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    Henry van Dyke, an American clergyman, educator, and author, wrote Christmas narratives that joined moral imagination with clear, inviting prose. The First Christmas Tree & Other Christmas Tales of Henry van Dyke gathers five of his most read seasonal works—The Story of the Other Wise Man, The First Christmas Tree, The Lost Word, The Spirit of Christmas, and The Mansion—into a single volume. The scope is selective rather than comprehensive: these are not his complete writings, but a focused presentation of beloved tales and reflective pieces. The purpose is to offer readers a compact, coherent introduction to van Dyke’s Christmas vision in both story and essay.

This collection brings together multiple genres and text types. The fiction ranges from legend and parable to visionary tale, while the nonfiction consists of meditative essays and addresses. Some works are best described as short stories of extended length; others are framed as Christmas legends from earlier times. The Spirit of Christmas represents van Dyke’s essays, where he reflects on the season’s meanings for home, community, and personal conduct. Read together, these texts illustrate how van Dyke moved comfortably between narrative art and homiletic reflection, using each form to complement the other without sacrificing clarity, warmth, or narrative momentum.

In theme and tone, the pieces are united by their exploration of giving, humility, hospitality to the stranger, and the search for the divine in ordinary life. Van Dyke’s stylistic signature combines lucid diction, musical rhythm, and pastoral or urban scenes painted with a gentle, steady brush. His stories often proceed like sermons transposed into action: a journey or test unfolds, images gather force, and the reader is invited to consider the inward meaning of outward deeds. The result is moral storytelling that avoids harshness, preferring compassion, hope, and a deep sense of conscience to drive transformation.

The Story of the Other Wise Man begins with the premise of a fourth traveler who sets out bearing gifts for the newborn Christ but misses the caravan and is delayed by acts of mercy, turning a planned journey into a lifelong quest. The First Christmas Tree situates itself in early missionary tradition among Germanic peoples, where a winter gathering brings ancient reverence and new faith into contact. There a Christian teacher confronts a revered symbol and points toward an evergreen as a sign of steadfast hope, aligning natural beauty with the tenderness and courage associated with the Nativity.

The Lost Word presents a legend of long ago in which a celebrated speaker of sacred truths discovers that the living power of what he proclaims has departed from his lips. Set at Christmastide, the tale follows his search for the root of speech that heals and redeems, using the rhythms of parable to explore pride, humility, and renewal. The Mansion turns to the modern city, where a prominent man of means undergoes a searching vision that measures the substance of generosity. The narrative tests the difference between public benevolence and quiet kindness, inviting self-examination without rancor.

In The Spirit of Christmas, van Dyke’s voice shifts from storyteller to essayist. Here he weighs customs and sentiments often associated with the holiday—celebration, home, giving, reconciliation—and sifts them for what endures. The essays do not prescribe elaborate programs; they sketch a spirit of cheerful duty and neighborly goodwill, arguing for simple acts that strengthen bonds. In this nonfiction mode, van Dyke’s pastoral sensibility remains evident, though he writes as plainly as possible for a wide audience. Placed amid the narratives, these reflections steady the collection, offering a framework through which to understand the imaginative tales.

Together these works helped secure van Dyke’s place among influential English-language interpreters of Christmas in the modern era. The Story of the Other Wise Man and The Mansion, in particular, have been widely reprinted and adapted, attesting to their persistent appeal. Yet the lasting significance of this body of work lies less in seasonal sentiment than in its humane vision of character, conscience, and community. By gathering fiction and essays in one volume, this edition presents a compact map of van Dyke’s Christmas world, where the measure of celebration is found not in display but in steadfast kindness.
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    The Christmas tales Henry van Dyke gathered in The First Christmas Tree & Other Christmas Tales emerged from the late Gilded Age and early Progressive Era, when American Protestantism sought to reframe faith as ethical action. Between the federal recognition of Christmas in 1870 and the reform ferment of the 1890s–1910s, pastors and writers turned the holiday toward charity, social reconciliation, and domestic tenderness. Van Dyke (born 1852) wrote within this milieu, marrying devotional narrative to civic conscience. Rapid urbanization, immigration, and widening inequality pressed churches to preach compassion in practical forms, shaping the stories’ preoccupation with generosity, hospitality to strangers, and the redemptive journey of the conscience.

Van Dyke’s ministry and literary career bridged pulpit and press. After Princeton (A.B. 1873) and Princeton Theological Seminary (1877), he served as pastor of Brick Presbyterian Church in New York City from 1883 to 1899, preaching to an urban, professional audience attuned to civic duty and culture. His association with Charles Scribner’s Sons situated his stories within a genteel, middle-class reading public that embraced moralized fiction and holiday gift books. The confluence of metropolitan preaching and mass-market publishing encouraged narratives that were at once intimate and public—fit for parlor reading, church pageants, and magazine serialization—thereby amplifying their seasonal influence across denominations.

In the 1890s, Anglo-American fascination with the biblical Near East animated popular imagination. The Palestine Exploration Fund (founded 1865), new archaeological surveys, and steamship tourism placed Bethlehem, Damascus, and the caravan routes into accessible print. Against this backdrop, The Story of the Other Wise Man (first published in 1895) drew on apocryphal Magi traditions to dramatize a lifelong pilgrimage of mercy. Contemporary readers, steeped in travelogues and mission literature, recognized its geography and ethos. The tale translated late-Victorian orientalism into an ethic of service, proposing that the truest adoration of the Christ child lay in sustained acts of compassion among the poor.

The First Christmas Tree turned to early medieval Europe, refracting Christianity’s encounter with pagan practice through the mission of St. Boniface. Accounts of Boniface felling Donar’s Oak at Geismar, Hesse, around 723, furnished a dramatic emblem of conversion and the reorientation of sacred symbols. Nineteenth-century transatlantic culture had already popularized the evergreen as a domestic emblem: Prince Albert’s 1840s example in Britain and the flourishing of tannenbaum customs among German immigrants in the United States made the tree a national icon by 1900. Van Dyke harnessed that history to suggest that gentleness, not coercion, secures faith’s triumph in a plural society.

Composed amid Protestant debates over biblical authority, The Lost Word answered anxieties stirred by higher criticism and church courts. The Presbyterian heresy proceedings against Charles A. Briggs in 1893 publicized tensions between historical scholarship and confessional certainty. Van Dyke, trained at Princeton yet pastorally minded, framed a legend in which doctrinal mastery yields to the recovered power of self-giving love. The very phrase “lost word,” familiar from pulpit rhetoric and popular fraternal speech, gained new ethical emphasis. By relocating sacred authority from abstract propositions to enacted charity, the story aligned with reformers who insisted that truth must be verified in life.

The Spirit of Christmas crystallized a response to the era’s bustling consumer culture. By the 1890s, department stores such as Macy’s and Wanamaker’s staged elaborate window displays, mass advertising, and Santa parades, while mail-order catalogues from Sears, Roebuck (established 1893) carried gifts nationwide. Charitable innovations likewise grew public: the Salvation Army’s red kettle campaign began in San Francisco in 1891. Van Dyke’s addresses and sketches, issued in book form in 1905, urged readers to temper abundance with benevolence, echoing Dickens’s 1843 paradigm yet translating it for American voluntarism. He commended neighborly service as the antidote to showy but shallow seasonal spending.

The Mansion, first appearing in the 1910 reform climate, interrogated reputational philanthropy amid American debates over wealth. Andrew Carnegie’s “Gospel of Wealth” (1889) had argued for stewardly giving by millionaires, while the Panic of 1907 and muckraking exposes—Ida Tarbell on Standard Oil (1902–1904)—sharpened scrutiny of fortunes and benefaction. Settlement houses such as Jane Addams’s Hull House (founded 1889) modeled neighborly service. Van Dyke’s parable weighed grand donations against quiet mercy, echoing Progressive challenges to conspicuous consumption. Readers in churches and civic clubs recognized its moral accounting, which measured charity not by naming rights or capital sums but by the transformation of character.

Collectively, the tales circulated widely between 1895 and 1910, in gift editions and church readings, reinforcing a transatlantic Christian humanism. Van Dyke’s hymn “Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee” (1907), set to Beethoven’s Ode to Joy, and his later service as U.S. minister to the Netherlands and Luxembourg (1913–1916) signaled the civic and ecumenical currents shaping his appeals to conscience. As Europe slid into war in 1914, his emphasis on mercy and hospitality resonated with American relief campaigns for refugees. The collection’s durability rested on this blend of literary sentiment and public ethics, promising Christmas as a season of tested, outward-looking faith.
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    Quest Parables (The Story of the Other Wise Man; The Lost Word)
Two pilgrimage tales follow seekers whose pursuit of Christ or a sacred word is repeatedly redirected by moments of mercy that redefine success.
Reverent and quietly adventurous, they use parable-like simplicity to stress charity, patience, and the recurring motif that spiritual truth is found through service.
Legendary Origins (The First Christmas Tree)
A saint’s confrontation with pagan ritual unfolds as a gentle origin-legend that centers a fir as a sign of humble, living hope.
Pastoral imagery and a calm, luminous tone fuse Christian symbolism with nature, emphasizing conversion, peace, and refuge.
Seasonal Meditations and Social Allegory (The Spirit of Christmas; The Mansion)
An essay distills the feast’s inward meaning while a moral fable frames status and wealth through a vision measured by unselfishness rather than display.
Warm yet pointed, they blend sermon-like clarity with compassionate critique, urging quiet generosity and inner renewal as the season’s true abundance.
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     Who seeks for heaven alone to save his soul,

     May keep the path, but will not reach the goal;

     While he who walks in love may wander far,

     Yet God will bring him where the blessed are.
  


  You know the story of the Three Wise Men of the East, and how they travelled from far away to offer their gifts at the manger-cradle in Bethlehem. But have you ever heard the story of the Other Wise Man, who also saw the star in its rising, and set out to follow it, yet did not arrive with his brethren in the presence of the young child Jesus? Of the great desire of this fourth pilgrim, and how it was denied, yet accomplished in the denial; of his many wanderings and the probations of his soul; of the long way of his seeking, and the strange way of his finding, the One whom he sought—I would tell the tale as I have heard fragments of it in the Hall of Dreams, in the palace of the Heart of Man.
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In the days when Augustus Caesar was master of many kings and Herod reigned in Jerusalem, there lived in the city of Ecbatana, among the mountains of Persia, a certain man named Artaban, the Median. His house stood close to the outermost of the seven walls which encircled the royal treasury. From his roof he could look over the rising battlements of black and white and crimson and blue and red and silver and gold, to the hill where the summer palace of the Parthian emperors glittered like a jewel in a sevenfold crown.

Around the dwelling of Artaban spread a fair garden, a tangle of flowers and fruit-trees, watered by a score of streams descending from the slopes of Mount Orontes, and made musical by innumerable birds. But all colour was lost in the soft and odorous darkness of the late September night, and all sounds were hushed in the deep charm of its silence, save the plashing of the water, like a voice half sobbing and half laughing under the shadows. High above the trees a dim glow of light shone through the curtained arches of the upper chamber, where the master of the house was holding council with his friends.

He stood by the doorway to greet his guests—a tall, dark man of about forty years, with brilliant eyes set near together under his broad brow, and firm lines graven around his fine, thin lips; the brow of a dreamer and the mouth of a soldier, a man of sensitive feeling but inflexible will—one of those who, in whatever age they may live, are born for inward conflict and a life of quest.

His robe was of pure white wool, thrown over a tunic of silk; and a white, pointed cap, with long lapels at the sides, rested on his flowing black hair. It was the dress of the ancient priesthood of the Magi, called the fire-worshippers.

"Welcome!" he said, in his low, pleasant voice, as one after another entered the room—"welcome, Abdus; peace be with you, Rhodaspes and Tigranes, and with you my father, Abgarus. You are all welcome, and this house grows bright with the joy of your presence."

There were nine of the men, differing widely in age, but alike in the richness of their dress of many-coloured silks, and in the massive golden collars around their necks, marking them as Parthian nobles, and in the winged circles of gold resting upon their breasts, the sign of the followers of Zoroaster.

They took their places around a small black altar at the end of the room, where a tiny flame was burning. Artaban, standing beside it, and waving a barsom of thin tamarisk branches above the fire, fed it with dry sticks of pine and fragrant oils. Then he began the ancient chant of the Yasna, and the voices of his companions joined in the beautiful hymn to Ahura-Mazda:


    We worship the Spirit Divine,

     all wisdom and goodness possessing,

    Surrounded by Holy Immortals,

     the givers of bounty and blessing.

    We joy in the works of His hands,

     His truth and His power confessing.




    We praise all the things that are pure,

     for these are His only Creation;

    The thoughts that are true, and the words

     and deeds that have won approbation;

    These are supported by Him,

     and for these we make adoration.




    Hear us, O Mazda! Thou livest

     in truth and in heavenly gladness;

    Cleanse us from falsehood, and keep us

     from evil and bondage to badness;

    Pour out the light and the joy of Thy life

     on our darkness and sadness.




    Shine on our gardens and fields,

     Shine on our working and weaving;

    Shine on the whole race of man,

     Believing and unbelieving;

     Shine on us now through the night,

     Shine on us now in Thy might,

    The flame of our holy love

     and the song of our worship receiving.



The fire rose with the chant, throbbing as if it were made of musical flame, until it cast a bright illumination through the whole apartment, revealing its simplicity and splendour.

The floor was laid with tiles of dark blue veined with white; pilasters of twisted silver stood out against the blue walls; the clearstory of round-arched windows above them was hung with azure silk; the vaulted ceiling was a pavement of sapphires, like the body of heaven in its clearness, sown with silver stars. From the four corners of the roof hung four golden magic-wheels, called the tongues of the gods. At the eastern end, behind the altar, there were two dark-red pillars of porphyry; above them a lintel of the same stone, on which was carved the figure of a winged archer, with his arrow set to the string and his bow drawn.

The doorway between the pillars, which opened upon the terrace of the roof, was covered with a heavy curtain of the colour of a ripe pomegranate, embroidered with innumerable golden rays shooting upward from the floor. In effect the room was like a quiet, starry night, all azure and silver, flushed in the East with rosy promise of the dawn. It was, as the house of a man should be, an expression of the character and spirit of the master.

He turned to his friends when the song was ended, and invited them to be seated on the divan at the western end of the room.

"You have come to-night," said he, looking around the circle, "at my call, as the faithful scholars of Zoroaster, to renew your worship and rekindle your faith in the God of Purity, even as this fire has been rekindled on the altar. We worship not the fire, but Him of whom it is the chosen symbol, because it is the purest of all created things. It speaks to us of one who is Light and Truth. Is it not so, my father?"

"It is well said, my son," answered the venerable Abgarus. "The enlightened are never idolaters. They lift the veil of the form and go in to the shrine of the reality, and new light and truth are coming to them continually through the old symbols." "Hear me, then, my father and my friends," said Artaban, very quietly, "while I tell you of the new light and truth that have come to me through the most ancient of all signs. We have searched the secrets of nature together, and studied the healing virtues of water and fire and the plants. We have read also the books of prophecy in which the future is dimly foretold in words that are hard to understand. But the highest of all learning is the knowledge of the stars[1q]. To trace their courses is to untangle the threads of the mystery of life from the beginning to the end. If we could follow them perfectly, nothing would be hidden from us. But is not our knowledge of them still incomplete? Are there not many stars still beyond our horizon—lights that are known only to the dwellers in the far south-land, among the spice-trees of Punt and the gold mines of Ophir?"

There was a murmur of assent among the listeners.

"The stars," said Tigranes, "are the thoughts of the Eternal. They are numberless. But the thoughts of man can be counted, like the years of his life. The wisdom of the Magi is the greatest of all wisdoms on earth, because it knows its own ignorance. And that is the secret of power. We keep men always looking and waiting for a new sunrise. But we ourselves know that the darkness is equal to the light, and that the conflict between them will never be ended."

"That does not satisfy me," answered Artaban, "for, if the waiting must be endless, if there could be no fulfilment of it, then it would not be wisdom to look and wait. We should become like those new teachers of the Greeks, who say that there is no truth, and that the only wise men are those who spend their lives in discovering and exposing the lies that have been believed in the world. But the new sunrise will certainly dawn in the appointed time. Do not our own books tell us that this will come to pass, and that men will see the brightness of a great light?"

"That is true," said the voice of Abgarus; "every faithful disciple of Zoroaster knows the prophecy of the Avesta and carries the word in his heart. 'In that day Sosiosh the Victorious shall arise out of the number of the prophets in the east country. Around him shall shine a mighty brightness, and he shall make life everlasting, incorruptible, and immortal, and the dead shall rise again.'"

"This is a dark saying," said Tigranes, "and it may be that we shall never understand it. It is better to consider the things that are near at hand, and to increase the influence of the Magi in their own country, rather than to look for one who may be a stranger, and to whom we must resign our power."

The others seemed to approve these words. There was a silent feeling of agreement manifest among them; their looks responded with that indefinable expression which always follows when a speaker has uttered the thought that has been slumbering in the hearts of his listeners. But Artaban turned to Abgarus with a glow on his face, and said:

"My father, I have kept this prophecy in the secret place of my soul. Religion without a great hope would be like an altar without a living fire. And now the flame has burned more brightly, and by the light of it I have read other words which also have come from the fountain of Truth, and speak yet more clearly of the rising of the Victorious One in his brightness."

He drew from the breast of his tunic two small rolls of fine linen, with writing upon them, and unfolded them carefully upon his knee.

"In the years that are lost in the past, long before our fathers came into the land of Babylon, there were wise men in Chaldea, from whom the first of the Magi learned the secret of the heavens. And of these Balaam the son of Beor was one of the mightiest. Hear the words of his prophecy: 'There shall come a star out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall arise out of Israel.'"

The lips of Tigranes drew downward with contempt, as he said:

"Judah was a captive by the waters of Babylon, and the sons of Jacob were in bondage to our kings. The tribes of Israel are scattered through the mountains like lost sheep, and from the remnant that dwells in Judea under the yoke of Rome neither star nor sceptre shall arise."

"And yet," answered Artaban, "it was the Hebrew Daniel, the mighty searcher of dreams, the counsellor of kings, the wise Belteshazzar, who was most honored and beloved of our great King Cyrus. A prophet of sure things and a reader of the thoughts of God, Daniel proved himself to our people. And these are the words that he wrote." (Artaban read from the second roll:) "'Know, therefore, and understand that from the going forth of the commandment to restore Jerusalem, unto the Anointed One, the Prince, the time shall be seven and threescore and two weeks.'"

"But, my son," said Abgarus, doubtfully, "these are mystical numbers. Who can interpret them, or who can find the key that shall unlock their meaning?"

Artaban answered: "It has been shown to me and to my three companions among the Magi—Caspar, Melchior, and Balthazar. We have searched the ancient tablets of Chaldea and computed the time. It falls in this year. We have studied the sky, and in the spring of the year we saw two of the greatest stars draw near together in the sign of the Fish, which is the house of the Hebrews. We also saw a new star there, which shone for one night and then vanished. Now again the two great planets are meeting. This night is their conjunction. My three brothers are watching at the ancient temple of the Seven Spheres, at Borsippa, in Babylonia, and I am watching here. If the star shines again, they will wait ten days for me at the temple, and then we will set out together for Jerusalem, to see and worship the promised one who shall be born King of Israel. I believe the sign will come. I have made ready for the journey. I have sold my house and my possessions, and bought these three jewels—a sapphire, a ruby, and a pearl—to carry them as tribute to the King. And I ask you to go with me on the pilgrimage, that we may have joy together in finding the Prince who is worthy to be served."

While he was speaking he thrust his hand into the inmost fold of his girdle and drew out three great gems—one blue as a fragment of the night sky, one redder than a ray of sunrise, and one as pure as the peak of a snow mountain at twilight—and laid them on the outspread linen scrolls before him.

But his friends looked on with strange and alien eyes. A veil of doubt and mistrust came over their faces, like a fog creeping up from the marshes to hide the hills. They glanced at each other with looks of wonder and pity, as those who have listened to incredible sayings, the story of a wild vision, or the proposal of an impossible enterprise.

At last Tigranes said: "Artaban, this is a vain dream. It comes from too much looking upon the stars and the cherishing of lofty thoughts. It would be wiser to spend the time in gathering money for the new fire-temple at Chala. No king will ever rise from the broken race of Israel, and no end will ever come to the eternal strife of light and darkness. He who looks for it is a chaser of shadows. Farewell."

And another said: "Artaban, I have no knowledge of these things, and my office as guardian of the royal treasure binds me here. The quest is not for me. But if thou must follow it, fare thee well."

And another said: "In my house there sleeps a new bride, and
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