Max Eckard
A Megachurch Full of Santas
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Tagline: It took an altar call from a clown for me to finally feel confident that the faith I’d grown / \
up with was not the faith I was passing down to my kids.
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A few years ago, my wife’s uncle Leon died. I didn’t know him personally, butfover the
years I heard a lot about him from her family.

We made the trip from Michigan to what felt like the middle of nowhere in West Virginia
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to attend his funeral, &fd I was anxious about being there. I'd grown up in the evangelical South,
W'
but I'd left--actually I sometimes think of it as “escaped”--a long time ago/'And yet here we ’
had stoyel

were, going to v }sxt some of my wife’s “country cousins” who Wﬂé‘ ot just country
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cousins ”but MAGA country cousins: to get to their house, you literally took a right at the
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The funeral is at this big Baptist megachurch--of course it would be at a Baptist
megachurch!--and we’re walking in and the first person we see is... Santa Claus.

He was having a smoke break.

He was wearing his red pants and boots but becauseﬁt was hot there, and huW

sm he’d taken off his coat and hat. Underneath, he had on a T-shirt and his arms were
covered with tattoos. Honéstly, he had very “Bad Santa” vibes and I started lookiﬂg for a way we
could avoid him.

Except, my son--he was 4 or 5 at the time--starts flipping out. “It’s Santa! It’s Santa!”
Santand I lock eyes before I know it we’re walking right up to him.

Santa, it turns out, is very friendly. He bends down, smiles, and asks: “Who’s your

favorite reindeer?” R
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And Clay obviously has an answer, but then Santa says, “Don’t say Rudolph. Don’t say
Rudolph!”
And Clay, you can tell that he just doesn’t understand and he’s flustered until finally he

just can’t take it any more: “It’s Rudolph!”
/

And it’s funny, and we all laugh-éctua,lly it felt like an escape valve for some of this
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tension I’d been feeling}-and we head inside. S

This megachurch, it turns out, is FULL of Santa Clauses, all kinds of Santa Clauses, like
we’d walked into a convention. There were also a whole bunch of clowns there (the kind with
the makeup and the noses). And that’s because my wife’s uncle had been both. The whole thing
was surreal and fun but I had never been to a church service--especially a funeral--like this one.

we §of e ety pc0 T wés pinshiy. chat =47

And I learned a lot, first of all, about Leon. He had been this larger than life MMY
He was a clown with Ringling Brothers and later even ran his own Clown School. His clown
character, Buttons, is in the Clown Hall of Fame. And after he retired, he loved being a Santa.
(His Santa character, “Santa Noel,” is also in the Santa Claus Hall of Fame.) He seemed like a
good man; his goal in life was to “let the laughter loose,” especially in areas impacted by natural/"/
and economic disasters. And he was complex: “Clowns wear big smiles,” he once said, but
“clowns aren’t always happy, you know.”

I also learned a lot about clown and Santa culture | GloAdsARE A OIS IIdeHe T mﬁeu
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honesdefifl when you’re a Santa, there's the suit you wear to work,

but also formal attire. It’s the same color palette, but it’s more velvet than fur and you wear it on
special occasions, like a fellow Santa’s funeral.
But the thing that really stuck out to me was that clowns and Santas are not just

performers, but a community, the best kind. And based on the stories I heard and the pictures at he



church@ndMW of him with all his friends over the years, I learned that they’d been a
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community--and a tightly knit one, tl}ray’g‘]a £ d tm}‘ei ‘g)q?bﬂé‘--f;c&r“ V’E{’ym time.
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The pastor of the church spoke, and welcomed everybody there, and then there was a
series of eulogies. His son, my wife’s cousin--he was just a “normal” person, not a clown or FABIN
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santa--gave the first one. It was/'movmgl\Next up was avt\(%}gﬂoqulst and her doll who sang a

song that they used to use in their shows together. A”A i+ s 4»{ ?; N:;j wd T coll Ju
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m )_e_lst up was another clown, a colleaguelclose friend. He offered remembrances, and
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words of comfort and hope’ Mwm, things took a turn. He was not just any
And —

clown, he told us. He was a clown on a mission to save souls, as many as he could--he literally

kept a tally--and that today, some of the souls he was gonna save would be ours.
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He suited up, got\&'.is props, put on his nose. The lights dimmed, this emotional music
came on, and he did this skit about a clown who turned away from his life of sin. The skit ended,
the music stopped. And he asked us to pray with him. v % whiv s 13 Jly
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We all bow our heads and he’s praying andgh:n I hear him say the words, “please raise
your hand if you need to accept Jesus into your heart.”

And I am mortiﬁed.AI‘:’Js like these are magic words, because they transport me back to
my childhood in the evangelical South. Suddenly, I was twelve again, my last night at this church
camp. At the end of an already long week, we found out that instead of Lights Out we were
going to have a special late night worship service.

We all crowded into this small, dimly lit chapel in the middle of the woods. The

speaker--not one of our normal counselors--told us how we were sinners and needed to be saved,

and that Jesus had given his life for me (for all of us) so that we could. And he gave us lots of



gory details about the crucifixion. And he promised that we could make things right with God,
have eternal life, if we want it. Right now. All we had to do is “ask Jesus into our hearts.”
And even though I had been like, all-in on religion as a kid, I honestly didn’t know if

Jesus was in my heart. I’d never even considered it before! And so, in a moment of fear (and

emotional manipulation) that Id later come to regret--despise even, sy i Fét ! --1

raised my hand, said a prayer with this man, and asked Jesus into rhy heart.

Many years later, when my own children were born--first a daughter, Leila, she’s 11 now,

and then a son... the one who likes Rudolph--I made a decision tl};tﬂW
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W, it wasn't enough to have just left atkais behind I had to become responsible
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for my own faith, and my children’s. I became committed to finding a way to raise them with
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And so, when that clown said those words, thinking about n(y childhood and this

version of faith that I just couldn't seem to escape. And I thought about my children, and how we
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I opened my eyes, looked around. Leila was in the row ahead of mine, sitting next to her

grandparents. And there were a lot of hands up that night...

But not hers. V‘\‘%C'
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