St. Nicholas – Living and Dying for the Faith

The Orthodox Church sees in St. Nicholas the personification of a true shepherd. As it says in the Canon of Tone 3 and the Sedalen of Tone 8, “Having fulfilled the Gospel of Christ ... thou hast appeared in truth as a most hallowed shepherd to the world.” Constantine the Great himself said: “There are three pillars of the world, Antony in Egypt, Nicholas of Myra, James in Assyria.”

He lived daily with the Lord and was godly in all his words and deeds. Nicholas reflected the goodness of God Himself, and showed us that real goodness is possible. “With men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.” (Matthew 19:26 NKJV)

As the years passed, there was no limit to what the eulogists were prepared to say of him: St. Nicholas’ miracles far outshone those of Elijah and Elisha in their eyes, and were to be compared only with those of Jesus. Nicetas, Bishop of Paphlagonia, in Asia Minor, one of the most famous eulogists of the late ninth century, set him above the patriarchs, prophets, martyrs, bishops and all the other Saints: they each had one charisma, but St. Nicholas had them all.

A great many medieval writers later paid tribute to St. Nicholas as well. Echoing the words of the early Greek eulogists, Peter Damien (d. 1072), Cardinal-Bishop of Ostia, placed him second only to the Virgin Mary. A rhetoric more subtle than that of Quintillian of Cicero, he added, would barely suffice to sing his praises. Honorius of Autun (d. c. 1130) urged his hearers to pray to this man whom God had exalted above all others and above all the Saints.

Vincent of Beauvais (c. 1200-1264) wrote a kind of résumé (a “Mirror”) of all the knowledge of his time, and devoted several chapters to St. Nicholas in the section entitled “Speculum Historiale.” He related most of the incidents and miracles that we know. In one long thirteenth-century sermon attributed to St. Bonaventure, the author forcefully analyzed the numerous gifts given by God to St. Nicholas in detailed divisions and subdivisions.

Jean de Gerson, the famous chancellor of the University of Paris, was not content with quoting prophets and Saints. His sermon on St. Nicholas brought in Pythagoras, Plato, Epicurus, Alexander, Alcibiades, Cyrus and Scipio among others! He set before them as an example one who, from his very childhood, put all his hope in God, scorned the world, imitated Jesus Christ in His humility and meekness, and kept paganism away from his people.

Echoing the words of the early Greek eulogists, Peter Damien, Cardinal-Bishop of Ostia, placed him second only to the Virgin Mary. An eloquence more subtle than that of Quintillion or Cicero, he added, would barely suffice to sing his praises.

And for every one of these sermons which have come down to us in ancient volumes and were written by famous persons, how many must there not have been from the lips of preachers in village churches, in all the languages of Europe, over the centuries!
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“Most assuredly, I say to you, he who believes in Me, the works that I do he will do also; and greater works than these he will do, because I go to My Father.” (John 14:12 NKJV)
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