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In 1897, Virginia O’Hanlon was eight years old.  She believed in Santa Claus, but some of her companions had filled her with doubt.  When she asked her father, he seemed a bit evasive.  So she told her father, “Well, I’m just going to write The Sun [the New York newspaper] and find out the real truth.”  Her father replied, “Go ahead, Virginia.  I’m sure The Sun will give you the right answer, as it always does.”  So she did.

Her letter found its way into the hands of veteran editor, Francis P. Church.  He was the son of a Baptist minister, who had as his personal motto, “Endeavor to clear your mind of cant.”  Cant – the expression of conventional, trite, or unconsidered opinions or sentiments.  His answer was printed on the editorial page of The NY Sun in 1897, and reprinted annually until 1949 when the paper went out of business.

Virginia O’Hanlon wrote:
I am 8 years old. Some of my little friends say there is no Santa Claus. Papa says, "If you see it in The Sun, it's so." Please tell me the truth, is there a Santa Claus?  - Virginia O'Hanlon

Francis Church responded:
Virginia, your little friends are wrong. They have been affected by the skepticism of a skeptical age. They do not believe except they see. They think that nothing can be which is not comprehensible by their little minds. All minds, Virginia, whether they be men's or children's, are little. In this great universe of ours, man is a mere insect, an ant, in his intellect as compared with the boundless world about him, as measured by the intelligence capable of grasping the whole of truth and knowledge.

Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus.

He exists as certainly as love and generosity and devotion exist, and you know that they abound and give to your life its highest beauty and joy. Alas! How dreary would be the world if there were no Santa Claus! It would be as dreary as if there were no Virginias. There would be no childlike faith then, no poetry, no romance to make tolerable this existence. We should have no enjoyment, except in sense and sight. The external light with which childhood fills the world would be extinguished.

Not believe in Santa Claus! You might as well not believe in fairies. You might get your papa to hire men to watch in all the chimneys on Christmas eve to catch Santa Claus, but even if you did not see Santa Claus coming down, what would that prove? Nobody sees Santa Claus, but that is no sign that there is no Santa Claus. The most real things in the world are those that neither children nor men can see. Did you ever see fairies dancing on the lawn? Of course not, but that's no proof that they are not there. Nobody can conceive or imagine all the wonders there are unseen and unseeable in the world.

You tear apart the baby's rattle and see what makes the noise inside, but there is a veil covering the unseen world which not the strongest man, nor even the united strength of all the strongest men that ever lived could tear apart. Only faith, poetry, love, romance, can push aside that curtain and view and picture the supernal beauty and glory beyond. Is it all real? Ah, Virginia, in all this world there is nothing else real and abiding.

No Santa Claus? Thank God he lives and lives forever. A thousand years from now, Virginia, nay 10 times 10,000 years from now, he will continue to make glad the heart of childhood.

Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year!”
Of course, we know that this editorial also speaks about our faith, our belief in God.  And like 8-year-old Virginia O’Hanlon, we need to be reassured as to the truth of our faith.  We find ourselves, over 100 years after Francis Church penned these words, nodding in agreement.  Our intellect does pale in comparison to the universe around us.  Think how, in the last 100 years, Newtonian physics has conceded to Einstein’s laws of special and general relativity.  Or how physicists must postulate “dark energy” to explain the increasing rate at which the universe continues to expand, in spite of gravity.  And think how our hearts and lives testify to the mysterious and inexplicable truths of poetry, romance, and love.  How faith can part the veil that separates us from the heavenly beauty and glory beyond.

There are many reasons why we gather here tonight [today].  We come for the music, to sing those wondrous, glorious hymns of the birth of Jesus.  We come to hear the story, once again.  The story of Joseph and Mary.  How they went from Nazareth to Bethlehem.  How there was no room for them in the inn.  How Mary, a virgin,  gave birth to Jesus, wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in the manger.  The story of the shepherds, and the angel of the Lord, and the multitude of the heavenly host.  And how the shepherds found Joseph and Mary and the Christ child.  How Mary pondered these things in her heart.

And we come because this tradition, this night [day] is important to us.  It connects us with our past memories.  With our loved ones now gone.  We can feel them with us.  Our parents or grandparents.  Our wives or husbands.  Our brothers or sisters.  Our children.  Our friends.  We feel their presence with us.  We remember Christmas’ past with them.  The trees, the presents, the laughter; sometimes the tears.  We come here tonight [today] to remember.  And coming here we create memories.  With our friends or spouses or children or grandchildren.  So when we are gone they will gather again on Christmas Eve [Day].  And remember.

We come too because we need to give thanks for the blessings, the many blessings that we have been given.  Material blessings.  Family blessings.  Spiritual blessings.  Especially those blessings that come to us through faith in our Lord and Savior.  And through the mystery of his Incarnation.

But sometimes we come for other reasons.  Sometimes we come because we hurt --  from physical pain, from depression, from grief.  From alienation, from loneliness.  From exhaustion.  Sometimes we come because we are anxious, or guilty, or angry.  Or captive to addictions or sin.  When we struggle with something that seems out of our control.  Sometimes we come because we are afraid.  Afraid of illness, afraid for one’s spouse or one’s children, afraid of being a burden, afraid of death.

We come because we know, as we think about Jesus in the manger, that God is with us.  That God became a human being, like us.  That, wholly God and wholly man, Jesus knows our struggles.  We know that Jesus suffered grief when his friend Lazarus died.  He suffered from alienation, from those of his synagogue and from members of his own family.  He suffered from loneliness when his closest disciples could not tarry with him for just an hour in Gethsemane.  From exhaustion when he said, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”

Jesus felt anger with the moneychangers in the Temple, and with the scribes and Pharisees that placed burdens on the people that they themselves would not bear.  And while Jesus was unlike us in that he did not sin, we know he was tempted in every way that we are.

He knew fear.  Fear of his crucifixion, asking God to take this cup from him, if it were possible.  And he knew pain, nailed to the cross.

It had to be this way.  For how else could we come to our Lord, in our pain, our grief, our anger, and our fear, unless we knew that he knew – he truly knew – what we are going through.  It is the Incarnation that separates us from all other faiths.  It is heresy to the Jews and the Muslims, and contrary to all other religions.  But it is our faith, and it is how we can push aside that curtain and view and picture the supernal beauty and glory beyond.  As Francis Church wrote to Virginia O’Hanlon.

Francis Church married shortly after his editorial appeared.  I like to think that his reflection on Santa Claus, on faith and romance and love, led him to marry late in life.  He died about nine years later.

Virginia O’Hanlon received a Bachelor of Arts from Hunter College and a Master’s from Columbia.  She taught for 47 years in the NY City school system.  She received a steady stream of mail about her letter to The Sun.  Virginia O’Hanlon Douglas died in 1971 at the age of 81.  In a nursing home in Valatie NY.

Soon we will be continuing with the service.  Soon we will be breaking bread and sharing wine, re-enacting a meal shared by Jesus with his disciples.  Soon we will be singing hymns.  But first, I want to ask you to do something.

I ask that you come back next Sunday.  Not necessarily to St. Paul’s, though that would be nice.  No, I mean back to church somewhere, anywhere.  Back to a place where people are trying their best to do what Jesus said.  Where people try, and fail, and try again, and fail again, and try again.  Never giving up.  Where people know of God’s love for them, where people know what St Paul meant when he said, “These three abide:  faith, and hope, and love.  And the greatest of these is love.”

Not that following Jesus is easy.  You will have to change, guaranteed.  But once you come to find what it is like to be changed by him, what abundant life is really all about, you will want more.  No matter the cost, because the riches, the blessings, the grace make the old way of life emaciated in comparison.  You will find that the changes Jesus requires of you will, in the end, make you happy.  Beyond your hopes and dreams.
So come.  Come and pray.  Come and listen.  Come seeking to follow our Lord.  You will learn much about life, abundant life.  About commitment, about service.  About money about marriage about sex about what you say about others.  About love.  So come.  Jesus came into this world so we might have life, and live it abundantly.  Come.
May the joy and hope and laughter and tears and magic of Christmas be yours, today and forever.

Come.
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