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St. Nicholas, bishop of Myra,
venerated in the Eastern
Church (left), later became
Sinterklass in western Europe
(center), then secularized
Santa Claus in America.

Joseph Marquis and his twin brother, Richard (right), visit Santa in
1952, with their parents, Laurette and Raymond.
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SANTA CLAUS

Father Joseph Marquis has a
passion for Santa Claus—the real
Santa Claus. And he’s teaching
Santa’s helpers about him.

BY MA RYA N N G OG NIAT E ID E M IL L E R

J

oseph Marquis was nearly 5 when he met a most
questionable Santa Claus.
It was early December 1953, Detroit, Michigan.
His mother, Laurette, could not afford to take her
twin sons to visit a department store Santa in downtown
Detroit. His father, Raymond, was in a sanitarium with
tuberculosis, and Laurette was eight months pregnant,
struggling to take care of her family.
It was midmorning when they, along with his twin
brother, arrived at a cabin near a vacant lot in Lincoln
Park. There was a dusting of snow on the ground, and
the brothers stomped their feet to keep warm. Their teeth
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chattered while they looked to the sky for signs of reindeer and a sleigh. Nothing.
Then an ordinary man walked past, unlocked the
cabin, went in, and closed the door. When it opened a
few minutes later, there stood Santa Claus wearing a very
fake beard and a cheap red suit, welcoming them to come
inside.
Joseph told Santa that he wanted a train for Christmas
and that, most of all, he wanted his father to come home.
The little boy, now 68 and known as Father Joseph Marquis, remembers it well. Santa’s eyes started sparkling, but
maybe it was the lights. Or maybe it was tears, he recalls,
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Santa (Marquis) arrives at J.L. Hudson’s Thanksgiving parade, 1976.

telling the story, now even choking up a bit himself. would always remember. “My father’s coworkers from
Although the boy had his doubts about this man who the Ford engineering lab brought a tree, decorations, and
gave him a wind-up toy, he later recalled that “he had gifts,” he recalls. His Aunt Eva cared for the twins, even
the eyes of Santa Claus.”
taking them to a discount store Christmas Eve to buy a
Still, there were no reindeer, the beard was crooked, crèche set. Then they prayed together, Father Marquis
and didn’t Santa look like the man who had walked into recalls, for their many needs. “God listens to the prayers
the cabin?
of children,” he says today wistfully. He felt a warm pres“That’s not the real Santa Claus!” he recalls telling his ence, remarkable enough that he asked his aunt about
mother as they were leaving.
it. “That’s the Holy Ghost,” she said. “God is letting us
She gently explained that Santa was so busy that he know we’re going to be OK.” Laurette, who had refused a
needed helpers. It was a job like being
doctor’s offer to abort during her risky
a policeman or a cowboy.
pregnancy, went into labor with some
Joseph turned to his brother, Richfear of never returning, he recounts.
ard, and said, “Someday I will be SanShe gave birth to perfectly healthy litta’s helper, too.”
tle Raymond on Christmas Day.
That promise was kept 17 years
There was no model train, and
later when he put on a suit to be a
Joseph’s greatest wish didn’t come true
department store Santa, and he hasn’t
until February 1955, when his father
stopped since.
was released from the sanitarium, the
Father Marquis, pastor of Sacred
only one of six men in his ward who
Heart Byzantine Catholic Church
survived. But young Joseph’s prayers
in Livonia, Michigan, started out
were answered.
portraying the traditional American
Santa Claus, then later added both
Path to Priesthood
the Eastern and Western versions of
Father Marquis had a late call to
St. Nicholas (see images on opposite
the priesthood. He first worked as a
page).
graphic designer in a department store
His Santa passion led him into
and was an actor and ventriloquist
all manner of places. He’s a noted
on the side. He went to a seminary
authority on St. Nicholas and the
and was ordained a deacon. In diacofounder of the St. Nicholas Institute, a Father Marquis gives Santa John Bloomberg nal service, he worked as a hospital
training program—yes, there are such of Blanchard, Oklahoma, a blessing.
chaplain.
things—for Santa Clauses. His proHe was ordained to the priesthood
gram, though, has a religious purpose. Since 2012, men on February 12, 2006. “I fell in love with the Eastern litand women (as Mrs. Claus) have learned about the saint urgy when I was in the second grade,” Father Marquis
behind the legend and how to be open to the Christmas says. But he never gave up playing Santa. This year will
spirit—actually the Holy Spirit—in their portrayals of mark his 46th as the little red man.
both Santa Claus and St. Nicholas.
During those decades, he has been featured in numerThe spirit of that Christmas of 1953 was one that he ous publications, documentaries, videos, commercials,
FranciscanMedia.org
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and locally and nationally broadcast television and radio programs,
including EWTN and PBS. For many
years, he was Santa in Detroit’s J.L.
Hudson Thanksgiving Day Parade
and two others broadcast by both
CBS and ABC.
His list of Santa accomplishments
is long: he’s performed annually
for 25 years at Bronner’s Christmas Wonderland in Frankenmuth,
Michigan, and spent many a day as
a department store Santa and visitor
to churches, schools, and hospitals.
He even played Santa Claus in the
parade in National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation.
Recognitions
include
Emmy
Awards for portraying Santa in a holiday musical and in Santa Goes Back
in Time, both produced for WXYZ-TV
Detroit. He received two Emmy nominations for Christmas commercials
and the Go-4-It! Award from WDIVTV Detroit for his work with children in hospitals and nursing home
residents. In 2012, he was inducted
into the International Santa Claus
Hall of Fame in Santa Claus, Indiana.
Yes, there is such a Hall of Fame, in a
town with that name.

St. Nicholas Institute
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Santa Keith Carson,
boasting his Scot clan
heritage, receives his certificate.

Perhaps Father Marquis’ most significant Santa work, though, is teaching
interested Santas about the real St.
Nicholas. He founded an institute in
2012, initially as a retreat for some
men who approached him after his
induction into the Hall of Fame.
They kept coming back.
Those recurring retreats spurred
Father Marquis to start the St. Nicholas Institute. His mission is to serve
the spiritual needs of the “men and
women in red” who come to immerse
themselves in the core values of the
institute: Nicholas as our model,
Openness to the Christmas spirit,
and Exercising compassion and Love
for children (read “NOEL”—he never
abandoned the marketing skills from
his first department store job).
The four-day formation occurs
every October at St. Paul of the Cross
Retreat Center in Detroit. At the
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Charitable
Gift Annuity

Twin brothers Richard and Father Joseph
Marquis finally get their Lionel train, a
Christmas dream come true.

Here’s a twist: Santa gives a hug to his
own mom, Laurette Marquis. That’s Father
Marquis in costume.

Rewards you with a fixed
income and supports our
mission to serve the
poorest of God’s people.

Candy Carson, seated with her husband, US Secretary of Housing and Urban
Development Dr. Ben Carson, received this year’s St. Nicholas Institute trophy (right).
conclusion, there is an award ceremony that includes a national award for
lifetime achievement. This past October that award was given to Candy Carson, who along with her husband, US Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Dr. Ben Carson, established in 1994 the Carson Scholarship Fund for
needy students and the Ben Carson Reading Project, which finances the construction of reading rooms to serve low-income students across the country.
Then there are the graduating Santas. Those who attend for four years
receive the Order of St. Nicholas Medal as a way to keep St. Nicholas in mind
all year long.

Award-Winning St. Nicholases
“I always felt that there should be some kind of spiritual attachment [to the
role] because there’s truth in St. Nicholas,” says Dennis R. Sedlak, 65, a retired
electronics engineer from Aurora, Ohio. A recent award recipient, he’s been
portraying Santa and St. Nick for 20 years.
“It’s a good feeling for me,” he says. “It’s very inspiring when I’m with children to emulate some spiritual blessings. I let them know that this is a serious
thing: it’s about Jesus being born.”
Some kids want toys, says Sedlak. Other requests tug at his heart. One little
girl asked, “You make toys and all that, and you have magic, too, right?” He
said yes. Then she said, “My mommy passed away, and I was wondering if you
FranciscanMedia.org
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could bring her back.”
Sedlak took a deep breath and gently told her, “Every
time you think about Mommy, any time you miss her
and feel something in your heart or tummy, she’s with
you.”
Jerry Owens, 66, of New Albany, New York, started his
Santa routine in the engineering department of a Veterans Administration hospital, after his hair aged to white.
“People said, ‘You look like Santa Claus,’” he recalls. So
every December he wore a red sweater and Santa hat to
work.
Then an aunt asked him to play Santa for a school.
He reluctantly agreed, bought a suit, and found himself
nervously sitting in a chair, waiting for the children.
One little girl jumped onto his lap, looked up at him
and said, “I love you, Santa.” He was hooked. For the
past 26 years, he has been portraying Santa at schools
and churches. He added St. Nicholas along the way.
“I didn’t know what to expect at the institute,” Owens
says. “Then it hit me. It was a good time to reflect on
who I am and what I’m doing, and to get back to the
real reason that I’m doing this, the real reason for the
Christmas season. It’s a time to understand where this
figure—Santa Claus—came from and who he was.”
In the spirit of the saint, Owens has an answer for children who ask why he didn’t bring them everything they
wanted: he looked over their list and found that another
special child somewhere in the world needed that gift.
He tells them, “When they open it on Christmas
morning, they’ll see two names of who it’s from—mine
and yours.”

inspiration from
above
healing bangle

A Christmas Gift in His Heart
Notice Santa Norman Gerring’s Marquis-contrived “Order of St.
Nicholas” medal, hanging beneath his silvery beard.
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Doing the “jingle jive” are (r. to l.) Jim Youker, Garner, North Carolina;
Jerry Owens, New Albany, Indiana; and Larry Schuler, Santa Claus, Indiana.
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Beautifully Sculpted
Figure of Jesus

Norman Gerring, 74, of Lincoln Park, Michigan, started
as a makeshift Santa for a Christmas Eve party 10 years
ago. He put on a red flannel shirt, added a cheap Santa
PHOTO COURTESY OF BILL BRESLER OBSERVER & ECCENTRIC NEWSPAPERS, LIVONIA, MI

The St. Nicholas Institute, at Detroit’s St. Paul Retreat Center, is
visited by Dominican sisters from nearby Ann Arbor, Michigan.
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18K Rose Gold

“With God All Things are
Possible” Engraved on
Reverse Side of Heart Charm

with a gift of fine jewelry
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With God All Things are Possible
The healing properties of copper are one of nature’s most miraculous
wonders. For centuries this natural healer has been thought to ease the pain
of arthritis, improve circulation and relieve fatigue. Now you can enjoy the
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with a message of faith’s possibilities.

sculpted figure of Jesus in 18K rose gold plating. The reverse side of the
heart charm is expertly engraved with the meaningful sentiment, “With God,
All Things are Possible.”�7KH�EDQJOH�FRPIRUWDEO\�À�WV�PRVW�ZULVWV�DQG�RSHQV�
and closes with an easy to use hooked clasp.

Faith, Style and Inspiration in Therapeutic Copper

A remarkable value at $89*, the bracelet is payable in 4 easy installments of
just $22.25 and is backed by our unconditional 120-day guarantee. It arrives
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no money now; just mail the Priority Reservation. This limited-time offer is
only available from The Bradford Exchange. Order today!

Exquisitely designed, our “Inspiration from Above” Healing Bangle�LV�À�QHO\�
hand-crafted and plated in copper and gleaming 18K rose gold with a roped
À�QLVK�DQG�FU\VWDO�DFFHQWV��7KH�IDVKLRQDEOH�EDQJOH�IHDWXUHV�D�VWHUOLQJ�VLOYHU�
plated heart charm adorned with a pavé of sparkling crystals and a beautifully

Exquisite Craftsmanship... Exceptional Value

*For information on sales tax you may owe to your state, go to bradfordexchange.com/use-tax
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Come visit the

Institute or in a hospital bringing Christmas cheer to sick children, Father
Marquis’ Santa Claus has the spirit of St. Nicholas, bishop of Myra, a saint
who, rightly understood, embodies the holy season.
The real St. Nicholas is the one who’s left when kids stop believing in the
elf—”the authentic hero in the true meaning of Christmas,” Father Marquis
says. In St. Nicholas, we see “the joy, the giving, the love, and the Christ
child.” Isn’t that the true Christmas spirit?

Vatican
and attend a

Papal Audience
with
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Rome and Assisi
March 12, 2018

8 Days
$2,998.00

Spend a day following the
footsteps of St. Francis
in Assisi

Contact Us Today!
Call 1-800-CATHOLIC
www.regina-tours.com
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Another Santa, James Youker, is certified as knowing the story of the real Santa Claus.
hat, and four youngsters that evening stuck to him like glue. He later
bought a Santa suit and attended a
training school.
He learned about the real St. Nicholas from Father Marquis. “Being
a Lutheran, I understood what a
bishop was,” he says. “So I did some
research and found the institute.”
He now portrays the elf (the
American Santa was an elf before
Coca-Cola reinvented him) and a
contemporary version of the saint.
“It’s such a personally rewarding
thing to do,” Owens says. “When
you have a young child sitting on
your lap, looking up into your eyes,
you know that those eyes are looking
at Santa Claus, and you’d better be
the best Santa Claus there is.”
The final medal recipient is James
O. Youker, 69, of Garner, North Carolina. He was 20, working at a Montgomery Ward department store,
when he was asked to put on a Santa
suit to fill in for someone. “It had a
cheap nylon beard and wig, and I

looked terrible,” he says.
One little girl came with her
grandfather, who smelled like wine.
Both were dirty, and the girl’s dress
was torn. She climbed onto Youker’s
lap and for 15 minutes she glowed
with the magic of being with Santa.
All she wanted was a baby doll, and
she gave him a letter before she left.
He opened it later and found a crumpled dollar bill and a note that it was
for the doll.
“She put the gift of Christmas in
my heart,” Youker says. “I really need
to thank that little girl for where I
am today. I wish I would have gotten
her name and address so that I could
make sure that she got the doll. All
I can do now is believe in my heart
that somehow she did.”
At the end of the now-annual
retreat, Father Marquis blesses the
participants with the manna of St.
Nicholas, a clear liquid that flows
from his relic bones, drawn annually
in Bari, Italy.
Whether it’s at his St. Nicholas
S t . A n t h o n y M e ss e n g e r

LINDOM/FOTOSEARCH

Pope Francis

Maryann Gogniat Eidemiller is an author and editor whose work has been recognized by numerous journalism awards, including from the Catholic Press Association of the United States and
Canada. Mother of three and grandmother of two, she lives in Greenberg, Pennsylvania, with her
husband, five rescue dogs, and one cat.

The Real
St. Nicholas
St. Nicholas was born in AD 270
in Greece and died in AD 345
on December 6, now his feast
day. He was the son of a wealthy
merchant but was orphaned as
a child, when his parents died in
an epidemic.
He was ordained a priest,
became the bishop of Myra (in
modern Turkey), and was known
for giving away his inherited
wealth in acts of charity for the
poor.
In the most famous tradition,
he gave three sacks of gold
coins to a poor widower whose
daughters were facing being
sold into slavery because they
didn’t have dowries. Different
versions have him throwing the
sacks through a window or tossing them on the roof, as one fell
down the chimney, right into a
stocking hung by the fireplace.
St. Nicholas was exiled, and
tortured in prison. His faith
remained strong.
“He is authentic, a real person
whom we should imitate,”
Father Marquis says. “He was
a person who was willing to lay
down his life for his faith. He
fought the good fight, and he
won the race. The same Holy
Spirit that inspired him can
inspire us.”
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All-weather outdoor Nativity Displays
Simply, peacefully convey the true meaning of Christmas

• All-weather
PVC will last
for years

• Easy assembly
in just minutes
• FREE Shipping
to Cont. US
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50" tall or
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46"
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Expand Nativity Displays with our
Medium and Large Add-On Sets

Our beautiful silhouette style Nativity displays look stunning in any yard.
High quality yet affordable, they also make wonderful faith-based gifts.
Supplies are limited, so call or visit our website and order today.
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