Nicholas vs. Artemis

Part Two

Although the resident demon was ousted from the temple, his battle against Nicholas was far from over. After Nicholas died, the demon planned an attack against his tomb in Myra. The tomb – large and appropriately decorated, possibly with a chapel attached – was a popular visiting point for pilgrims to Myra. They prayed there for his blessing and patronage, asked for healings, or for protection before going on a potentially dangerous sea journey.

One such boatload of pilgrims had an extraordinary experience. They departed from a coastal area (or from an island), planning to visit his tomb, taking with them various gifts to honor St. Nicholas and ask for his protection. The following account of this voyage appears in the Vita Per Micha(lem:

“He, our saintly Father and Christ’s universally acclaimed hierarch, and now passed on to the Lord, following the many miraculous acts of his lifetime, continued to demonstrate magnificently his praiseworthy piety even after his death. He thereby caused wonder among the groups of the faithful living in every land and province who joined in honoring and worshipping him. Some came from foreign and distant lands to demonstrate their admiration for the Saint, seeking to have their minds enlightened by his saintly grace. Among them was one group, now engaged in preparing to pay homage at his sweet-smelling and illness-healing resting place.

“While these faithful were making preparations for their journey, their activity was noted by an evil and ruthless demon who at one time had inhabited the Temple of Artemis, an edifice that had been cleared of his demonic presence by our saintly and miracle-performing father and his supporters. Now, then, as these pilgrims were about to set out on their journey to the city of Myra, the demon approached them, having taken on the appearance of a woman. In this disguise, the demon spoke to the travelers and claimed that she had hoped to make the journey with them, but, being unable to do so, handed them a container that she said was filled with olive oil.

“She said to the pilgrims: ‘Take this container, oh men, as I am in ill health and cannot bring this offering to the Saint myself. Please forgive my illness, which prevents me from going with you to your destination. Once you have reached this much-venerated site, please pour this oil into the lamps that burn at the sacred place.’

“This, however, was pretense. The container (shaped like a wineskin, which could be used for any sort of liquid), although it seemed to contain oil, was actually filled with a liquid of evil power. The demons who had been driven out of the Temple of Artemis had been unable to harm the Saint during his lifetime, despite many attempts; now, these evil creatures, filled with resentment and rancor, were about to prove their criminal nature once again, this time hoping to use the pilgrims to destroy the glorious grave and the saintly relics it contained.

“Having received this supposed offering, the travelers set out on their journey, carrying the container the evil spirit had given them, and setting their sails toward Myra. They spent all of the first day at sea. At night, however, Nicholas himself, the ever-present fervent defender of the victims of evil, appeared to one of the victims of the diabolical plan, and said to him: ‘Rise up and hurl this alien container to the bottom of the sea!’ At dawn, the man carried out this command he had received in his sleep, and he threw the vessel into the water.

“The moment he had done this, a huge flame rose into the air and remained suspended above the ocean, emitting dense smoke and nauseating odors. At the same time, the sea was torn asunder and began to boil with a great roaring noise, while drops of water were flung about like flaming sparks. The travelers were awed and frightened by this terrible sight. The whole boat on which they were assembled now shuddered in the turbulent water. The crewmembers, frightened by the sight and overcome by the foul smells, abandoned the boat’s helm and oars. Both crew and passengers were overcome by fear for their safety.

“Soon, however, their Protector [Saint Nicholas] was able to quiet their fears, as he commanded the satanic upheaval to yield by sinking to the bottom of the sea. Realizing that they had thus been saved, the men became aware that this danger and threat to their lives had been the demon’s work. Not long thereafter, they were able to reach the shore, disembark, and now the men were at last fully free of fear. Seized by great joy, they gave their thanks to God and Saint Nicholas – to the first as Creator and Guardian of His creature, and to the second as the mediator who had caused their remarkable salvation by God.”
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