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With the exception of biblical scholars and those who regularly read their bibles cover to 
cover, I think the reason most people are familiar with today’s passage from Isaiah is that 
they are classical music fans, or choral singers. For all four years of my high school 
education, my choir sang selections from Handel’s Messiah oratorio, and so when I say the 
lines of scripture—especially if I use the King James version, which was Handel’s source—I 
can hardly keep from bursting into song: 
 

For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon 
his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, 
The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.1 

 
The first verse of this passage also offers very familiar imagery: 
 

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.2 

 
The echo of these Isaiah passages are found in the New Testament as well, especially in the 
beautiful poem that begins the Gospel according to John: 
 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 
He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and 
without him not one thing came into being. 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 overcome it.3 

 
Even if they are not comforting because of their familiarity, these passages “resonate with 
our midwinter longings in a viscerally, fundamentally human way. [Our traditional 
Christmas poetry and music] capitalize on the associations provided by the elements of the 
natural world: the dark, cold, uncertainty, and fear of a long winter night being overcome 
by the light, warmth, and hope of new life and the promise of God’s presence among us.”4  
 

 
 1 Isaiah 9:5, KJV 

 2 Isaiah 9:2, NRSV 

 3 John 1:1-5, NRSV. 

 4 Linda Lee Clader, “Isaiah 9:27: Homiletical Perspective,” in Feasting on the Word Year B, Vol. 1; Advent 

Through Transfiguration, eds. David L. Barlett and Barbara Brown Taylor (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 

2008), 99. 
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The contrasts of the natural world, of light and dark, are never more apparent than they are 
right now, as we anticipate the winter solstice and the longest night of the year tomorrow 
night. And it’s not just this season of winter. I don’t know about you, but I feel as though I 
have been walking in darkness this year, and I am longing for the light. 
 
I want to offer a word of caution here, though, because as powerful as the contrast of light 
and dark is, it can lead us into a dangerous and destructive place if we always think of light 
as good and dark as bad. This is no accident, really. For 2,000 years, the dominant thinking 
in Christianity has been dualism. The early Christian Church, using the ideas from Greek 
philosophy, separated the universe into two realms: spirit and matter. The teaching of the 
church revolved around how to leave this dingy, dirty, flawed material world and get to the 
other, real, spiritual, and therefore holy one. 
 
And this either/or dichotomy now permeates our thinking and the way we understand the 
world. It’s a rare person who doesn’t fall into this dualistic trap. Think about how we 
polarize everything: 

body and soul 
passion and reason 
sacred and secular 
self and other 
men and women 
liberals and conservatives 
us and them 

 
Such binary thinking pits us against each other. It invites us into a hierarchical relationship 
in which we tend to see ourselves in terms of opposition to those who are not like us. 
Binary thinking divides us and invites us into relationships of power, of seeing one side as 
better than the other, instead of inviting us into relationships of equality, mutual sharing, 
and interdependence. 
 
And in a society historically founded and steeped in racism, the unexamined use of 
metaphors that associate light with good and dark with bad contributes to the upholding of 
structures of racism that associate goodness with white skin and badness with dark skin. 
This does not mean that we cannot use this ages-old metaphor, but that we need to be 
acutely aware of how unexamined language use can further divide us. 
 
Besides, it’s just not true that darkness is only bad. Tomorrow night, on the solstice, we will 
witness, if the weather cooperates, an amazing astronomical phenomenon: the great 
conjunction of the planets Saturn and Jupiter. The two planets have been moving closer 
together in the night sky and will be at their closest on the solstice. And we will only be able 
to see this because of the darkness. 
 
Without the darkness, the light cannot be seen and known. It is in the darkness of the earth 
that seeds germinate, readying themselves for blossoming. 
 



3 

 

Light and dark imagery is not the only contrast of opposites in this passage from Isaiah. 
Another of the power images in the passage are the devastating images of war contrasted 
with the promise of peace that comes with a just and righteous ruler. And as with the 
contrast of light and dark, the contrast of peace and conflict is also problematic. Because 
peace—true peace, positive peace—is not the absence of conflict or the absence of violence, 
or even war. Instead, true, positive peace is the presence of something: the presence of 
equality and justice. Positive peace includes the restoration of relationships, the creation of 
social systems that serve the needs of the whole, and the constructive resolution of conflict. 
 
The opposite of positive peace is not war and conflict; the opposite of positive peace is 
negative peace. Negative peace is the absence of violence… but at the cost of justice. The 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. described this idea in a sermon he gave in 1956, during the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott.  
 
That year, a young woman named Autherine Lucy became the first Black person to attend 
the University of Alabama, which had been refusing to admit Black students, despite the 
Supreme Court decision in Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954. The day after her first day 
of classes, an angry mob of thousands rioted on campus, and the school expelled her, 
fearing for her safety and the safety of others on campus. The day after Lucy was dismissed, 
the local paper printed the headline:  
 
 “Things are quiet in Tuscaloosa today. There is peace on the campus of the University of 
Alabama.” 
 
“Yes, things are quiet in Tuscaloosa,” King said in his sermon a few weeks later:  
 

Yes, there was peace on the campus, but it was peace at a great price. […] It was 
peace that had been purchased at the price of allowing mobocracy to reign supreme 
over democracy. It was peace that had been purchased at the price of capitulating to 
the force of darkness. This is the type of peace that all men of goodwill hate. It is the 
type of peace that is obnoxious. 
 

“Now let me hasten to say,” Dr. King continued:  
 

that this is not a concession to or a justification for physical war. I can see no moral 
justification for that type of war. I believe absolutely and positively that violence is 
self-defeating. War is devastating and we know now that if we continue to use these 
weapons of destruction, our civilization will be plunged across the abyss of 
destruction. 
 
However, this is a type of war that every Christian is involved in. It is a spiritual war. 
It is a war of ideas. Every true Christian is a fighting pacifist.5 

 
 5 The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., “When Peace Becomes Obnoxious,” Sermon Delivered on 18 

March 1956 at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, in The Papers of Martin Luther King, Jr. Volume III: Birth of a New 

Age, December 1955-December 1956, eds. Clayborne Carson, Stewart Burns, Susan Carson, Dana Powell, and Peter 
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King goes on to explain one of the difficult sayings of Jesus from the Gospel according to 
Matthew. In this passage, Jesus—the one whom people hailed as Isaiah’s “Prince of 
Peace”—says “Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to 
bring peace, but a sword.”6 
 
King explains Jesus’s words this way: 
 

I come not to bring this peace of escapism, this peace that fails to confront the real 
issues of life, the peace that makes for stagnant complacency. […] I come to bring a 
sword; not a physical sword. Whenever I come, a conflict is precipitated between 
the old and the new, between justice and injustice, between the forces of light and 
the forces of darkness. I come to declare war over injustice. I come to declare war on 
evil. Peace is not merely the absence of some negative force—war, tension, 
confusion, but it is the presence of some positive force—justice, goodwill, the power 
of the kingdom of God.[…] Jesus says in substance, I will not be content until justice, 
goodwill, brotherhood, love, yes, the Kingdom of God are established upon the 
earth.7 
 

“This is real peace,” Dr. King said. “A peace embodied with the presence of positive good. 
The inner peace that comes as a result of doing God’s will.”8 
 
My friends, hear this good news. The long, dark night is ending. The seeds sown in the 
darkness are sprouting new life. The Prince of Peace will be born in us, again. Let us follow 
his way, building God’s realm of positive peace on Earth. 

 
Holloran (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997).  Accessed online on December 19, 2020: 

https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/when-peace-becomes-obnoxious-sermon-delivered-18-

march-1956-dexter-avenue 

 6 Matthew 10:34, NRSV. 

 7 Dr. King, ibid. 

 8 Ibid. 


