Monthly message for kids #48 – Is Santa Claus real?
By Aunt Shirley - www.imofinc.org

I remember when I was a small child growing up in England that I would become so excited as Christmas approached. My family did not go to church, but I was told the Christmas story - along with the tradition of Santa Claus (or "Father Christmas" as we called him) bringing presents during the night of Christmas Eve. I remember one such night in particular when I was so excited I couldn't sleep, and as the hours passed I became very upset that if I did not go to sleep, Father Christmas wouldn't come! Around the world there are millions of children who believe in similar Christmas traditions. After I married and as our children grew older, we were confronted with their question "Is Santa Claus real?" Our children all knew about Jesus, but because of what others told them at school and the onslaught of movies, decorations and advertising involving Santa, the little ones naturally clung to their beliefs with excited imagination - just as I had done as a child. As a parent, it is difficult to shatter a young child's dreams, yet we WANT to tell the truth!

Giving gifts at Christmas (inspired by the gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh to the baby Jesus in Matthew 2) can be traced back to the 4th century bishop, Nicholas, who lived in Myra, in modern day Turkey, and distributed gifts especially to children. Through the centuries the story has developed into the many traditions and exciting imaginary stories that surround us today. But how can we explain that to small children and answer their question, getting them to keep their focus on Jesus?
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Most little children understand clearly about celebrating their birthday. As we tell them the Christmas story, we can say how we want to celebrate Jesus' birthday. We can gather with family and friends for special food and fun, and we would like to give gifts to Jesus - but since he is now in Heaven (where the Post Office doesn't deliver!) we have a problem. But if we were to ask Jesus what to do, what do YOU think he would say? "Aaaaw! Don't bother!"....No, I think that Jesus would say something like: "Why don't you pass on the gifts for me to someone else who would really appreciate them?"  Instead of giving our gifts to Jesus, we could give them to those we love and appreciate (such as our friends, family, teachers..). I think it would also really make Jesus happy if we passed on the gifts to others who are in need and would really appreciate them (even if we don't actually KNOW those people!): such as elderly neighbors living alone; orphans in another country; or people who are homeless or living in shelters. St. Nicholas was one of the first people to start doing just that, and now many people want to be a "Santa Claus" and do that too!   
