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At the very tip-top of this world, there is a place called the North Pole.  Almost everyone knows this.  

Most also know that at the very heart of the North Pole there is an entire world inhabited by the Saint of All Christmas and all of his Makers and Menders, Musicians and Mages, Mechanics, Mapwrights and Messengers Most Marvelous.  We know this because it has been told to us by people we love and trust, through the ages, and though few mortals have actually seen this world, its details are carefully preserved in story and song. 

But here is something known by only a very, very few:  There is a secret and special chamber deep within the Christmas Kingdom, located at its exact center.  It is hidden from the sight and yes, from even the innermost thoughts of almost all the other inhabitants of the Saint’s realm.  It is a chamber hewn from the very ice itself, cool and quiet and-- most importantly-- dark as any cave.  This darkness is paramount, for it is here that the Saint sleeps away the greater part of every year, recovering from the efforts of Christmas past and replenishing himself for the feats he shall perform in the Christmas yet to come. 

In this silent chamber of slumber, there is only one portal to the outside world, a solitary way in which the light of the sun may penetrate; it is overhead, positioned perfectly above the Saint’s sleeping face.  This portal is kept tightly shut while the Saint sleeps, of course…. but when it is time for him to awaken, it is this portal which achieves the task, opening to allow the blazing polar sun to shine fully upon his slumbering features, warming him upward through his dreams until he emerges, fully energized and eager to engage a new Christmas with a full and joyful heart. 

But how does the portal know when to open?  This very question is central to our story.

In an adjacent chamber there is a strange and marvelous system of ropes and pulleys and weights, connected to the Saint’s portal at one end and to a large, silver vessel at the other.  All year long, this vessel fills slowly with tiny, glowing spheres which look something like pearls, or perhaps the ghosts of pearls as seen by moonlight.  When this vessel is brim-full, its weight triggers the system into action, ropes tightening and moving smoothly through their pulleys to open the portal and awaken the Saint.

What are these pearls, and where do they come from?  Why, they are nothing less than perfect drops of Hope, and they come from the good deeds we do throughout the year.  

The ingenuity of it!  The Saint’s work is, after all, the direct result of the good done in the world through the year, and the hope brought about by those acts.  If the year has been particularly kind, marked with an abundance of generosity and good cheer, the vessel becomes full very quickly, awakening the Saint long before Christmas so that he will have the time he needs to achieve the blessings earned ‘round the world.  If, on the other hand, the year has been petty and cruel, filled with selfishness and taking, then the vessel fills more slowly, for there are fewer who deserve his attentions. 

This is the story of the year which had so little kindness the Saint very nearly slept right through Christmas.

As you’ve just heard, the difference in our kindness from year to year is normally taken into account by the workings of the Saint’s system.  In some years, men choose to simply argue rather than take arms and battle one another.  In some years, Nature Herself seems half asleep, with rains falling gently and thunder always coming from far away.  In some years, harvests are bountiful, and nothing makes for kindness more easily than a full belly.

But in other years, men’s tempers are short, and whole nations go to war over the smallest insult.  Nature batters every point of the compass with unreasoned fury, with rains and winds which lay waste to entire cities.  Crops are meager, and people who fear the worst hoard what little they have greedily, for nothing makes for cruelty more easily than fear.

Once their came a year in which the heart of every man and woman seemed to know only despair.  Every chill wind carried the sounds of war from one corner or another, and those men who escaped the fighting found themselves without occupation, idle and embittered.  There were great fires in the west, and floods in the east.  Children, sensing the unease of their elders, could make only half-hearted attempts at play, which seemed always to dissolve into harsh bickering.  Even dogs in the street were prone to snap at passers-by for no reason other than the scent of fear which crept along each avenue and alleyway.

It was during this year, a year in which you might think Christmas was more necessary than ever, that a small group of maker-elves huddled outside the Saint’s chamber, whispering anxiously because in all his years as caretaker of Christmas, the Saint had never slept so late as this.  

The most senior maker, whose name was Blaine, decided they should inspect the adjacent apparatus, to ensure there was no malfunction.  “If we have been standing here fretting because of a pulley in need of simple oiling, we will have much to answer for,” he said quietly, and they moved as one into the adjacent chamber.

None of them had been present for the making of the apparatus, but each had a native brilliance for the workings of all things made, and they saw at a glance that everything was functioning perfectly.  

“The problem is simple,” pronounced Blaine.  “The vessel is not yet full, nor are any new Hopes making their way to us.”

There was a murmur of unease among the others.  “Are times so grim in the world of men?” asked the youngest of them, whose name was Hoff.  As they discussed what this might mean, Blaine was busy measuring and calculating.

“We lack only three kind acts in order to awaken him,” pronounced the senior Maker.

This produced another wave of hushed murmuring.  Only three?  “Why, we could achieve as much right here in the next moment!” said one, but Blaine shook his head.

“The kindnesses must be performed by humans, in their own realms and in their own ways,” he said grimly.

Hoff’s eyes were wide with alarm. “Is there nothing we can do?  May I travel to the world of Men, and help them to see?  It is only three deeds, surely they will understand what the world needs of them!”

This prompted yet another burst of fevered conversation.  Was it permitted? Would the deeds count if they were prompted in such a way?  Is a good deed less good because someone else suggests it?

In the end, it was decided that there was little choice, and that they would have to risk it.  “Your offer is courageous, and I know the Saint would be well-pleased,” said Blaine to the wide-eyed young elf.  “Yet, we must be cautious.  It is my opinion that you may only perform this duty if you travel in disguise, as a human child.  If they know they are speaking to someone from this realm, they might act out of selfishness in an attempt to win our favor. The kindnesses must be performed with no thought of self.  If you agree to this, there is yet one more condition you must meet.”

“Of course I agree, I can act the part of a human child with ease, but what is the other condition?” asked Hoff anxiously.

Blaine looked at the others, then at the silver vessel, and said “My calculation is that we require three additional kindnesses… and that if they have not been achieved by sunset tomorrow, it will be too late.”

Young Hoff felt his jaw set with a determination he would not have thought he possessed.  “Then send me as quickly as a reindeer might fly!”

Which is exactly what they did.  There was still more muttering about whether anyone but the Saint might make such use of the reindeer, but all agreed that no faster way of getting Hoff among the humans. 

Other stories shall be told one day of what it is to outrace the planet itself atop the back of one of the Saint’s reindeer-- the wind, and the cold, and the way that time seems to become syrupy and slow, like honey-brittle before it sets-- but our story is galloping toward a sunset less than one day away, and we cannot linger here.

Upon arriving at the human city, Hoff bade the reindeer return for him in a day’s time, and with an almost-imperceptible bow of its tiny head, it blurred into the sky and was gone.

Hoff took the measure of his surroundings.  So many people, bustling this way and that!  Such buildings, rising to the heavens until they pierced the sky itself! Such noises, the clatter and clank and clamor of human tumult…and with them, the thick soup of aromas, some harsh, some deliciously appetizing, all moving easily upon the air to be sampled by any passing nose.  The pole is a quiet, flat place of crisp air which smells only of ice, nothing at all like this!  Hoff found himself nearly hypnotized by the unending waves his poor senses struggled to apprehend, but he shook his head to clear it of distraction, reminding himself that he had a task to achieve, and scant time in which to achieve it.

As he glanced around, he felt a surge of confidence.  Why, he might finish this chore in as little as five minutes!  There were so very many people, and more than a few of them seemed in need of some kindness, whether as simple as a good word or as demanding as some assistance carrying a heavy load, but none beyond the reach of a few moments’ effort.  Blaine would be so impressed with him!  He would return to find the Saint awake and busy, and the elves would look at him with respect and ask “how did you do it?” and he would seem oh, so casual and tell them “It’s really quite simple, the humans are not as difficult as we sometimes think.”

(Remember that I told you that Hoff was young.)

After a few moments’ study, he chose his first beneficiary, a man struggling with a large crate of some sort, attempting to get it up a few steps into a building.  By himself, it was simply too much-- the crate was large and clumsy, and he was unable to find a way to hold it while moving-- but another pair of hands would render it the simple work of a few seconds.  Hoff watched in surprise as dozens and dozens of people bustled past the poor man without so much as a glance. 

“It’s up to me,” thought the young elf, and began trying to catch the eyes and ears of the passers-by.  After a few minutes and several dozen “Excuse me, sir” and “Pardon me, Miss” politnesses, he began to feel frustrated.  He might have more luck catching the attention of a passing sparrow than these people.  What could be so important that they could shove past a small creature asking for a moment of their attentions?  

Beginning to think that even one good deed might be beyond his powers, he tried once again, moving to intercept an ambling teenaged girl.  She seemed to have no particular destination in mind, looking this way and that, and her head bobbed to the music which Hoff assumed was traveling along the wires leading to her ears.  “Miss?” he tried, positioning himself in front of her, then again, louder:  “Excuse me, Miss?”

The girl pulled one small speaker from her ear, and tinny noise hissed from it as she smiled down at Hoff.  “What’s up little guy?  You lose your mom?”

Hoff tried not to feel insulted, remembering his disguise, and said “That man over there, the one with the box?”

The girl followed his eyes and saw the man still struggling.  She shrugged.  “Yeah? He do something to you?”

So quick to assume evil!  “No, no,” Hoff said hurriedly. “But-- he sure is having a hard time, isn’t he?”

She nodded.  “Yep.”  A smile then crept onto her face, and she glanced around.  “Heyyyy, is this one of those shows?  Like, they send a kid out here to see if people will do the right thing at Christmas time, you got cameras hidden someplace?”

Hoff simply blinked at her, totally lost and unsure of how best to respond.  She regarded him carefully.  “Oooookayyy, you obviously don’t know anything about that, soooo… what then?”

Again, Hoff could only point. “Don’t you see?”

The girl nodded.  “That’s how creepers get you into their house or their van, they act like they need help and then before you know it your picture is on milk cartons.”  Again Hoff could only blink at her in confusion.  The girl watched the man a bit more, sighed and said “Okay, kiddo, have it your way , wait here.  If I’m not out in 2 minutes, call the cops!”

Hoff watched in delight as the girl approached cautiously, spoke to the man, saw the surprised gratitude light up his face, and watched as the girl helped him up the steps and through the door.  Soon she was back, for Hoff had been right-- the deed only required a few seconds.  “There,” she said, “You happy now?”

“Yes,” answered Hoff simply.  “Are you?”

She looked surprised by the question, considered it, and then nodded, smiling.  “Yeah. I am.” She moved away, and then called back “Merry Christmas, kid!”

“Merry Christmas!”  Hoff called back.

At the pole, the elves watched as a silvery pearl formed and dropped quietly into the vessel.  “He is among them!” they cried, but Blaine simply nodded, consulting his pocketwatch.    

On the city’s streets, Hoff felt a surge of his original confidence.  He would do this!  He moved along the streets, seeing many similar problems of people carrying too much, needing assistance, but he felt he needed to achieve something different with each task.  At length, he came upon an elderly woman sitting on a bench at a bus stop.  She was rocking slowly back and forth and her head moved as though she were carrying on a conversation, though there was no one there.  Hoff felt his heart might break, looking at her, so great and simple was her need.  

Once again he inserted himself in the busy flow of humanity, and once again he was chilled by their capacity to ignore him, moving smoothly past his queries as indifferent as the salt tide.  But again, at length, he spotted someone he thought might hear him.  A middle-aged man stood looking this way and that-- not lost, no, looking for someone, and disappointed by their absence.

Hoff approached the man carefully. “Excuse me, sir?”

The man looked down and became tense.  “Eh? Yes?  Don’t tell me I missed her!”

Hoff found it wearying to be so frequently unsure of his footing-- he had no idea what the man was asking. “I don’t know,” was all he could manage with any confidence.

The fellow relaxed into his previous disappointment.  “Sorry,” he managed.  “I was supposed to meet someone, I thought she might have left a message with you, she… does that sometimes.  Doesn’t wanna talk. No matter what I….” he broke off as though suddenly remembering himself and his surroundings.  “Anyway.  Sorry.”

“She wants to talk.  She needs to talk,” said Hoff, cocking his head toward the woman on the bench.

“What? Who?” said the man distractedly, then followed Hoff’s eyes.  “Oh.  Well, looks like she’s doing just fine.”

“She’s not,” said Hoff softly.

“Well, I don’t know what her problem is, but I can tell ya she isn’t waiting to talk to me,” the man said gruffly.

“How do you know?” asked Hoff, more softly than ever.

“I--” but again the man broke off.  There were clearly many different thoughts all vying for attention in the man’s brain, but something in this little fellow’s voice caused him to put everything on hold and really look at the old woman.  Probably crazy… but not dangerous crazy, more sad crazy.  He knew about sad….

“Okay, you know what? Fine.  I was gonna wait here a few more minutes anyway, might as well….” and with a shake of his jacket, as though tossing off previous concerns, the man walked slowly to the bench, and slowly, carefully, sat next to the old woman, reaching one slow hand out to pat her arm….

… and without a moment’s hesitation, the woman turned into the man and buried her head in his chest, weeping with gratitude.  The man put his arms around the woman and held her, clumsily but with great determination, as though nothing could separate the two. After a moment, the woman’s cries subsided and she began murmuring quietly to the man, who nodded in encouragement and understanding.  Spotting Hoff over the woman’s head he mouthed “You were right” to Hoff, who nodded back and sent his own silent “Merry Christmas” in response.

And at the pole, another silvery drop, another hiss of excitement, and a slowly building anxiety as the hands of the clocks and watches moved in along their small, ruthless circles. Time was very short.

Hoff was disconcerted to realize this.  He saw how long the shadows of the tall buildings were becoming, and though it seemed as though he had only just arrived, he knew he had been too focused upon his mission to note the passing hours.  

It was going to be very, very close.

With the approaching darkness, the humans on the street seemed more determined than ever to ignore anything which wasn’t already a part of their selfish plans; home, food, escape, they were more like stampeding animals than the good and thoughtful creatures they were meant to be.  Hoff saw all sorts of people who might be in need of a simple kindness, but found no opportunities to guide things in that direction.  

As the shadows began to grow longer still, softening so that they merged with the coming darkness, Hoff felt a despairing panic welling in his chest.  The shorter time got, the more hesitant he became, fearful of wasting some precious opportunity.  He had begun to imagine what defeat might feel like when he heard a small voice from the sidewalk call up to him “Hey kid-- can you help me?”

It was a very near thing-- so consumed was the elf with his mission of leading others to be kind that he very nearly forgot to be kind himself… but his native goodness won out, and he spared a glace downward and saw the source of the small voice.

On the sidewalk, placed upon a rough piece of burlap was a small boy. Hoff saw at once that the boy had no legs, and that his begging cup held only two coppers.  Hoff patted at his own pockets, filling with sorrow at the lack of any human coins in his pocket, but the boy shook his head fiercely and said “Never mind that, that’s not what I want.”

Hoff froze, surprised, and was yet again reduced to simply waiting in the hopes that his confusion would be short-lived.

The boy looked down the street.  “Tell me,” he said, “Do you see an old lady coming this way, with two or three grocery bags?”  

Hoff peered down the street and indeed, there was just such a woman approaching.  “She’s just there,” Hoff said.

“Okay, listen, you can really help me out.” The boy spoke rapidly.  “That lady, see, she’s a very special lady, those bags have food that she cooks for all the people that are out here and need a meal sometimes, you know?” Hoff nodded and the boy continued. “All these people, she’s helped them all over and over again, and every night she comes home with those heavy bags, and none of these guys ever even get up to help her open the door or anything.  So anyway, I know you’re just a kid, but you look strong and I’m not very heavy-- if you could carry me over there, then I could open the door for her and that would make me feel like I was at least letting her know I’m grateful to her.  Can you do it?”

Hoff bent without even pausing to think, and hefted the little boy onto his shoulder. “Wheee!” cried the boy, delighted at both Hoff’s willingness to help and at his own sudden altitude. “That way!” the boy said, pointing to the door, and Hoff moved carefully but briskly toward the door, arriving only a moment ahead of the woman herself. 

“Good afternoon, Miss McGuire, allow me!” called the boy extravagantly, managing something like a bow as Hoff maneuvered him to be able to reach the door; when Hoff saw the tiny fingers had firm hold of the doorknob, he stepped carefully back, and together they opened the door for the astonished Miss McGuire….

… and at the pole, every second hand was but a few ticks short of proclaiming failure….

…. and above the silver vessel there formed the most perfect, luminescent drop, 

growing, 

swelling 

until it could do nothing but 

drop

into the vessel… perhaps with two ticks to spare.  

The Elves all held their breath as the vessel seemed to shift, its weight now past that critical point which led it to settle, drawing one rope tight against another, as they move silently through their well-oiled pulleys….. a distant grating sound, blocks of ice rasping across one another…..

… and from the adjacent chamber, a hearty cry: “Ho!  Why is it so late!! Blaine!! Makers!! Step Lively!  Ho-Ho!!” and with a lusty cheer the elves all tumbled into his chamber, eager to share the story and more eager yet to set themselves to the hard work ahead.

Its work done, the vessel then tipped gently, allowing its contents to flow forth and spread through the chamber and then through the entire pole, giving everything the bright, clean shine of Hope, moving further yet to travel its secret paths to reach every corner of the earth.

In the city, Miss McGuire had thanked the two small people, and moved inside to prepare her evening’s charity-- how much of the vessel must she have filled all by herself!-- and the small boy thanked Hoff yet again, who found such thanks absurd and said as much.  “I did nothing,” said Hoff. “It was your desire, your idea, and you who opened the door.”

“I couldn’t have done it without help though,” said the boy simply.  “You learn about that pretty quick out here.  If you don’t get a little help sometimes, it’s hard to get things done.”

And so, as our own Christmas draws nigh, I hope you’ll remember how simple a kindness can be, and how much it might mean-- to yourself, and to your chosen, and perhaps even to Christmas-tide itself.

