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			To the miracle workers.

		

	
		
			This book deals with many different religions and the ways they change and evolve over time. It is not intended to promote or to criticize any particular religion, but simply to give a vivid sense of the role faith and belief play in human culture and identity.

			—M. T. Anderson

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Don’t let anybody tell you Santa Claus isn’t real. I’ve seen where they stashed his body. It’s in Italy, under a basement floor.

			Yes, it’s true. Saint Nicholas—better known as Santa Claus—really lived and died. Centuries later, his corpse was stolen from a tomb in Turkey and taken to Bari, Italy, where it started riots. It was locked in a crypt, where it still sits in a cage a thousand years later.

			Why was it stolen? Who would steal Santa Claus’s dead body? How did they get away with it?

			Picture an ancient church a thousand years ago. Domed, dusky in the evening. The floors are dazzling mosaics that glimmer in the candlelight.

			Now imagine you are kneeling on that floor. You are a monk, and your whole life has been devoted to living in this place and protecting the body of Nicholas, a saint—called thaumaturge, wonder-worker—a being so powerful that even in death, his body itself is supposedly miraculous.

			But that evening, you are not kneeling on the floor in prayer. You are kneeling there because a thief is holding a sword to your throat. He does not even bother to wear a mask. He tells you he has come for the corpse of Nicholas. Show him where it is hidden, or he will kill you.

			He is not alone. Behind him, ranks of his companions bearing swords, spears, iron bars, hammers, recede into the twilit darkness of the church.

			You know that if you give these men what they want, if you show them where Nicholas’s body has been hidden for all these centuries, they will smash open his tomb and steal his sacred remains. You will betray your life’s great mission, to protect the Blessed Nicholas.

			If you refuse to tell this band of adventurers where the body is, they will kill you. But if you do tell them, when the people of your city discover that you’ve broken all your vows and given away the miraculous corpse of Nicholas, they will probably lynch you anyway.

			Why have these strangers come from so far away to steal the remains of the wonder-worker, forcing you to face this impossible choice?

			Because supposedly the corpse of Saint Nicholas, Santa Claus, drips an ooze that heals all wounds, all diseases. One of your duties is to scoop up the miraculous grease that flows from his bones and serve it in little glass bottles to believers.

			Night is falling, and even the thieves are starting to get nervous as the sun sets. They have a long way to go before they are safely back on their ships, and they do not want to anger the ghost of the holy Nicholas, who flew through the air and fought demons and calmed storms.

			Their voices shake with anxiety, but they make themselves clear: Show us the body, or we will cut your throat in an instant.

			What would you do?
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			This is the story of that theft, and of the saint who was stolen.

			In reality, Santa Claus did not live in the frozen north, among the snows, attended by reindeer and Claymation penguins. He lived in an arid city by the Mediterranean Sea, a city of ancient ruins and even more ancient tales, where the air on the spiky hills shimmers with heat and with the seething chant of cicadas. He was bishop of Myra, in the land of Lycia—in his lifetime, part of a vanished empire—now in southern Turkey. The earliest stories about Nicholas are actually far stranger than any of the cute myths we tell about him with our cotton-bearded-Santa booths and our animated Christmas specials.

			The closest thing we have to an ancient biography of the “real” Saint Nicholas was written a few hundred years after his death and already describes him performing miracles, soaring above the sea, rescuing sailors. The stories are bizarre, fantastical, and sometimes grotesque. There are no elves, but we’re told he fought a demon goddess. He did deliver presents, though under somewhat shocking circumstances. He was known for protecting children because he defeated a husband-and-wife serial killer team that was butchering schoolboys and serving them for dinner. The origins of many of these stories are lost, told for generations before people wrote them down.

			Is anything in Saint Nicholas’s legendary biography true? What can we learn about the real man who, over the course of seventeen centuries, has become Santa Claus? What can we learn from a biography that is so full of fantasy? Where is the truth? And where does his body now actually lie?

			I have traveled to Patara, the city of his birth, and to Myra, where he died. I have seen the scene of the crime where his body was stolen in a bold heist a thousand years ago. And I have gone to Italy, to the city of Bari, where that body still rests in a tomb, and where pilgrims still come to buy the sacred fluid that drizzles off his bones. I have a bottle of it on my shelf.

			Before we talk about that heist, the Santa Claus job, we will look at the impossible life of Saint Nicholas of Myra, weirder than any flying sled. The first third of this book tells the strange stories that collected around him after his death and asks what we can understand about the real history of the man himself when it has been transformed by centuries of myth, imagination, and longing. He was a new kind of hero in a changing world.

			Once we’ve looked at the way he became legend, we’ll investigate the theft of his body. Gangs of thieves from two Italian cities—Bari and Venice—raced across the sea to try to be the first to steal his corpse. These rival cities would stop at nothing to outdo each other. Both of them claimed a victory, in a turn of events stranger than fiction.

			Finally, in the third section of the book, we will take a brief look at how, almost a millennium after his body was stolen, Nicholas, the bishop of Myra, became the figure we know as Santa Claus: chubby, jolly, red suit, a man from the North Pole.

			The story of this ancient Santa is not just a wild tale of demons, saints, gods, monsters, and holy spells. It is also a story of politics: empires falling—cities fighting for mastery—merchants using a dead saint’s body as a pawn in games of wealth and power. To understand his history, we have to hear from sultans and emperors, sailors and thieves, poets and pirates, princes and killers. We will watch the rise and fall of religions, the tumbling of nations.

			And at the center of all this chaos and change, there are the fragments we will reassemble into Nicholas of Myra: stolen fragments of bone, fragments of ancient stories. How do any of us know each other, except by putting together fragments like these—hints and broken pieces—as carefully as we can, until we think we can see the outline of a person?

			Historians and archaeologists are essentially detectives. They search for clues in archives and old manuscripts, in crypts and ruins. They assemble files of evidence. They try to judge the truthfulness of eyewitness testimony like someone questioning a suspect. They ask, Why does this witness want this story to be told? They try to fit scraps of information together to form a picture of the dead and their lives.

			The word history comes from ancient Greek. It did not originally mean “the things that happened long ago”; it meant “the investigation into the things that happened long ago.” History isn’t a fixed set of events in the past. It’s an inquiry into the vanished and unknown.

			We’ll be following the investigations of historians as they seek the truth about Saint Nicholas of Myra. We’ll be looking at autopsy reports that examine the remains. We’ll be casing the scene of the crime. We’ll track down the accused by name on the docks and through the alleys of medieval Bari, Italy. We’ll assemble a story, or a set of stories interlocked, stranger than a fantasy novel, a story of crime and redemption that spans seventeen hundred years.

			I do not believe in the magic of Santa Claus. But as I’ve investigated the heist of his body, his story has convinced me that there are miracles flickering all around us. A glimpse of the strangeness of this world and its hidden beauties: These are the gifts Saint Nicholas’s own story offers us all.

			Let’s start at the moment of his birth, back when the world was much younger, and yet still very old.

			We begin in a land where gods were born.
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				Part I

				Nikolaos

			
			300 AD
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			Nicholas was born into a landscape of legend.

			The port city of Patara, his birthplace, sits in the province of Lycia on the edge of the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas. From Patara’s ancient lighthouse, it was only a voyage of a day or two on a ship to the isle of Rhodes, where the Colossus, a gigantic statue, had once guarded the harbor. It was one of the Seven Wonders of the World, though by the time Nicholas was born, it had been through an earthquake and was only a couple of lower legs.

			Inland from Patara rose the Taurus Mountains, sharp as fangs, where monsters were reputed to live. Far to the east lay the den of the fire-breathing chimera: a monstrous lion with an extra goat’s head and a venomous serpent for a tail. As a child, Nicholas would have heard the stories of how the chimera had crawled down out of the mountains to terrorize Lycia. A hero had supposedly flown down from the sky on a winged horse, Pegasus, and fired arrows from the air at the creature until it was wounded and weakened. Then the hero had dived down and plunged a lance tipped with lead into the chimera’s flaming mouth. The lead melted and burned the savage creature from the inside, killing it.

			We may picture the boy Nicholas hearing this legend and staring, wide-eyed, up at the dark mountains where the beast had once hunted.

			Here’s the thing: The chimera was not entirely made up. Tourists in eastern Lycia can still visit it today. The chimera’s “den” is a fissure in the hillside that releases burning gases. Geologists call this a fumarole. At some point, somebody must have decided to tell a story about the flames that burned night and day from that hole in the ground. And so the chimera was born, a story built around a geological peculiarity. As we will discover, it is rare that legends are explained so easily and so tidily.

			At the time of Nicholas’s birth, the Roman Empire spread wide across the continent, from what is now Spain all the way to the Middle East, from what is now France down to northern Africa. The Roman emperors ruled so much of the world that they were supposed to become gods when they died.

			The coast where Nicholas was born was reputedly also the birthplace of two of the most powerful gods, twins: Artemis and Apollo. Their cults may have begun nearby. When Nicholas was young, one of the most famous temples of Apollo in the whole of the Roman Empire was right in his hometown, Patara. That was where Apollo supposedly spent his winters, having passed the summer on the breezy Aegean island of Delos. Even gods need a change of scene occasionally. In the winter, pilgrims would come to Patara from all over the Roman world and ask the priestesses of Apollo for guidance. These priestesses would fall asleep and then recount their dreams when they woke; the dreams were considered prophecies, sent by the god himself.

			Artemis, Apollo’s sister, was goddess of fertility, the moon, the countryside, and the hunt. Elsewhere in the empire, Artemis was depicted as an athletic young woman darting through the woods by moonlight, seeking her prey. Along the coast where Nicholas was born, however, her statues took a stranger form: She rears up, less a human than a supernatural entity, her body less like a human trunk and more like a column of flesh stocked with beehives, cattle, sheep, and other livestock, many of the animals probably sacrificed to her or that she provided for her worshippers. Most notably, her chest is ringed with dozens of breasts that hang almost like alien growths all around her.

			At first glance, she may seem bizarre to us, like a being from another world. (Her followers said that in fact she was from another world, and that the most famous statue of her had fallen from the sky, for which reason some have speculated that the original statue contained a fragment of a meteor.) As odd as “many-breasted Artemis” [image: backhand index pointing left emoji.] [*] might look to us, she was a beloved figure to her worshippers in Nicholas’s homeland. To them, the many breasts signified fertility, maternity, and a promise that the land would provide for its people, just as a mother does for her children.

			Artemis would play an important role in Nicholas’s life: She would become the saint’s most dangerous enemy.

			Nicholas was born in Patara around the year 260 AD. We don’t know much about Nicholas’s parentage. Supposedly, his family was rich and well-respected in the city. The name they gave him, Nicholas—Greek Nikolaos—means “Victory to the People.” (The word nike, now familiar as the name of a shoe, actually is Greek for “victory.”) It is a heroic name, and his parents, “eager to devote themselves to the work of justice,” must have brought him up to fight for his community. Certainly, when he was older, he showed the qualities of true heroism: great bravery, fury at injustice, terrible ferocity when defending the innocent, and yet, at the same time, generosity, empathy, and humility.

			His parents were not, however, followers of Apollo and Artemis. They belonged to a cult that the Roman emperors deeply distrusted, a cult that met at night in people’s homes and in burial grounds. Romans writing about this cult described it as a dangerous superstition born in Palestine. The cultists worshipped an undead god-king, a condemned criminal who during his public execution vowed to break out of his tomb and someday rule the world. It was said that in their rites, they ate human flesh and drank blood.

			They were, of course, Christians.
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			You are going to have to forget a lot of what you know about modern Christianity to understand the story of Nicholas’s life. When he was born, Christianity was a small cult, just a couple of hundred years old, a recent offshoot of Judaism. Many citizens of the empire did not understand the beliefs and rites of this austere new religious movement, with its symbolic eating of bread and drinking of wine, a stand-in for ritual sacrifice. The Roman emperors generally distrusted Christians, who refused to sacrifice to the gods of Rome, gods like Jupiter, Janus, Mars, Venus, Neptune, and Apollo. Worst of all, the Christians would not slaughter animals on the altars of the previous Roman emperors, who had risen into the heavens and become gods after death. What did that mean about the loyalty of the Christians to the imperial throne? The Roman rulers didn’t know, but it made Christians seem deeply untrustworthy—possible revolutionaries and terrorists. Right around the time of Nicholas’s birth, a few prominent Christians in Patara were publicly executed by order of the emperor, dragged by horses over rough stone and then hurled into a pit. People like Nicholas’s parents had to be careful. Their lives could be in danger.

			We are told that Nicholas immediately showed himself to be a Christian, even as a newborn who couldn’t understand human speech. On the days when Christians were supposed to fast (when they went without meat or without food altogether), the baby refused to suckle.

			He was an only child. Nicholas’s early biographies take this to be a sign of the Christian God’s blessing: Nicholas was so perfect as a person, they say, that his mother was sterile from the day of his birth—there was no need for any brother or sister.

			We have witnessed the birth of Nicholas near the birthplace of the goddess Artemis. Yet these two holy births could not be more different. They sum up perfectly the rising clash between these two powerful religions, early Christianity and the ancient gods of Olympus. On the one hand, “many-breasted Artemis,” and on the other, Nicholas, who refused to breastfeed. The goddess of fertility versus a family that became infertile. One story stresses plenty, bounty, voluptuousness, the fruits of this world; the other emphasizes the value of self-control and the hope for a reward in another world.

			Artemis would become Nicholas’s archenemy, his nemesis. She was the old world. He was the new world. And soon they would be dead set on destroying each other.
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			We are told that as a boy, Nicholas had a good, solid Greek education, going to a school with other boys and reading classics like Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad, the ancient epics that told of great adventures and bloodcurdling tragedy. Perhaps he looked out at the ocean from the bay of Patara, in the shadow of the lighthouse, and dreamed of the isles there in the blue Aegean Sea where the heroes of antiquity had struggled with gods and fought one-eyed giants and fled from sorceresses who could turn men into swine. Nicholas himself would become a very different kind of hero.

			He would eventually become as famous as those ancient Greek heroes, Achilles and Odysseus, though it would take perhaps a thousand years. He would appear not in epics, but in books of saints’ lives written by men who wouldn’t be born for another five hundred or six hundred years after his death. Even later, he would be made into wrapping paper and inflatable lawn ornaments.

			What does it mean to say Nicholas thought this or Nicholas did that? The sources that record his thoughts and deeds are from hundreds of years after his death. Moreover, they’re filled with things that we now would generally regard as ridiculous impossibilities. Did Nicholas really fly with a cape spread out behind him, as one source tells us? Did he bring children murdered by a psychopath back to life, as another insists?

			The Catholic Church, sponsor of saints, does not expect anyone to believe most of the stories of Nicholas’s miracles anymore. The tales simply are too bizarre and recorded too many centuries after his death to be trusted absolutely. They are too encrusted with legend.

			So why tell these stories at all? What use are they to the historian? How can we use them to get at any sort of truth?

			We’ll conduct our own investigation. I’ll tell the tales as they have come down to us: impossibilities and all. After each little tale, we’ll ask what it might mean or reveal about Nicholas and his world. Strange myth and stark reality often collide in surprising ways: Think about how we can look behind the legend of the fire-breathing chimera and find the physical reality, the fumarole, the fissure spewing burning gas.

			Is there any reality to anything about Nicholas other than his beaten and pulverized bones?

			If we picture him there on the shore, at childhood’s end, not knowing what life will bring him, it is hard to imagine how that kid would react to the tale of his own future adventures. How did he begin here, a clever teen from a mildly successful family, wandering the streets of seaside Patara, and end somehow as a legend known throughout the world? And how, somewhere in between, did this boy’s skeleton, now just growing to its full height, end up wrapped in someone’s cloak, slung over a rogue priest’s shoulder as thieves escaped with it toward the harbor in the dark of night?

			
				Skip Notes

				
					[image: backhand index pointing right emoji.] * You’ll find many endnotes citing my sources at the back of this book. Occasionally, the endnotes contain a strange or unusual fact that some readers might find interesting. These are indicated by these little hands. Flip to the back and find the page number if you’re interested in learning more.

				

			

		

	
		
			The Tale of 
the Three Daughters

			The first story we’ll tell about the young Nicholas is perhaps the most important story about him ever told. It’s the story that established him as a secret gift giver. Its details, however, are surprising.

			Sometime in his teenage years, Nicholas’s parents died. They might have been killed by the plague that swept the empire in the middle of the third century. We simply don’t know. We don’t hear much about how he reacted to their deaths. Having no one left on the earth, we are told, he turned to his God.

			He inherited his parents’ money. He didn’t want it for himself. He just gave it away to those who needed it.

			Next door to Nicholas lived a family who had fallen into poverty. They’d lost everything in some financial disaster. One day, Nicholas was walking by their window when he heard the father tell the three daughters, “I’m sorry. We have nothing left. I can’t even feed you.” And then, grief-stricken, the father told his daughters that he was going to sell them into slavery at a brothel.

			It is an unthinkable thing now, though, grimly, it still happens. It was also an unthinkable thing then.

			Nicholas could not stand it. These girls were around his own age.

			He wanted to give the family money, but he didn’t know how to do it. He didn’t want to humiliate them through his charity. Nicholas knew that there can be an ugly power in giving gifts.

			So he put some of his parents’ gold into a bag and waited until dark. Then he went to the alley between the houses and tossed the gold through his neighbors’ window. He scrambled home to hide himself, afraid of being seen.

			In the morning, the father got up and saw the bag. He opened it and couldn’t believe his eyes. He rubbed the gold to make sure it wasn’t fake. He bit it. It was real. He couldn’t guess who’d given it to him, but he was overjoyed.

			He gave it to his eldest daughter. With a small fortune like that, it was not hard for her to arrange a marriage. That very day, she was happily wed.

			Nicholas saw what had happened. Success! So that night, he wrapped a second gift of gold for the middle daughter. He sneaked to the alley, tossed it through the window, and crept back to his own house.

			The next morning, the father was even more shocked by the second gift. He couldn’t speak, we’re told. But he apparently fell to his knees and prayed silently: “Show me the angel among men who has just been so kind to us. Show me who this person is, who saved us…” That day the second daughter was engaged to be married.

			That evening, Nicholas prepared to drop a third and final gift for the last and youngest daughter. He wrapped the gold. He readied himself to go out.

			But at the same time, the father was prepared. He wanted to find out who his mysterious benefactor was. He waited inside, beneath the window.

			Late at night, a third little bag of gold came sailing through the window and smacked onto the floor. The father ran out into the street to see who was responsible.

			There was the boy from next door—Nicholas—darting away.

			The father threw himself at the young man’s feet. He sobbed his thanks. “We are in your debt,” he cried. “We ought to give thanks to you all of our days, because you stretched out a hand to help us and lifted us up from the dunghill through your generous gift.”

			Nicholas was horrified—deeply embarrassed. He raised the old man up from the ground. Then he demanded that the father take an oath, a firm oath, that he would never tell anyone about the gifts or about his identity. Nicholas would not let the man go until the father swore that this act of kindness would remain a secret forever.

			All three daughters were married. The father’s cruel solution was avoided. Nicholas, however clumsily, was learning the lessons of compassion.
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			What do we think of this story? What part does it play in our investigation into the history of Saint Nicholas? It is one of the oldest surviving stories about him. It doesn’t make sense entirely as a real event. The three daughters, three bags of gold, three nights—these sound like the ancient patterns of a fairy tale. [image: backhand index pointing left emoji.] And unfortunately, it is not a story that directly addresses the brutality of a system in which women are bought and sold.

			It is just a small story, a story where only one family is saved. It does not involve magic, the supernatural, or any demonic force. It is simply about one person’s ability to change the lives of a few others through compassion. And that, perhaps, is why it is one of the most important stories from Nicholas’s life.

			Historian Adam English writes:

			Here was a young man…performing a seemingly random act of kindness on behalf of three poor girls. There was no voice from heaven, no blinding light, nothing paranormal, nothing bloody or gruesome. The girls were not daughters of the emperor or some other celebrity; they were like anyone else caught in the trap of poverty and hunger, a trap that ensnared millions of faceless and nameless individuals in the ancient world…. This was a story to which ordinary people could relate.

			As a result, this was one of the deeds of Nicholas that people remembered best through the centuries. It is why pawnshops, even now, often use three golden balls as their symbol—to represent Nicholas’s three gifts of gold to the family next door.

			More importantly, this story is probably why we imagine Saint Nicholas—Santa Claus—as a secret nocturnal gift giver, and why we blame him for the presents put under the tree.

		

	
		
			The Tale of 
How Young Nicholas Became Bishop of Myra

			So Nicholas spent his youth, as one biographer wrote, “fattening those who were afflicted by hardships and comforting those who were afflicted by the thirst and heat of poverty.”

			One day, as he traveled along the coast of Lycia, Nicholas stopped in the city of Myra, a few days’ journey to the east of Patara. He took a room at a little inn. Nicholas must have walked around the city that afternoon, seeing the sights.

			Myra was a good-sized city set back a little from the sea. Like Patara, it profited from the huge Roman grain ships that plowed through the Mediterranean, supplying distant cities with food. Timber cut in the Taurus Mountains was dragged down to Myra’s port and shipped to Egypt, where such wood was rare. In dark huts around the square by the docks, men cracked open shellfish to remove a delicate gland, which provided the imperial purple that dyed the clothes of the powerful. The city had a huge amphitheater built into the side of a rocky hill, a place where thousands gathered regularly to watch the plays of ancient Greece in which mortals slew each other with swords or poison. By the time Nicholas visited, the old theater was also being used for more brutal entertainments: Archaeological evidence suggests that the stage had been fitted to make way for gladiatorial combat. Enslaved men fought wild beasts or each other to the death. In the hills around the theater were ancient tombs stacked on top of one another, like apartments of the dead carved into the cliffs—tombs so old that their origins were long forgotten even by Nicholas’s lifetime. Their silent chambers echoed with the shouts and screams of thousands of the living down below who watched the deaths onstage.

			Like Patara, Myra had an important temple to Artemis’s twin brother, Apollo, nearby, right across the mouth of the Myros River. Ancient authors tell us that it was famous for its fish oracle.

			What is a fish oracle? It’s a good example of how Roman religion worked. Believers who had a request for the god or a question about the future would lead an animal up to the temple of Apollo, where the priests would ritually slaughter it on the altar. Most of the meat would be eaten by the family or their followers or the priests themselves. Four of the best pieces of meat, however, would be skewered on wooden stakes. The priest and the family would then descend a long, winding stone staircase that led down the hill to the banks of a whirlpool where fresh water from the river collided with the salt water of the sea. The lagoon there constantly bubbled and churned in uneasy motion. The priest would sit on the shore and watch as the worshippers threw the meat skewers into the whirlpool. As the meat hit the water, the surface roiled even more: Giant fishes rose up from the depths and nipped and sucked at the sacrifice. An eyewitness tells us, “There are sea bass, bluefish, sometimes whales or sawfish and many never-before-seen and strange-looking fish.” The oracle, seeing which fish seized the skewers, would make a prediction about the future, answer questions, and announce whether the god Apollo was pleased or displeased.

			Myra also had a temple to Artemis herself, which was famous for its beauty. Down by the port, there was a Jewish synagogue. To this day, you can see a slab of the synagogue’s floor with a menorah engraved upon it. It looks out over the ruins of the docks and storehouses. And Myra had a Christian church.

			Nicholas may have been surprised at the church building. During this period, Christians often met in the secrecy of private homes, since the Roman authorities were suspicious of them and were prone to drag them off to prison. Christianity was an urban religion, though, that was rapidly spreading through routes of trade—and Myra was a bustling trade city. So he discovered that the town had its own church, freely declaring its religion.

			Nicholas did not know what was going on inside that church as he walked past that day. The local bishop had just died. (A bishop in the Christian church is sort of a regional overseer of many priests.) All the priests and bishops from nearby cities were meeting there to try to decide who would become the next bishop of Myra.

			
				
				[image: Map titled “Myra and its port, Andriake, c. 300 AD,” showing a coastal region with the Taurus Mountains at the top, the walled city of Myra on the right labeled with a theater and fortress, the separate “Church of Saint Nicholas” to the southeast, the smaller inland town of Sura to the southwest, the “Fish Oracle of Apollo” near the shore, and the harbor town “Andriake, port of Myra” on a peninsula along the sea labeled “Mare Lycium,” all connected by simple roads and coastline.]
			

			The meeting had apparently reached a crisis point that afternoon. No one could agree on a candidate. The priests and bishops took a long break for prayer, perhaps also to cool down.

			And that night, one of them had a dream. A glowing figure appeared before him and told him to go to the church the next morning at dawn. The first person to walk up the steps should be made bishop of Myra. The name of this person, the spirit said, would be Nicholas.

			It is a strange way to choose a high-ranking administrator, as uncertain as a fish oracle.

			At dawn, young Nicholas left his inn and went to the church in Myra to pray. There was an old man standing awkwardly in the entrance hall, as if waiting for someone. As soon as Nicholas walked in, the man looked sharply at him and demanded, “What do people call you, my son?”

			Nicholas was startled. Confused, he saw the man was dressed as a bishop. Why would a bishop be standing here alone at this hour, asking his name? The young Pataran answered, “Nicholas the sinner.”

			At this, the bishop smiled. “Follow me, son,” he said. He led the young man into the church, and there, to his astonishment, Nicholas saw all the local Christian priests and bishops gathered in the dawn light, waiting silently, inspecting him carefully.

			Nicholas had answered well by answering humbly. The assembly told him he was going to be the next bishop of Myra. At first, he refused: He didn’t feel he had the right experience. He was far too young. He wasn’t from Myra. He wasn’t even a priest. His protests were ignored. Bewildered, Nicholas watched as people from the neighborhood flooded the church. Dazed, he heard the announcement being made to the crowd: “Accept this man as our shepherd. He has been made our leader not by human but by divine decision. He whom we have been longing for we now have; he whom we were seeking we now receive.”

			They led the young man to the bishop’s throne. He climbed onto it unwillingly, caught up like someone in a dream, half horrified.

			His destiny had found him.

		

	
		
			The Tale of 
the Boiled Baby

			The woman who had rented a room to Nicholas for the night was giving her baby a bath that same morning. She heated water in a clay pan over a fire, tested it carefully with her hand to make sure it wasn’t too hot, then laid her infant down in the water to wash him.

			She heard a commotion outside. She stuck her head out the door to see what was going on. A crowd was rushing to the church. She stepped out of the inn, curious about all the excitement. She crossed the town square and went into the church to get a peek.

			There, up at the front of the church, was her guest, the young man Nicholas. He was looking shocked and bewildered. He sat in the bishop’s chair, swamped in his new robes. Everyone was calling out his name.

			Then she remembered: Her baby was still in the bathwater, sitting in the earthenware pan over the fire. By this point, the water would be boiling.

			The mother realized this in horror. She screamed and pushed her way out through the crowd. She ran back to the inn, shrieking her infant son’s name. She threw the door open and ran inside.

			The pan of water had grown so hot it boiled, “and the child who was in it, whose body was tender and bare, was sitting in the boiling water.”

			But he was absolutely fine. The water hadn’t scalded him a bit. He sat in the boiling bathwater, “playing with the bubbles and grabbing at them,” gurgling as if it were the perfect temperature.

			She swept him up into her arms and dried him off. She wrapped him in a blanket and carried him around, telling all her friends and neighbors what had happened.

			They decided it was a sign: Nicholas, the new bishop of Myra, was destined for miracles.
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