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Isaiah John 1: 1-18 
 
In 2003, Former Beatle Paul McCartney released a *new Beatles album—or actually, a 

fresh re-visitation of an old Beatles album.  Let It Be….Naked was an alternate mix of 

the Beatles final album, Let it Be, originally produced by sound guru Phil Spector, who 

was pretty much everywhere in the 1960’s and 70’s.  

 

Spector was famed for innovating what became known as the Wall of Sound, in which 

a rock song was wrapped in layer upon layer upon layer upon layer of musical 

production.  A simple acoustic piano melody, for example, might be replicated on an 

electric piano and also on a harpsichord with all three tracks then mixed over top of 

each other in a way that they were indistinguishable to the listener, producing a fuller, 

richer tone.   

 

Overtop of that, Spector would layer orchestral instrumentation like horns and strings 

and woodwinds not commonly used on other popular songs, and then everything was 

fed into an echo chamber to produce a reverberating quality, so that instead of being 

able to distinguish any single instrument, the listener was confronted with—well, a wall 

of sound, like a miniature rock and roll symphony.   
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Spector’s Wall of Sound was, in many ways, a brilliant innovation that was ideally 

suited for bringing songs to life on the radios and jukeboxes of the day.  But McCartney 

felt that, in particular on the Let it Be album, Spector’s production amounted to 

overproduction—that the core truth of the songs was lost or buried or forgotten 

somehow beneath the wall of sound that confronted the listener.  The songs were 

pretty or catchy in other words, but they had become more about the production than 

the songwriter.  In particular, McCartney disliked the original album version of The 

Long and Winding Road, finding all of the additions to be a subtraction, a distraction, a 

detraction.  

 

As I think about it, that wall of sound, that burying of a simple, essential truth beneath 

layer upon layer of production, distortion, and amplification is in some ways akin to 

what we experience at Christmas.   

 

There are so many layers to Christmas for all of us.  We can begin outside the church: 

there are shopping mall Santas and holiday parties, ornaments and decorations, there 

are gifts, and there is music, from sacred to secular to silly.  There are Christmas cards 

and holiday baking, yule logs and egg nogs, and the omnipresent Hallmark movies 

with the different actors but EXACTLY the same plot points.  There are jingle bells and 

sleigh bells and silver bells, and it’s like a massive tinsel-strewn reverb chamber. Now 

I’m not demeaning it by the way, I’m truly not, because much of it is fun and festive and 
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joyous and generous.  And most of us, as people of faith, don’t struggle too greatly to 

separate the cultural festivity of Christmas from the “true meaning of Christmas.” 

 

Yet, even when we speak of the “true meaning of Christmas,” there is a different, more 

subtle kind of layering even in that—traditions and images and assumptions that we 

bring with us to the manger.  Let me see if I can tease that out for us a bit.  Think of our 

Christmas pageants and cantatas—they are kind of a glorious mash-up or a hodge-

podge of stories and traditions.  We have no problem with putting Matthew’s wise men 

at Luke’s manger, for example, even if that visitation doesn’t quite fit the biblical 

chronology. We willingly overlook the astronomical anomaly of a star that traverses 

across the sky—"the star drew nigh to the Northwest; o’er Bethlehem it took its rest, 

and there it did both stop and stay, right over the place where Jesus lay.” We have 

cherished literary constructs of a perfect infant (“little Lord Jesus no crying he makes”) 

and a saintly mother--Mary meek, Mary mild, who bears no resemblance to the fiercely 

prophetic singer of the Magnificat—if indeed the Magnificat is Mary’s words and not 

Luke’s.  

 

 The truth is, we don’t know, because we can’t know, exactly how Jesus’ birth took 

place, or even the time of year, though most scholars agree that it wasn’t “in the deep 

midwinter.” Our date of December 25 only goes back as far as the Roman Emperor 

Constantine, who Christianized the Empire.  Now this “true meaning of Christmas” sort 
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of layering is not bad either—it can create in us a sense of reverence, of wonder and 

awe, a yearning for an angelic pronouncement of peace on earth.   

 

But it can also lead us to a place of sentiment, a place where Christmas is more of a 

warm feeling for us than a transformative truth. 

 

This year, for some reason, I find myself pondering with Paul—Paul the Beatle, not 

Paul the theologian—what WOULD it be like to pull back the layers, to remove much of 

the seasonal production and overproduction, as well as the accretion of tradition—and 

to rediscover the fundamental, elemental, naked truth of Christmas.   

For me, at least for this year, that truth is captured by our texts from Isaiah and John.   

We begin with the words of Isaiah:  The people who walked in darkness have seen a 
great  

light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness, on them light has shined.  

 

 Speaking powerfully about this text, Presbyterian pastor and author Frederick 
Buechner writes:  

IN ONE RESPECT if in no other this metaphor of Isaiah's is a very relevant one 
for us and our age because we are also, God knows, a people who walk in 
darkness.  

There seems little need to explain.  

If darkness is meant to suggest a world where nobody can see very well—either 
themselves, or each other, or where they are heading, or even where they are 
standing at the moment;  
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if darkness is meant to convey a sense of uncertainty, of being lost, of being 
afraid;  

if darkness suggests conflict, conflict between races, between nations, between 
individuals, each pretty much out for himself when you come right down to it; 
then we live in a world that knows much about darkness.  

Darkness is what our newspapers are about. Darkness is what most of our best 
contemporary literature is about. Darkness fills the skies over our own cities no 
less than over the cities of our enemies.  

And in our single lives, we know much about darkness too. If we are people who 
pray, darkness is apt to be a lot of what our prayers are about. If we are people 
who do not pray, it is apt to be darkness in one form or another that has stopped 
our mouths.1   

 

Buechner penned those words in 1969, when I was five.  But they seem no less true 
and 

 perhaps even more true today.  We live in a world that is, often, a place of deep  

darkness; it can feel, it can seem, a…God-forsaken place. There is always a war, 
always  

a new Herod, always a tragedy, a crisis, some fresh hurt. 

 

There is reason, on some days, to begin to despair, to begin to fear that the darkness 
is  

winning, or even to begin to suspect that the darkness has won. 

 

As an aside, that is perhaps one reason that we invest so much energy, both in the 

secular celebration of Christmas and in the religious sentimentalizing of Christmas—

                                                        
1 From Frederick Buechner’s sermon, “Come and See,” published in his collection The Hungering Dark ( San Francisco: Harper San 
Francisco, 1969) p. 50 
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one of the things we do when we feel hope is diminished is that we resort to forms of 

escapism. 

But this is where the simplest stripped-down truth of Christmas can give us fresh hope. 

John’s gospel offers us a truth far more powerful than a perfect snow globe manger 

scene:  the news we celebrate tonight is quite literally world-changing.  The true light, 

which enlightens everyone, John writes, was coming into the world.  The Word became 

flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only 

son, full of grace and truth. 

Now think of the power of God becoming flesh and living in our midst.  It is like 

someone suddenly turned on the lights. Immediately, because of the incarnation, God 

becomes not vague or distant but visible, tangible, understandable, embodied.  And 

the very traits, the nature, the character of God get fleshed-out as well. 

God’s forgiveness is not merely an idea, in Jesus, it is given life in the world. God’s 

compassion is not a vague concept, in Jesus it is enacted and “made flesh” when he 

dines with the least and the outcast. What IS compassion if it is not made flesh and 

lived? God’s will for human lives and relationships is not a mystery, Jesus becomes 

both its embodiment and its exemplar. 

When the Word becomes flesh, the reality of God becomes flesh, the kingdom is 

brought near and set in motion. THAT is the power of the incarnation. No one has ever 
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seen God.  It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made 

him known. 

But it doesn’t stop there: to all who received him, John writes, who believed in his 

name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born not of blood, or of the 

will of the flesh, or of the will of man, but of God.   

That is to say, Jesus gives to us, his followers, the means, the example and the calling 

to also embody God’s kingdom and to enact God’s will as Jesus has revealed it, giving 

our flesh and our hearts and our hands and our feet to forgiveness, hospitality, mercy, 

compassion and love.  

We do that in ways both large and small—we show welcome to the stranger; we heal 

wounds; we visit the sick; we preach and practice forgiveness; we oppose injustice; we 

speak truth to power; we break bread together; we pray for the coming fulfillment of the 

kingdom.  We do it imperfectly on many days—we yet need growth and correction.  But 

God’s becoming flesh has changed us, the children of God. That’s the truth of 

Christmas! 

Isaiah speaks of the people who walked in darkness seeing a great light—and John 

speaks of that light entering and forever changing our reality. What has come into 

being in him was life and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the 

darkness, and the darkness did not—does not—cannot overcome it.   
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In a few moments, we will enact once more this truth of all the ages.  The center 

candle on our advent wreath symbolizes Christ shining in the darkness.  And we, each 

in our turn, will receive Christ’s light, hold Christ’s light, pass Christ’s light to our 

neighbor and lift Christ’s light to the world.  It is the same work we are called to daily. 

Take away all of the trimmings and trappings—let Christmas be naked—and its truth is 

wondrous indeed.  The true light, which enlightens everyone has come into the world.  

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

 


