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How the grave 
of St Nicholas 
strengthened 
my boys’ faith
A 

photo sits on my 
desk, an image that 
reminds me of ten-
der times. Back 
then, we had only 
one child and he is 

perched on his mother’s knee. 
Beside them sits Santa Claus 
waving to the camera.

I vividly remember that morning 
because we waited for an eternity to 
see Santa. When we finally entered 
his cabin, our little boy was hungry 
and restless. As Santa held out his 
arms, our son dashed back into 
mine.

times change, of course, and it 
wasn’t long before our annual trip to 
Father Christmas was the highlight 
of the year. For my children, however, 
Santa is not just a figure who satisfies 
their Christmas cravings. they know 
him as Saint Nicholas, a person whose 
tomb they have visited at Newtown 
Jerpoint in Co. Kilkenny. 

Religious people believe that saints 
can transcend time and space, inter-
cede on our behalf and help with our 
needs. that is why putting Santa in 
his historical and spiritual context 
made him real for our boys. Rather 
than undermine their belief, visiting 
his grave simply strengthened it. 

that was until last week. I was sit-
ting alone when our eldest sat down 
beside me and said: ‘Can I ask you 
something about Christmas?’ I intui-
tively knew what was coming next. 
only the night before, Santa’s elves 
had taken our letter from the fire-
place leaving a trail of fairy dust 
behind. ‘there is so much evidence to 
prove that he is real, but there are so 
many other things that just don’t 
make sense,’ he said with a sigh. ‘the 
fairy dust is there, but…’ there was 
nothing more he could say.

I paused, knowing that we had 
reached a seminal moment in our 
family history. the beauty of belief, 
the innocence and wonder of child-
hood was being put to the test. For 
his sake I took my time responding. 

how, I asked, ‘would you feel if I 
said, yes, you have figured it all out?’ 
his expression seemed to suggest 
that this conversation was merely a 
formality. to my surprise, he then 
said: ‘I wouldn’t feel any different 
because I would still believe.’

When I asked what he meant, he 
told me that certain things were 
beautiful but irrational. however, ‘I 
believe that St Nicholas was a very 
good man, someone who loved and 
looked after children. I believe that 
he is Santa Claus and that he is the 
reason why we give at Christmas’.

What I had feared for so long left me 
speechless with joy. My son had seen 
the truth buried at the heart of the 
myth. In so doing, his faith had not 
been shaken.

All parents must face that moment 
when their children begin to doubt. I 

feared that when my moment arrived, 
a golden light would be extinguished 
and this season of the heart would 
lose some of its significance. My son 
showed me that my fears were 
unfounded.

We cannot live without myths, with-
out stories that enrich our world. As 
shared stories, they form the basis of 
our identity and provide meaning 
when reason fails. We know, for exam-
ple that Scrooge is fiction, but isn’t 
he as real as you or me? 

Don’t we all know a Scrooge or two, 
and don’t we all fear the prospect of 
seeing him stare back at us from the 
mirror? the fact that he was an imag-
inative creation does nothing to 
undermine his existence. Indeed, 
Scrooge will prevail for as long as 
humanity survives. 

there is no myth or legend, hero or 
villain, which is not in some way 
rooted in reality. that is why Santa is 
not only real, but someone whose 
love and generosity make this such a 
beautiful season. It doesn’t matter 
whether you call him Santa Claus or 
Saint Nicholas, for the fact is that he 
shows us why Christmas is for chil-
dren and why we ought to give with-
out measure.

We have come a long way since St 
Nicholas was bishop of the turkish 
town of Myra in the 4th Century. Yet 
he is still with us, still a dominant 
character in the life of our culture. It 
is true that we may at times cheapen 
him, but to deny him would be impos-
sible.

 

H
 
 
e is there each time we 
hold a child in love. he is 
there when we teach chil-
dren why we celebrate 
Christmas, why we give in 

abundance even when times are tight. 
he is there as we decorate our homes 
with lights that will shine forever in 
our memories and in our hearts.

My son did not shed any tears, but 
simply smiled and asked that nothing 
change. then, over successive nights 
he gathered his brothers together to 
watch some of their favourite Yule-
tide movies. In his spare time, he 
plays Santa Claus Is Coming to town 
on his tin whistle. 

For him, the magic cannot die 
because it exists in everything that 
Christmas represents. It exists in 
love, kindness, compassion and in 
that boundless joy that all children 
should taste at this time of year. It 
exists in our seasonal traditions, our 
candles and song, our tree and our 
crib. 

A young boy believes because he 
has no reason to doubt. he believes 
because, despite our conversation, 
Christmas will be the same as it 
always has been.

this time, however, he will finally 
understand why fact is often more 
magical than fiction.

Two in critical state 
after car crashes 
into RTÉ show crew
TWO men were in a criti-
cal condition in hospital 
last night after a car 
crashed into a crew 
filming an RTé crime 
series in south Belfast.

Another man and a 
woman who were also 
injured in Monday 
night’s collision were 
said to be in a stable 
condition yesterday.

In total, six people 
were taken to hospital 
a f t e r  t h e  ve h i c l e 
mounted the footpath 
in the Boucher Road 
industrial estate.

A man and a women 
were discharged yes-
terday after spending 
the night in hospital.

A Belfast-based inde-
pendent production 

company,  commis-
sioned by RTé, was film-
ing part of a new crime 
reconstruction show in 
the area. The series 
being shot by Stirling 
Productions is due to air 
on RTé2 next year.

A 24-year-old man 
arrested following the 
incident was released 
on bail pending further 
police inquiries.

A spokeswoman for 
RTé said the State broad-
caster is ‘aware of the 
incident’, and added: 
‘The PSNI are currently 
investigating the inci-
dent. RTé cannot com-
ment further at this 
time. Our thoughts are 
with those involved and 
their families.’

Weapons found  
by gardaí probing  
dissident activity
ASSAULt rifles and 
mortars have been 
recovered by gardaí as 
part of an inquiry into 
dissident republicans.

t h e  s e a r c h  w a s 
launched in the Scots-
town area of Co. Mona-
ghan, near the border 
with the North, after a 
43-year-old man was 
arrested last Wednesday 
and later charged with 
IRA membership.

Gardaí said the arms 
dump contained AK47s, 
detonators, detonating 
cord and components for 
m a k i n g  i m p r o v i s e d 
explosive devices. the 
searches are continuing.

the exact quantities of 
weapons and explosive 
devices have not yet been 
revealed by gardaí.

the searches followed 

the arrest of Jim Smyth, 
43, from Aghalissabeagh, 
Scotstown.  he was 
charged with IRA mem-
bership at the Special 
Criminal Court in Dublin 
on Saturday evening.

In a statement, the 
Defence Forces said it 
had deployed an explo-
sive ordnance disposal  
(eoD) team to assist 
with in the search after a 
request from gardaí. 

‘the eoD team arrived 
on scene at 2.45pm on 
thursday, November 26, 
2015, and supported An 
G a r d a  S í o c h á n a ’ s 
searches until 4pm on 
Monday, November 30,’ 
the statement said. 

‘All items discovered 
were made safe and 
handed over to An Garda 
Síochána to assist them 
with their investigation.’


