankfully and
supernaturally, both fully human and fully di-
vine. 

But what would the rest of the bishops
conclude? And what would they teach as truth
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to others for the countless generations to
come? This was to become one of the pivotal
questions that was to be determined at this
meeting in Nicaea. Although Nicholas was in-
terested in this debate, he had no idea that he
was about to play a key role in its outcome.
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fter a grand processional of bishops
and priests, a boys’ choir and Con-
stantine’s opening words, one of the

first topics addressed at the council was the
one brought forth by Arius—whether or not
Jesus Christ was divine. 

A
Arius made his opening arguments with

great eloquence and great persuasion in the
presence of Constantine and the rest of the
assembly. Jesus was, he asserted, perhaps the
foremost of all created beings. But to be co-e-
qual with God, one in substance and essence
with Him, was impossible—at least according
to Arius. No one could be one with God, he
said.

Nicholas listened in silence, along with ev-
ery other bishop in that immense room. Re-
spect for the speaker, especially in the pres-
ence of the emperor, took precedence over
any type of muttering or disturbance that
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might accompany other types of gatherings
like this, especially on a subject of such inten-
sity. But the longer Arius spoke, the harder it
became for Nicholas to sit in silence. 

After all, Nicholas’ parents had given their
lives for the honor of serving Christ their
Lord. Nicholas himself had been over-
whelmed by the presence of God in Bethle-
hem, at the very spot where God made His
first appearance as Man in the flesh. Dimitri,
Samuel and Ruthie had all been similarly af-
fected by that visit to Bethlehem. They had
walked up the hill in Jerusalem where the
King of kings had been put to death by reli-
gious leaders—leaders who, like Arius, doubt-
ed Jesus’ claims to be one with God. 

Nicholas had always realized that Jesus was
unlike any other man who had ever lived. And
after Jesus died, He had risen from the dead,
appeared to the twelve disciples and then ap-
peared to more than 500 others who were liv-
ing in Jerusalem at the time. What kind of
man could do that? Was it just a mass halluci-
nation? Was it just wishful thinking on the
part of religious fanatics? But these weren’t
just fans, they were followers who were will-
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ing to give up their lives, too, for their Lord
and Savior.

The arguments continued to run through
Nicholas’ head. Hadn’t the prophet Micah
foretold, hundreds of years before Jesus was
born, that the Messiah would be “from of old,
from ancient times”? Hadn’t the Apostle John
said that Jesus “was with God in the begin-
ning,” concluding that Jesus “was God.” 

Like others had tried to suggest, Arius said
that Jesus had never claimed to be God. But
Nicholas knew the Scriptures well enough to
know that Jesus had said, “I and the Father
are one. Anyone who has seen Me has seen
the Father... Don’t you believe that I am in
the Father, and that the Father is in Me?”

 Even Jesus’ detractors at the time that He
was living said that the reason they wanted to
stone Jesus was because Jesus claimed to be
God. The Scriptures said that these detractors
cornered Jesus one day and Jesus said, “I have
shown you many great miracles from the Fa-
ther. For which of these do you stone me?” 

They replied, “We are not stoning you for
any of these, but for blasphemy, because you,
a mere man, claim to be God.” 

Jesus had certainly claimed to be God, a
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claim that got Him into hot water more than
once. His claim showed that He was either a
madman or a liar—or that He was telling the
Truth.

Nicholas’ mind flooded with Scriptures like
these, as well as with memories of the years he
had spent in prison—years he would never
get back again—all because he was unwilling
to worship Diocletian as a god, but was fully
willing to worship Jesus as God. How could
Nicholas remain silent and let Arius go on like
this? How could anyone else in the room take
it, he thought? Nicholas had no idea. 

“There was nothing divine about him,” Ar-
ius said with conviction. “He was just a man,
just like any one of us.”

Without warning, and without another mo-
ment to think about what he was doing,
Nicholas stood to his feet. Then his feet, as if
they had a mind of their own, began to walk
deliberately and intently across the massive
hall towards Arius. Arius continued talking
until Nicholas finally stood directly in front of
him. 

Arius stopped. This breach of protocol was
unprecedented.

In the silence that followed, Nicholas
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turned his back towards Arius and pulled
down the robes from his own back, revealing
the hideous scars he had gotten while in
prison. Nicholas said, “I didn’t get these for
‛just a man.’” 

Turning back towards Arius and facing him
squarely, Nicholas saw the smug smile return
to Arius’ face. Arius said, “Well, it looks like
you were mistaken.” Then Arius started up his
speech again as if nothing at all had happened.

That’s when Nicholas did the unthinkable.
With no other thought than to stop this man
from speaking against his Lord and Savior,
and in plain site of the emperor and everyone
else in attendance, Nicholas clenched his fist.
He pulled back his arm and he punched Arius
hard in the face. 

Arius stumbled and fell back, both from
the impact of the blow and from the shock
that came with it. Nicholas, too, was stunned—
along with everyone else in the room. With
the same deliberate and intentional steps
which he had taken to walk up to Arius,
Nicholas now walked back to his chair and
took his seat.

A collective gasp echoed through the hall
when Nicholas struck Arius, followed by an
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eruption of commotion when Nicholas sat
back down in his seat. The disruption threat-
ened to throw the entire proceedings into
chaos. The vast majority of those in the room
looked like they could have jumped to their
feet and given Nicholas a standing ovation for
this bold act—including, by the look on his
face, even the emperor himself! But to others,
Arius chief among them, no words nor dis-
plays of emotion could express their outrage.
Everyone knew what an awful offense
Nicholas had just committed. It was, in fact,
illegal for anyone to use violence of any kind
in the presence of the emperor. The punish-
ment for such an act was to immediately cut
off the hand of anyone who struck another
person in the presence of the emperor.

Constantine knew the law, of course, but
also knew Nicholas. He had once even had a
dream about Nicholas in which Nicholas
warned Constantine to grant a stay of execu-
tion to three men in Constantine’s court—a
warning which Constantine heeded and acted
upon in real life. When Constantine shared
that dream with one of his generals, the gener-
al recounted to Constantine what Nicholas
had done for the three innocent men back in
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Myra, for the general was one of the three
who had seen Nicholas’ bravery in person.

Although Nicholas’ actions against Arius
may have appeared rash, Constantine admired
Nicholas’ pluck. Known for his quick thinking
and fast action, Constantine raised his hand
and brought an instant silence to the room as
he did so. “This is certainly a surprise to us
all,” he said. “And while the penalty for an act
such in my presence is clear, I would prefer to
defer this matter to the leaders of the council
instead. These are your proceedings and I will
defer to your wisdom to conduct them as you
see fit.”

Constantine had bought both time and
goodwill among the various factions. The
council on the whole seemed to agree with
Nicholas’ position, at least in spirit, even if
they could not agree with his rash action.
They would want to exact some form of pun-
ishment, since not to do so would fail to hon-
or the rule of law. But having been given per-
mission by the emperor himself to do as they
saw fit, rather than invoke the standard pun-
ishment, they felt the freedom to take another
form of action. 

After a short deliberation, the leaders of
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the council agreed and determined that
Nicholas should be defrocked immediately
from his position as a bishop, banished from
taking part in the rest of the proceedings in
Nicaea and held under house arrest within the
palace complex. There he could await any fur-
ther decision the council might see fit at the
conclusion of their meetings that summer. It
was a lenient sentence, in light of the offense.

But for Nicholas, even before he heard
what the punishment was going to be, he was
already punishing himself more than anyone
else ever could for what he had just done.
Within less than a minute, he had gone from
experiencing one of the highest mountaintops
of his life to experiencing one of its deepest
valleys. 

Here he was attending one of the greatest
conclaves in the history of the world, and yet
he had just done something he knew he could
never take back. The ramifications of his ac-
tions would affect him for the rest of his life,
he was sure of it, or at least for whatever re-
mained of his life. The sensation he felt could
only be understood, perhaps, by those who
had experienced it before—the weight, the
shame and the agony of a moment of sin that
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could have crushed him, apart from knowing
the forgiveness of Christ.

When Nicholas was defrocked of his title
as bishop, it was in front of the entire assem-
bly. He was disrobed of his bishop’s gar-
ments, then escorted from the room in shack-
les. But this kind of disgrace was a mere trifle
compared to the humiliation he was experi-
encing on the inside. He was even too numb
to cry. 
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What have I done?” Nicholas
said to Dimitri as the two sat
together in a room near the far-

thest corner of the palace. This room had be-
come Nicholas’ make-shift prison cell, as he
was to be held under house arrest for the re-
mainder of the proceedings. Dimitri, using his
now-extensive skills at gaining access to other-
wise unauthorized areas, had once again
found a way to visit his friend in prison.

“
“What have you done?!? What else could

you have done?” countered Dimitri. “If you
hadn’t done it, someone else surely would
have, or at least should have. You did Arius,
and all the rest of us, a favor with that punch.
Had he continued with his diatribe, who
knows what punishment the Lord Himself
might have brought down upon the entire
gathering!” Of course, Dimitri knew God
could take it, and often does, when people rail
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against Him and His ways. He is much more
long-suffering than any of us could ever be.
But still, Dimitri felt Nicholas’ actions were
truly justified.

Nicholas, however, could hardly see it that
way at the moment. It was more likely, he
thought, that he had just succeeded in giving
Arius the sympathy he needed for his cause to
win. Nicholas knew that when people are los-
ing an argument based on logic, they often ap-
peal to pure emotion instead, going straight
for the hearts of their listeners, whether or not
their cause makes sense. And as much as Ar-
ius may have been losing his audience on the
grounds of logic, Nicholas felt that his actions
may have just tipped the emotional scales in
Arius’ favor. 

The torment of it all beat against Nicholas’
mind. Here it was, still just the opening days
of the proceedings, and he would have to sit
under house arrest for the next two months.
How was he going to survive this onslaught
of emotions every day during that time?

Nicholas already knew this prison cell was
going to be entirely different than the one in
which Diocletian had put him for more than a
decade. This time, he felt he had put himself
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in jail. And although this prison was a beauti-
fully appointed room within a palace, to
Nicholas’ way of thinking, it was much worse
than the filthy one in which he had almost
died. 

In the other cell, he knew he was there be-
cause of the misguided actions of others. This
gave him a sense that what he had to endure
there was part of the natural suffering that Je-
sus said would come to all who followed Him.
But in this cell, he knew he was there because
of his own inane actions, actions which he
viewed as inexcusable, a viewpoint which he
felt many of those in attendance would rightly
share.

For decades Nicholas had been known as a
man of calm, inner strength and of dignity un-
der control. Then, in one day, he had lost it all
—and in front of the emperor no less! How
could he ever forgive himself. “How,” he
asked Dimitri, “could I ever take back what
I’ve just done to the name of the Lord.” 

Dimitri replied, “Perhaps He doesn’t want
you to take it back. Maybe it wasn’t what you
think you did to His name that He cares about
so much, as what you did in His name. You
certainly did what I, and the vast majority of
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those in the room wished they would have
done, had they had the courage to do so.” 

Dimitri’s words lingered in the air. As
Nicholas contemplated them, a faint smile
seemed to appear on his face. Perhaps there
was something to be said for his heart in the
matter after all. He was sincerely wanting to
honor and defend his Lord, not to detract
from Him in any way. Peter, he remembered,
had a similar passion for defending his Lord.
And Nicholas now realized what Peter may
have felt when Peter cut off the ear of one of
the men who had come to capture Jesus. Jesus
told Peter to put away his sword and then Je-
sus healed the man’s ear. Jesus could obvious-
ly defend Himself quite well on His own, but
Nicholas had to give Peter credit for his pas-
sionate defense of his Master.

Nicholas was still unconvinced that he had
done the right thing, but he felt in good com-
pany with others who had acted on their pas-
sions. And Dimitri’s words helped him to re-
alize that he was not alone in his thinking, and
he took some comfort from the fact that
Dimitri hadn’t completely forsaken him over
the incident. This support from Dimitri acted
like a soothing balm to Nicholas’ soul, and
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helped him to get through yet one more of
the darkest times of his life. 

Although Nicholas was convinced that the
damage he had done was irreversible in hu-
man terms—and that God was going to have
to work time-and-a-half to make anything
good come out of this one—Nicholas knew
what he had to do. Even in this moment of
his deepest humiliation, he knew the best
thing he could do was to do what he had al-
ways done: to put his complete faith and trust
in God. But how? How could he trust that
God possibly use this for good?

As if reading Nicholas’ mind, Dimitri knew
exactly what Nicholas needed to help him put
his trust back in God again. Dimitri did what
Nicholas had done for him and Samuel and
Ruthie so many years ago. Dimitri told him a
story.

186



CHAPTER 35

imitri began, “What kind of story
would you like to hear today? A
good story or a bad story?” It was

the way Nicholas had introduced the Bible
stories that he told to Dimitri, Samuel and
Ruthie during their many adventures in the
Holy Land. Nicholas would then begin de-
lighting the children with a story from the
Bible about a good character or a bad charac-
ter, or a good story or a bad story, sometimes
which ended the exact opposite way it began.

D

Nicholas looked up with interest.
“It doesn’t matter,” Dimitri continued,

“because the story I have to tell you today
could be either good or bad. You just won’t
know till the end. But I’ve learned from a
good friend,” he said as he winked at
Nicholas, “that the best way to enjoy a story is
to always trust the storyteller.” 

Nicholas had told them that he watched
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people’s reactions whenever he told stories
back home. 

“When people trust the storyteller,”
Nicholas had said, “they love the story no
matter what happens, because they know the
storyteller knows how the story will end. But
when people don’t trust the storyteller, their
emotions go up and down like a boat in a
storm, depending on what’s happening in the
story. The truth is, only the storyteller knows
for sure how the story will end. So as long as
you trust the storyteller, you can enjoy the
whole story from start to finish.”

Now it was Dimitri’s turn to tell a story to
Nicholas. The story he chose to tell was about
another man who had been sent to jail, a man
by the name of Joseph. Dimitri recounted for
Nicholas how Joseph’s life appeared to go up
and down. 

Dimitri started: “Joseph’s father loved
Joseph and gave him a beautiful, colorful coat.
Now that’s good, right?” 

Nicholas nodded.
“But no, that was bad, for Joseph’s broth-

ers saw the coat and were jealous of him and
sold him into slavery. Now that’s bad, right?”

Nicholas nodded. 
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“No, that was good, because Joseph was
put in charge of the whole house of a very
wealthy man. Now that’s good, right?”

Nicholas nodded again.
“No, that’s bad,” said Dimitri, “because the

wealthy man’s wife tried to seduce him, and
when Joseph resisted, she sent him to jail.
Now that’s bad, right?”

Nicholas stopped nodding either way be-
cause he knew where this was going.

“No, that’s good,” said Dimitri, “because
Joseph was put in charge over all the other
prisoners. He even helped to interpret their
dreams. Now that’s good, right?”

Nicholas continued to listen carefully.
“No, that’s bad, because after interpreting

their dreams, Joseph asked one of the men to
help him out of prison when he got out, but
the man forgot about Joseph and left him be-
hind. Now that’s bad, right?”

Nicholas saw himself as the man who had
been left behind in prison.

“No! That’s good! Because God had put
Joseph in just the right place at just the right
time. When the king of Egypt had a dream
and he needed someone to interpret it, the
man who had been set free suddenly remem-
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bered that Joseph was still in jail and told the
king about him. 

The king summoned Joseph, asked for an
interpretation and Joseph gave it to him. The
king was so impressed with Joseph that he put
Joseph in charge of his whole kingdom. As a
result, Joseph was able to use his new position
to save hundreds of thousands of lives, in-
cluding the lives of his own father and even
his brothers—the very ones who had sold him
into slavery in the first place. And that’s very
good!”

“So you see,” said Dimitri, “just as you’ve
always told us, we never know how the story
will turn out until the very end. God knew
what He was doing all along! You see...

• at just the right time, Joseph was born
and his father loved him, 

• so that at just the right time his broth-
ers would mistreat him, 

• so that at just the right time the slave
traders would come along and buy
him, 

• so that at just the right time he would
be put in charge of a wealthy man’s
house, 
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• so that at just the right time he would
be thrown into jail, 

• so that at just the right time he would
be put in charge of the prisoners, 

• so that at just the right time he could
interpret their dreams, 

• so that at just the right time he could
interpret Pharaoh’s dreams, 

• so that at just the right time he would
become second in command over all
of Egypt, 

• so that at just the right time Joseph
would be in the one place in the world
that God wanted him to be so that he
could save the lives of his father and
brothers and many, many others!

“All along the way, Joseph never gave up
on God. He knew the secret of enjoying the
story while he lived it out: he always trusted
the Storyteller, the One who was writing the
story of his life.”

All of Nicholas’ fears and doubts faded
away in those moments and he knew he could
trust the Storyteller, the One who was writing
the story of his life, too. Nicholas’ story was-
n’t over yet, and he had to trust that the God
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who brought him this far could see him
through to the end.

Nicholas looked at Dimitri with a smile of
thanks, then closed his eyes. It would be a
long two months of waiting for the council’s
decision. But he knew that if he could trust
God in that one moment, and then in the next
moment, and then the next, each of those
moments would add up to minutes, and min-
utes would add up to hours. Hours would
turn into weeks, then months, then years. He
knew that it all began with trusting God in a
moment. 

With his eyes still closed, Nicholas put his
full faith and trust in God again. The peace of
God flooded his heart.

Soon, two months had passed by. The
council was ready to make their final decisions
on many matters, including the decision that
had landed Nicholas under house arrest in the
first place—and Nicholas was about to find
out the results.
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They did it!” It was Dimitri,
bursting through the door to
Nicholas’ room as soon as the

palace guard had opened it. ““They did it!” he repeated. “It’s done! The
council has voted and they’ve agreed with
you! All but two of the 318 bishops have sid-
ed with you over Arius!” 

Relief swept over Nicholas’ whole body.
Dimitri could feel it in his body, too, as he
watched the news flood over Nicholas’ entire
being. 

“And furthermore,” said Dimitri, “the
council has decided not to take any further ac-
tion against you!”

Both pieces of news were the best possible
outcome Nicholas could have imagined. Even
though Nicholas’ action had cost him his po-
sition as a bishop, it had not jeopardized the
outcome of the proceedings. It was even pos-
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sible—though he never knew for sure—that
his action against Arius had perhaps in some
way shaped what took place during those
summer months at that historic council. 

Within minutes of Dimitri’s arrival, another
visitor appeared at Nicholas’ door. It was
Constantine. 

The council’s decision about what to do
with Nicholas was one thing, but Constan-
tine’s decision was another. A fresh wave of
fear washed over Nicholas as he thought of
the possibilities. 

“Nicholas,” said the emperor, “I wanted to
personally thank you for coming here to be
my guest in Nicaea. I want to apologize for
what you’ve had to endure these past two
months. This wasn’t what I had planned for
you and I’m sure it wasn’t what you had
planned, either. But even though you weren’t
able to attend the rest of the proceedings, I
assure you that your presence was felt
throughout every meeting. What you did that
day in the hall spoke to me about what it
means to follow Christ more than anything
else I heard in the days that followed. I’d like
to hear more from you in the future, if you
would be willing to be my guest again. But
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next time, it won’t be in the farthest corner of
the palace. Furthermore, I have asked for and
received permission from the council to rein-
state you to your position as Bishop of Myra.
I believe the One who called you to serve
Him would want you to continue doing every-
thing you’ve been doing up to this point. As
for me, let me just say that I appreciate what
you’ve done here more than you can possibly
know. Thank you for coming, and whenever
you’re ready, you’re free to go home.” 

Nicholas had been listening to Constan-
tine’s words as if he were in a dream. He
could hardly believe his ears. But when the
emperor said the word “home,” Nicholas
knew this wasn’t a dream, and the word rang
like the sweetest bell in Nicholas’ ears. Of all
the words the emperor had just spoken, none
sounded better to him than that final word:
home. He wanted nothing more than to get
back to the flock he served. It was for them
that he had come to this important gathering
in the first place, to ensure that the Truths he
had taught them would continue to be taught
throughout the land. 

After more than two months of being sep-
arated from them, and the ongoing question
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of what would become of them and the hun-
dreds of thousands of others like them in the
future who would be affected by their deci-
sions here, Nicholas could finally go home.
He was free again in more ways than one.
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CHAPTER 37

icholas stood at his favorite spot in
the world one last time: by the sea.
Eighteen years had passed since he

had retuned to Myra from the council in
Nicaea. In the days since coming home, he
continued to serve the Lord as he had always
done: with all his heart, soul, mind and
strength. 

N

Nicholas had come to the shore with Dim-
itri and Anna Maria, who had brought with
them one of their grandchildren, a young girl
seven years old, named Ruthie.

Ruthie had been running back and forth in
the waves, as Dimitri and Anna Maria tried to
keep up with her. Nicholas had plenty of time
to look out over the sea and as he often did,
look out over eternity as well.

Looking back on his life, Nicholas never
knew if he really accomplished what he want-
ed to in life: to make a difference in the world.
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He had seen glimpses along the way, of
course, in the lives of people like Dimitri,
Samuel, Ruthie, Sophia, Cecilia and Anna
Maria. 

He had also learned from people like the
ship’s captain that when the captain arrived in
Rome, his ship miraculously weighed exactly
the same as before he had set sail from
Alexandria—even after giving the people of
Myra several years’ worth of grain from it. Re-
minders like these encouraged Nicholas that
God really had been guiding him in his deci-
sions.

He still had questions though. He never
quite knew if he had done the right thing at
the council in Nicaea. He never quite knew if
his later private conversations with Constan-
tine might have impacted the emperor’s per-
sonal faith in Christ. 

He was encouraged, however, to learn that
Constantine’s mother had also made a pil-
grimage to the Holy Land just as Nicholas had
done. And after her visit, she persuaded Con-
stantine to build churches over the holy sites
she had seen. She had recently completed
building a church in Bethlehem over the spot
where Jesus was born, as well as a church in
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Jerusalem over the spot where Jesus had died
and risen from the dead. 

Nicholas knew he had had both successes
and mistakes in his life. But looking back over
it, he couldn’t always tell which was which!
Those times that he thought were the valleys
turned out to be the mountaintops, and the
mountaintops turned out to be valleys. But
the most important thing, he reminded him-
self, was that he trusted God in all things,
knowing that God could work anything for
good for those who loved Him, who were
called according to His purpose. 

What the future held for the world,
Nicholas had no idea. But he knew that he
had done what he could with the time that he
had. He tried to love God and love others as
Jesus had called him to do. And where he had
failed along the way, he trusted that Jesus
could cover those failures, too, just as Jesus
had covered his sins by dying on the cross. 

As Nicholas’ father had done before him,
Nicholas looked out over the sea again, too.
Then closing his eyes, he asked God for
strength for the next journey he was about to
take. 

He let the sun warm his face, then he
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opened the palms of his hands and let the
breeze lift them into the air. He praised God
as the warm breeze floated gently through his
fingertips.

Little Ruthie returned from splashing in the
water, followed closely by Dimitri and Anna
Maria. Ruthie looked up at Nicholas, with his
eyes closed and his hands raised towards
heaven. Reaching out to him, she tugged at
his clothes and asked, “Nicholas, have you
ever seen God?” 

Nicholas opened his eyes and looked down
at Ruthie, then smiled up at Dimitri and Anna
Maria. He looked out at the sunshine and the
waves and the miles and miles of shoreline
that stretched out in both directions before
him. Turning his face back towards Ruthie,
Nicholas said, “Yes, Ruthie, I have see God.
And the older I get, the more I see Him ev-
erywhere I look.”

Ruthie smiled, and Nicholas gave her a
warm hug. Then just as quickly as she had run
up to him, she ran off again to play. 

Nicholas exchanged smiles with Dimitri
and Anna Maria, then they, too, were off
again, chasing Ruthie down the beach.

Nicholas looked one last time at the beauti-

202



St. Nicholas: The Believer

ful sea, then turned and headed towards
home.
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EPILOGUE

o now you know a little bit more about
me—Dimitri Alexander—and my good
friend, Nicholas. That was the last time

I saw him, until this morning. He had asked if
he could spend a few days alone, just him and
the Lord that he loved. He said he had one
more journey to prepare for. Anna Maria and
I guessed, of course, just what he meant. 

S

We knew he was probably getting ready to
go home, to his real home, the one that Jesus
had said He was going to prepare for each of
us who believe in Him. 

Nicholas had been looking forward to this
trip his whole life. Not that he wanted to
shortchange a single moment of the life that
God that had given him here on earth, for he
knew that this life had a uniquely important
purpose as well, or else God would never
have created it with such beauty and precision
and marvelous mystery.
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But as Nicholas’ life here on earth wound
down, he said he was ready. He was ready to
go, and he looked forward to everything that
God had in store for him next.

So when Nicholas sent word this morning
for Anna Maria and me and a few other
friends to come and see him, we knew that
the time had come.

As we came into this room, we found him
lying on his bed, just as he is right now. He
was breathing quietly and he motioned for us
to come close. We couldn’t hold back our
tears, and he didn’t try to stop us. He knew
how hard it was to say goodbye to those we
love. But he also made it easier for us. He
smiled one more time and spoke softly, saying
the same words that he had spoken when
Ruthie had died many years before: “Either
way we win,” he said. “Either way we win.”

“Yes, Nicholas,” I said. “Either way we
win.” Then the room became quiet again.
Nicholas closed his eyes and fell asleep for the
last time. No one moved. No one said a word.

This man who lay before us slept as if it
were just another night in his life. But we
knew this was a holy moment. Nicholas had
just entered into the presence of the Lord. As
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Nicholas had done throughout his life, we
were sure he was doing right now in heaven,
walking and talking and laughing with Jesus,
but now they were face to face.

We could only imagine what Nicholas
might be saying to Jesus. But we knew for cer-
tain what Jesus was saying to him: “Well done,
My good and faithful servant. Well done.
Come and share your Master’s happiness.” 

I have no idea how history might remem-
ber Nicholas, if it will remember him at all.
He was no emperor like Constantine. He was
no tyrant like Diocletian. He was no orator
like Arius. He was simply a Christian trying to
live out his faith, touching one life at a time as
best he knew how. 

Nicholas may have wondered if his life
made any difference. I know my answer, and
now that you know his story, I’ll let you de-
cide for yourself. In the end, I suppose only
God really knows just how many lives were
touched by this remarkable man.

But what I do know is this: each of us has
just one life to live. But if we live it right, as
Nicholas did, one life is all we need.
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CONCLUSION
by Eric Elder

hat Nicholas didn’t know, and
what no one who knew him could
have possibly imagined, was just

how far and wide this one life would reach—
not only throughout the world, but also
throughout the ages.

W
He was known to his parents as their

beloved son, and to those in his city as their
beloved bishop. But he has become known to
us by another name: Saint Nicholas. 

The biblical word for “saint” literally
means “believer.” The Bible talks about the
saints in Ephesus, the saints in Rome, the
saints in Philippi and the saints in Jerusalem.
Each time the word saints refers to the believ-
ers who were in those cities. So Nicholas
rightly became known as “Saint Nicholas,” or
to say it another way, “Nicholas, The Believ-
er.” The Latin translation is “Santa Nicholas,”
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and in Dutch “Sinterklaas,” from which we
get the name “Santa Claus.”

His good name and his good deeds have
been an inspiration to so many, that the day
he passed from this life to the next, on De-
cember 6th, 343 A.D., is still celebrated by
people throughout the world.

Many legends have been told about
Nicholas over the years, some giving him
qualities that make him seem larger than life.
But the reason that so many legends of any
kind grow, including those told about Saint
Nicholas, is often because the people about
whom they’re told were larger than life them-
selves. They were people who were so good
or so well-respected that every good deed be-
comes attributed to them, as if they had done
them themselves.

While not all the stories attributed to
Nicholas can be traced to the earliest records
of his life, the histories that were recorded
closest to the time period in which he lived do
record many of the stories found in this book.
To help you sort through them, here’s what
we do know:

• Nicholas was born sometime between
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260-280 A.D. in the city of Patara, a
city you can still visit today in modern-
day Turkey, on the northern coast of
the Mediterranean Sea.

• Nicholas’ parents were devout Chris-
tians who died in a plague when
Nicholas was young, leaving him with
a sizable inheritance. 

• Nicholas made a pilgrimage to the
Holy Land and lived there for a num-
ber of years before returning to his
home province of Lycia. 

• Nicholas traveled across the Mediter-
ranean Sea in a ship that was caught in
a storm. After praying, his ship reached
its destination as if someone was
miraculously holding the rudder steady.
The rudder of a ship is also called a
tiller, and sailors on the Mediterranean
Sea today still wish each other luck by
saying, “May Nicholas hold the tiller!”

• When Nicholas returned from the
Holy Land, he took up residence in the
city of Myra, about 30 miles from his
hometown of Patara. Nicholas became
the bishop of Myra and lived there the
rest of his life. 
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• Nicholas secretly gave three gifts of
gold on three separate occasions to a
man whose daughters were to be sold
into slavery because he had no money
to offer to potential husbands as a
dowry. The family discovered Nicholas
was the mysterious donor on one of
his attempts, which is why we know
the story today. In this version of the
story, we’ve added the twist of having
Nicholas deliver the first two gifts, and
Dimitri deliver the third, to capture the
idea that many gifts were given back
then, and are still given today, in the
name of Saint Nicholas, who was
known for such deeds. The theme of
redemption is also so closely associated
with this story from Saint Nicholas’
life, that if you pass by a pawn shop to-
day, you will often see three golden
balls in their logo, representing the
three bags of gold that Nicholas gave
to spare these girls from their unfortu-
nate fate. 

• Nicholas pled for the lives of three in-
nocent men who were unjustly con-
demned to death by a magistrate in

210



St. Nicholas: The Believer

Myra, taking the sword directly from
the executioner’s hand.

• “Nicholas, Bishop of Myra” is listed
on some, but not all, of the historical
documents which record those who at-
tended the real Council of Nicaea,
which was convened by Emperor Con-
stantine in 325 A.D. One of the coun-
cil’s main decisions addressed the di-
vinity of Christ, resulting in the writing
of the Nicene Creed—a creed which is
still recited in many churches today.
Some historians say that Nicholas’
name does not appear on all the record
books of this council because of his
banishment from the proceedings after
striking Arius for denying that Christ
was divine. Nicholas is, however, listed
on at least five of these ancient record
books, including the earliest known
Greek manuscript of the event. 

• The Nicene Creed was adopted at the
Council of Nicaea and has become one
of the most widely used, brief state-
ments of the Christian faith. The origi-
nal version reads, in part, as translated
from the Greek: “We believe in one God,
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the Father Almighty, Maker of all things
visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus
Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Fa-
ther, the only-begotten; that is, of the essence
of the Father, God of God, Light of Light,
very God of very God, begotten, not made, be-
ing of one substance with the Father; By
whom all things were made both in heaven
and on earth; Who for us men, and for our
salvation, came down and was incarnate and
was made man; He suffered, and the third
day He rose again, ascended into heaven;
From thence he shall come to judge the quick
and the dead...” Subsequent versions, be-
ginning as early as 381 A.D., have al-
tered and clarified some of the original
statements, resulting in a few similar,
but not quite identical statements that
are now in use.

• Nicholas is recorded as having done
much for the people of Myra, includ-
ing securing grain from a ship traveling
from Alexandria to Rome, which saved
the people in that region from a
famine.

• Constantine’s mother, Helen, did visit
the Holy Land and encouraged Con-

212



St. Nicholas: The Believer

stantine to build churches over the
sites that she felt were most important
to the Christian faith. The churches
were built on the locations she had
been shown by local believers where
Jesus was born, and where Jesus died
and rose again. Those churches, The
Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem
and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre
in Jerusalem, have been destroyed and
rebuilt many times over the years, but
still in the same locations that Con-
stantine’s mother, and likely Nicholas
himself, had seen.

• The date of Nicholas’ death has been
established as December 6th, 343
A.D., and you can still visit his tomb in
the modern city of Demre, Turkey,
formerly known as Myra, in the prov-
ince of Lycia. Nicholas’ bones were re-
moved from the tomb in 1087 A.D. by
men from Italy who feared that they
might be destroyed or stolen, as the
country was being invaded by others.
The bones of Saint Nicholas were tak-
en to the city of Bari, Italy, where they
are still entombed today.
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Of the many other stories told about or at-
tributed to Nicholas, it’s hard to know with
certainty which ones actually took place and
which were simply attributed to him because
of his already good and popular name. For in-
stance, in the 12th century, stories began to
surface of how Nicholas had brought three
children back to life who had been brutally
murdered. Even though the first recorded ac-
counts of this story didn’t appear until more
than 800 years after Nicholas’ death, this story
is one of the most frequently associated with
Saint Nicholas in religious artwork, featuring
three young children being raised to life and
standing next to Nicholas. We have included
the essence of this story in this novel in the
form of the three orphans who Nicholas met
in the Holy Land and whom he helped to
bring back to life—at least spiritually. 

While all of these additional stories can’t be
attributed to Nicholas with certainty, we can
say that his life and his memory had such a
profound effect throughout history that more
churches throughout the world now bear the
name of “Saint Nicholas” than any other fig-
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ure, outside of the original disciples them-
selves. 

Some people wonder if they can believe in
Saint Nicholas or not. Nicholas probably
wouldn’t care so much if you believed in him
or not, but that you believed in the One in
whom He believed, Jesus Christ. 

A popular image today shows Saint
Nicholas bowing down, his hat at his side,
kneeling in front of baby Jesus in the manger.
Although that scene could never have taken
place in real life, for Saint Nicholas was born
almost 300 years after the birth of Christ, the
heart of that scene couldn’t be more accurate.
Nicholas was a true believer in Jesus and he
did worship, adore and live his life in service
to the Christ.

Saint Nicholas would have never wanted
his story to replace the story of Jesus in the
manger, but he would have loved to have his
story point to Jesus in the manger. And that’s
why this book was written.

While the stories told here were selected
from the many that have been told about
Saint Nicholas over the years, these were told
so that you might believe—not just in
Nicholas, but in Jesus Christ, his Savior.
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These stories were written down for the same
reason the Apostle John wrote down the sto-
ries he recorded about Jesus in the Bible. John
said he wrote his stories: 

“...that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ,
the Son of God, and that by believing you may
have life in His name” (John 20:31).

Nicholas would want the same for you. He
would want you to become what he was: a Be-
liever. 

If you’ve never done so, put your faith in
Jesus Christ today, asking Him to forgive you
of your sins and giving you the assurance that
you will live with Him forever.

If you’ve already put your faith in Christ,
let this story remind you just how precious
your faith really is. Renew your commitment
today to serve Christ as Nicholas served Him:
with all of your heart, soul, mind and strength.
God really will work all things together for
good. As the Bible says:

“And we know that in all things God works for
the good of those who love Him, who have been
called according to His purpose” (Romans 8:28).
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Thanks for reading this special book about
this special man, and I pray that your Christ-
mas may be truly merry and bright. As
Clement Moore said in his now famous poem,
A Visit From St. Nicholas:

“Happy Christmas to all, and to all a good night!”

Eric Elder
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