The Secret Meaning Behind Christmas Stockings

(The Legend of the Three Girls – According to 

“The Golden Legend”)

You might ask yourself how to explain Christmas stockings in a Christian context to your children. To understand the custom of Christmas stockings, you need to understand the legend of St. Nicholas and the three young girls.

This legend is one of the oldest and most popular of the legends of St. Nicholas. It occurs regularly in all the Greek and Latin Lives of St. Nicholas. It came down to us without much embellishment by later biographers. 

The legend is the story of a simple, spontaneous good deed. It lacks the grandeur of the supernatural found in most other anecdotes concerning St. Nicholas’ acts on Earth and, after his bodily death, through appearances as a saintly apparition endowed with miraculous powers.

According to The Golden Legend, 

“And when his father and mother were departed out of this life, he began to think how he might distribute his riches, and not to the praising of the world but to the honour and glory of God. And it was so that one, his neighbour, had then three daughters, virgins, and he was a nobleman: but for the poverty of them together, they were constrained and in very purpose to abandon them to sin. And when the holy man Nicholas knew hereof he had great horror of this, and threw by night secretly into the house of the man a mass of gold wrapped in a cloth. And when the man arose in the morning, he found this mass of gold, and rendered to God therefore great thankings, and therewith he married his oldest daughter. 

“And a little while after this holy servant of God threw in another mass of gold; which the man found, and thanked God, and purposed to wake for to know him that so had aided him in his poverty. And after a few days Nicholas doubled the mass of gold, and cast it into the house of this man. He awoke by the sound of the gold, and followed Nicholas, which fled from him, and he said to him: ‘Sir, flee not away so but that I may see and know thee.’ Then he ran after him more hastily, and knew that it was Nicholas; and anon he kneeled down, and would have kissed his feet, but the holy man would not, but required him not to tell nor discover this thing as long as he lived.” (Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Lives of the Saints, translated by William Caxton, pp. 62-63) 

This is the story that, in general, has linked the name of St. Nicholas particularly with the virtue of generosity. Among schoolboys in the Middle Ages, the story was particularly well known. It formed the subject of one of the plays performed by them on the eve of the Feast of St. Nicholas. 

Over the centuries, the legend evolved into the custom of giftgiving on the Feast Day of St. Nicholas. The secret manner of bringing the gifts to the children must have been an old practice as may be understood from the incident recorded of the young man of the sixteenth century. In an attempt to imitate St. Nicholas, he fell through an opening left for grain and nearly lost his life!

Thought to Ponder: In the ongoing war of among the fast-food giants, a commercial comes along that says it all. A spokesman from one chain is having a debate with Ronald McDonald. After outlining all the benefits of his own product (great taste, great food, and great prices), he asks Ronald McDonald what McDonald’s has to offer. The clown happily responds, “Toys! Lots and lots of toys!” 

That is the essence of the debate between the St. Nicholas and Santa Claus. Christmas is supposed to revolve around the birth of the Baby Jesus and what the one special birth meant: Jesus came into the world to save us from our sins.
St. Nicholas devoted his entire life to the spiritual and physical salvation of sinners. Let us do the same.

Thought to Discuss around the Dinner Table: Nicholas’ parents set an example for him through their service to the poor. The epistle for his Feast Day (Hebrews 13:16-21) contains the verse, “Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God…” It was a lesson he never forgot.

How can we do the same during this Christmas season – and all year round?

The Legend in Art: This story became one of the best loved, in both East and West. 

His coming to the house at night was an inspiration for a great many painters and sculptors. One, for instance, is featured on a doorway at Chartres Cathedral in France. The father is asleep by his three daughters without perceiving their misery or their silent reproaches, and the kind hand of a quite a young man is just about to drop a purse through the partly open door. 

There is also a picture by Fra Angelico, with the three girls lying innocently together asleep, the father dozing at the foot of their bed, looking utterly crushed, while a slim, haloed figure reaches up to the latched window with his right hand. There are two more pictures of the Italian school, in which Nicholas, perching on a stone, is performing real acrobatic feats to reach the window.

The three golden balls with which some artists – especially Italians – represent St. Nicholas, are a reminder of the three girls he saved. 

Did You Know? Until recently, in the church of St. Nicholas in Carcere at Rome, the generosity of St. Nicholas was annually commemorated, by the giving of gifts to poor children in the sacristy after the memorial Mass on the Feast of St. Nicholas. After the Mass, a throng of expectant parents and children would follow the officiating priest into the sacristy and would be permitted to kiss the ring on the hand of the officiating priest. The distribution of gifts would follow.
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