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A FAMOUS REPLY RECONSIDERED

¥ 1s frequently easier to give suggestions to others, especially
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much time for reflection, than to do something oneself. TYet
there are very few things that could not be improved, It is even a

kind of compliment to think thar
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What is to be reconsidered here is the famous reply written by

™

Francis B, Church for the New York Sun in December of 1897. The news=-

paper had received a letter from a little girl, Virginia G'Hanlon.
The letter, famous itself, said: "I am eight years old. Some of ny

1little friends say there is no Santa Claus. Iy papa says, 'If you

see it in the SUN, it's so.!’ Please tell me the truth-~is there a

L"\
(V]
3
m

ta Claus?" A question that is of concern to an eight=year-old
girl and her little friends may be considered by some adults to be

a very childish matter. The New York Sun, whose integrity and au-

bhority were al issue, did not consider the situation to be childish

and apparently assigned one of the paper's best writers to fsshion
a response, Francis Church wrote an article that is frequently re-

printede

Church's basic reply to Virginia's question was variously stated

Yes, indeed?

Virginia, your little friends a

Yes, Virginis, there is a Santa Cl?us. .

No Santa Clausi Thank God!--he lives, and he lives forever—-
a thousand years from now, Vir rLria, nay, bten thousznd yesrs
from now, he will continue to make glad the heart of childhood,

Church appears to have had two arguments embedded in his reply.
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One argumént for the existence of Santa Claus is that there are real
things that cannot be seen, Church wrote, WWirginia, your 1lititle friends

are wrong. They have been affected by the scepticism of a sceptical
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age==they do not believe exccnt what they see~-they think nothing

can be which is not comprehensible by their 1li

ct
ek
1
@
=
t;
2
Q,
6]
°

Church added:

o

lou Iﬂif:fhb et your papa ©o hire men to watch in sll the chim-
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neys on Christmas eve to catch S

nta Claus, but even if they did
not see Santa Claus coming down, what would that prove? licbody
sees Santa Claus--the most real things in the world are those

neither children nor men can sec,

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 that are unseen and unseesble in the
world,

While Church's reference to fairies may have weakened his argument for
some people, he elsewhere has stirengthened his argument for the reality

of the unseen by connecting Santa Claus with highly admirable virtues:

"He exists as certainly as love and generosity snd devotion exist

<

and you know that they abound and give to your life its highest beauly
and joyo.'

Church's second argument for the existence of Santa Claus is that

the world would be a dreary place without the Jjolly old gentleman
Church wrote:

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 J
be no childlike faith then, no poetry, no romence to mske t
this existence., We shouvld have no enjoyment, except in sens
sight., The eternal light with which childhood fills the world
would be extinguished.

Church's famous reply, as good as it is, might have been even
petter if the writer had given further consideration to at least three
issues. These are the issue of intellectuslism versus sentimentelily

the issue of ontology, and the issue of historicity,.
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he first issue, that of intellectualism versus sentimentality,

is prompted by Church's mention of scepticism an

(e}

by the tendency to
te scepiicism with intellectualism. Those who.z2ré concerhed
about an intellectual aporoach may believe that such an association
is unfair. It may also be unfair to claim that sentimentality is
a sign of mental weakness,

he negative interpretation of intellectualism seems to be based
on a caricature., Intellectuals msy be given some credit for intelli-
gence; but they are often consi&erea to be sceptical
disparaging. It is sometimes thought that they do not believe much
themselves and that they consider themselves to be superior to those
who do kelieve very much. Intellectuals are also supposed to be

- 7 . Tmat ol T hrodtmna hed 41 A 3 - B -
people who are so dominated by brains that they have little or
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room for a heart, If it'/ackncwledged that they may, after all, have
some feelings, then they are considered: to be hypocritical if they
try to minimize their feelings, Even if they want to be like that,
so the interpretation goes, they should not try to keep others from

.

having human warmth and some degree of enjoyment,

entimentality is also founded
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on some misundersbandings or distortions., A sent: oe con-
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sidered to be not overly bright., He may be thought of as gullible

and perhaps even somewhal stupid, He is given credit for having plenty
of feeling, In fact, a sentimentalist is usually considered to have
so much feeling that he does little or no thinking. A sentimentalict
y 1 Y EX £ ) . R S PR S T AT A T g s
may be made to feel that he has good intentions but that he is con-
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siderably below even the minimum requiremsnts for inteliectuzl re-
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With regard to Virginia's question concerning the existence of
Santa Claus, an intellectual is supposed to be highly sceptical and
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pernaps even condescending toward those who do believe, He might
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1d Francis Church in scathing terms
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ittle girl., The intellectual, by this interpretation,

would certainly be a cad,

A sentimentalist's answer to the same guestion about Santa Cleus
s - 2 - , I Ty 7= BRSO X ST P, A . acnsd-d ¥ R “a
woulc supposedly be a heartfelt, if unthinking, assertion of the re-
ality of the gentleman in cuestion. What would mak Virginia happy?
If saying that Santa Claus is real would make Virginia happy, then
the sentimentalist apparently would say that Francis: Church dig the rizght
thing by telling Virginia what she wanted %o hear. This version of

a sentimentalist would consider hin large-hearted but somewhat small

of brain, In other words, he could be thought of as s fool,
72
1

Unile these interpretations of intellectuzlism and senbimental

ity do have their degree of truth, they 2re still caricatures when
applied %o real people. An intellectual is not necessarilvy any smarter

than a sentimentalist, Likewise, a sentimentalist does not necessar-

N
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ty have greater capacity for emotion than does an intellectual, The
proper understanding of an intellectual is that he is a person who is
concerned that there be sood reasons for believing or saying or d

1

something, An intellectual may well be hesitant to believe something

when there are no good reasons for it or when the reasons are doubtful,

That position is hardly the same thing as not believing anytning,
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Actually, there have been many intellectuals who have believed what

Francis Church believed, that is, that unseen things may be real,

Plato, for example, expounded the view that the world of ideas not

only is real bub is superior in reality to the world of things thatb

can be seen, Thus an intellectuel is not willing to believe every-
] Wi 1 ta 1113 ne o holiex me +hi AT [ . U S S N
thing, bub he is willing to believe some things that are not certain

as long as he has some reason for his belief. Such a person is nob

necessarily a cad,

The proper understanding of a sentimentalist is that he is a
person who recognizes and apprecistes the great place that emotions

have in human existence. Life might indeed be dull and drear

o
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there were no highs, and possibly also lows, of feeling. Joy and
despair, anxiety and assurance, loneliness and compassion, as well
as many other feelings, help not only to distinguish human beings
from robots but f£ill our lives with virtually inexhaustible depths
of meaning. A person wno is impressed with emotions cannot auto-
matically and justly be considered a fool,

Moreover, it would be difficult to find any person who is a

pure inbtellectual or a pure sentimentalist
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uman beings have both
brains and heairt, that is, both intelligence and feelings, Ve may

have differing amounts of these endowments, but we 21l have some de

of both. Vhen, then, we consider the que

')

tion of Virginia O'Hanlon
or the reply of Francis Church or any other matter, let us avoid

the easy labeling of people which either denies or seriously diminishes
one or the other of the human attributes thal are important for us all,

The issue of intellectuslism versus sentimentality, and its atiendant
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distortions, should be resolved with the acknowledgment that intelli-
gence and emoblon are both legitimate concerns for humenity. There
is nothing really wrong with honest doubt, honest beljef, and honest
emotion,

The second issue raised by Church's reply to Virginia's quesiion
is the issue of ontolozy. This strange-sounding word refers to the
study of the nature of reality. Francis Church asserted the reality
of Santa Claus and also set forth something of the nature of Santa
Claus. According to Church, Santa Claus is real bubt cannot be seen,
lack of visibility is not considered dameging but is rather an
asset, for the most real things are said to be those which no one can

seec. loreover, Church associated Santa Claus with the positive charac-
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ristics of love, generosity, and devotion, With these thoughts in
mind, Church was able to proceed to the assertion that Santa Claus
would be around not only after a thousand years or even after ten
thousand years but that Santa Claus would live forever,

The questions of the existence of Santa Claus and of the nature

5
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Santa Claus are, of course, not entirely separable, The implication

iy

of Church’s view is that Santa Claus, considered as a physical enbity

definitely does not exist. However, when Church considers Sants Claus
©o be a non=physical entity, then the reality of Santa Claus is main
tained, If we wish to satisfy the intellectual part of our nature,

we will ask if there are good reasons for Church's views,

As we have already seen, Church's first argument for the exis-

tence of Santa Claus was thalt there are real things which cannot be
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detected by the eyes. Some people will have trouble accepting thi
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argument, and others will find 1% quite
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ealing. Even if this basic
argument is found acceptable, there is still the question of how we
are bto know the difference between unseen things that are real and

unseen things that are not real. Or does Church mean that all unseen
things are real? This position would be a strange one. It would
lead us to maintain the reality of anything that could not be seen

If you cannot see it, it must exist! This argument leads more to

confusion than to consolation. The most that might be properly ad

pmitted is that Church's first argument has establishec
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the possible, but not necessarily actual, existence of Senta Clsu
as a non=-physical entity,

Church's second argument for the existence of Santa Claus is
also associated with a particular conception of the nature of Santa

Claus. The world would be very dreary if there were no Saznta Claus!
Church associates Santa Claus with poetry, romance, and enjoyment

If we have any feelings at all, this argument certainly has an appes
Nevertheless, there are some questions that we may aske Is excitement
in the world wholly dependent on Santa Claus? Would there not be greaw
amounts of poetry, romance, and enjoyment even if Santa Claus had

absolutely no reality at all? Has not Church vastly overstated his
case? It is possible that childlike faith could exist eve:
Claus were not the object of such faithe. lioreover, are we Lo contend
that something does exist because our lives might be somewhat dreary

P ) - 3

f it did not exist? Hope for something good is undersitandable, but
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wishing does not make it so0.
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We must conclude that Church does not have very compelling srgu-
ments for the existence of Santa Claus. The most that can be said is
that Church has demonstrated no more than what should be obvious,

that is, that Santa Claus has the kind o
)
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reality that any idea may

have, That reality is the reality of a concept in someone's mind,

-

A1l ideas, however familiar or fantastic, have at least this degree

of reality., It seems that ideas would not have even this reality
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it were not for the existence of beings who can conceive ideas
Church's idea of Santa Claus seems to have been that Santa Claus

is a symbol for love and generosity and devotion. Santa Claus would

not be the only symbol for these qualities, but he definitely would
be a genuine symbol for them. Of course, Santa Cl so considered

would not be able to perform deeds of love znd generosity and devolion,

g

cople who had these feelings would be needed to perform such deeds,
m1 1.

The ontological issue, even though it has many ramifications

could be resolved in reference to Church's views of Santa Claus by

Savine th e writer dentied t) rteninl wmeal St af Cants 07 ey
ng Taav TAEe WIrller cenied uie material Tesllyy oLl wantia ulaus
Taads R AN I LS ~ 3 ~ ¥/ B B N ~
but asserted his realily as a symbol of love and generosit; . de=
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osition, then one could wish thabt this



)
7

third issue is the 1ssue of historicity. Obvious by its
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absence from Church's writing is any mention of historical background

for the idea of Santa Claus as a symbol for love and generosity and

devotion. There is no word concerning the origin and development of
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It is somewh surprising that historians

have not shown more concern about lack of attention to their field

}J-

especially when such an influential idea is involved, Probably more

‘mericans would recognize the name of Santa Claus than would reco

nize
NLZ2€E
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the names-of:many: figures to-whom historians devote attention. Iven

aside from the relative importance of the idea of Santa Claus, his-
torians might well be troubled by an ignoring of history. It is sel-

dom possible to have a proper understanding of the present if we do

not have an adequate undersiending of the past. Thus historical con-

While it is frequently difficult to distinguish fact from legenc
concerning Santa Claus, the basic fact seems to be that there wes a
real Nicholas (a person, that is, who could be seen) who was a Chris-
tian bishop in Asiz lMinor in the fourth century. He somehow acquired

a reputation for love and generosity and devobion., The most comronly

told story about him is that he secretly 1eft three bags of gold,
one each on three successive nights, as wedding dowries for the three
daughters of a poor man, Nicholas came to be associated with children
through the legend that he miraculously restored to life three boys

who had been cruelly murdered. Vhatever may be all the facts, the



Roman Catholic Church acknowledged Nicholas a&s a saint and observed

his festival day on December 6,
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issoc ons multiplied over the years. For ez amﬁle, paralle
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were found between St, Nicholas and the wise men who brought gif
©o Jesus. Love and generosity and devotion toward somesone younger
were shown in both cases., Also, even though Christians did not observe
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the birth of Jesus for many vears
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did not observe Décember 25

for celebration of his birth until the year 354, St, Nicholas at some

1
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time was associated with the celebration of Christmas, Perhaps this
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association was made easier by the nearness of St. Nicholss's f

onception of St. Nicholas continued to develop until he came to be
known in Europe as a somewhat serious bishop who rode a wt

and who rewarded good children with gifts., It became a

many places for someone to portray St, Nicholas in this fashion

Somsone, that is, would dress like and act like St, Nicholas or, at

least, like this version of St, Nicholas,

The Dutch are credited with bringing St. Nicholas from Hollsn
to the New World and, in particular, to the place that they called
New Amsterdam but that has long been known as lNew York., The name
Santa Claus" apparently evolved from the Dutch pronuncistion of

As is fairly well known, it was a nineteenth century resident of
7 o

Manhattan Island who provided the picture of Santa Claus that is held
even today. The man was Clement C. lMoore, who published A Compendious
Lexicon of the Hebrew Language in 1809 and who was later appointed
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professor of Oriental and Greek literature in the General Theological

Seminary, an Episcopal seminary in New York. In spite of his per-

haps foreboding scholarly qualities, Moore wrote a Christmes poem for

B

his children in 1822, The poem originally had the title "A Visi
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from St, Nicholas®" bul is perhaps betlter known by its first line

as "The Wight Before Christmas.™

In addition to furnishing a series of rhymes, Moore provided
an image of Santa Claus which was apparently based to some extent

4 .- -

on a fat, jolly Dutch handyman who did odd jobs around the lMoore house
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hold., Moore added some touches of his own. According to Arthur N,

,

Hosking, a biographer of lMoore
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Not until 8¢, Nicholes passed through the cr
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ible of Docltor
Clement Clarke loore's mind and imaginatlon did the patron

of childhood ever ride in a sleigh, or have eight tiny reind
with bells joyfully to convey him on the clouds and
roof=-tops of the world on Christmas Eve; nor was he ¢
furs, nor did he smoke a pipe, nor did ﬂe ever before
the homes of good little boys and
nor did he ever have ", . . a little ronnd belly, That shool:
when he laughed, like a bowlfull of Jelly,."
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The enduring popularity of lloore's image o

that few subjects can be nroperly understood apart from at least some
imowledge of their historical background. History aids us in achiev-

g a realistic perspective of people, events, and ideas. Cur ap-

preciation may be reduced in some cases, buv in obther cases it ma
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e uwnaffected or even enhanced, Francis Church's reply to Virginis

O'Hanlon's question would have been richer if he had given some at-

tention to history,

Pty

What if Church had told Virginia fairly plainly that Santa Claus
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does exist but that he exists as a cheerful symbol of a man who once

1ived and who became known for love and generosity and devotion? W

31 v iJL_lh
further development, would not that approach have appealed to both

child and adult, to both the sentimental and the intellectual parits

of our common humanity? Would not that approach also have provided
for a suiteble response to the issues of ontology and historicity?
Francis Church gave a reply that has become famous, but he might

have dane even bhette
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