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 Are you aware that the seeds of hope for our future are found stored in the 

memories of our past?  I think that is very true for more than just a few of us, and it is 

a biblical theme I found very real in our season of Holy Days.  

 For example, last Sunday afternoon John and I enjoyed seeing Irving Berlin’s 

White Christmas at Hudson’s Phipps Center for the Artsi. The play’s opening was set in 

1944 as a few entertainers turned soldiers made their own Christmas show for their 

unit. We in the audience were invited to play the role of the U. S. Army’s 151st 

Division and join them in singing White Christmasii. None of us seemed to need the 

words projected or a melody line in print to follow. We all just joined in by the second 

word Captain Wallace began, “I’m dreaming of a White Christmas . . ..”iii   

 But there once was a time when no one knew White Christmas. In 1940 at a 

retreat hotel in a desert town in southern California, Irving Berlin worked on a score 

for a musical film. According to Wikipedia, “(Berlin) often stayed up all night writing. 

One day he told his secretary, ‘I want you to take down a song I wrote over the 

weekend. Not only is it the best song I ever wrote, it's the best song anybody ever 

wrote.’"iv The film Berlin was working on became the Christmas classic Holiday Innv. 

They were half way through filming on December 7, 1942, when news came over the 

radio that Pearl Harbor had been attacked. On Christmas Day just two and a half 

weeks later, Americans first tuned in their radios and heard Bing Crosby croon “. . . 

with every Christmas card I write . . ..”vi Of course, GI’s and those who supported 

them sang White Christmas through the long years of World War II.  

 Celebrating our first “normal” Christmas after COVID arrived, I formed a new 

memory as I sat in the Phipps auditorium and sang White Christmas. As the 

performance ended with our second sing-along of that great lyric, I wondered if I was 

the only person puddling through with emotions formed by memories of learning that 
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lyric in grade school, memories of brown Christmases with no snow, memories of the 

one man play the Phipps produced in 2020 where we in the audience all wore masks 

and were not allowed to sing along with a recording of Bing Crosby singing White 

Christmas. It felt so good to sit in a crowded theater, singing with our community. 

Tears of joy welled up long before I got to “. . . may your days be merry and bright. 

And may all your Christmases be white.” 

 How did you learn to sing White Christmas? If your answer is that you learned it 

by singing along, whether with Bing Crosby on the radio or with your parents as your 

family drove to Grandma’s for the holidays, you learned White Christmas in the first 

step of what Pete Seeger taught as “the folk music process.,”vii He observed that this 

is a three-step process. First, we learn the words by singing along, then we learn our 

values and history through repeating those songs over the years, and finally the song 

and its meanings evolve as they add to and become part of our collective memory.  

Or you may have been taught White Christmas in school as I was in sixth grade. 

Our school was blessed to have a third-grade teacher, Miss (Nora) Grindy, who was 

also a fine musician. As rural Boomers, our school had no music teacher, but Miss 

Grindy made sure every student in every class memorized important song lyrics. Her 

teaching method included our annual Christmas program, where every grade in order 

performed a set of three songs. In sixth grade our classes learned White Christmas. 

Because we were learning German via educational television, we also learned Silent 

Night in German. What a subtle way to teach two songs about peace to a group of 

eleven-year-olds soon to learn world history in junior high.  

White Christmas and our relationship with it is perfectly parallel to how the 

Hebrew people felt about our scriptures for this Advent season. These scriptures are 

also songs of hope and longing for both peace and the arrival of the Messiah. This 

year in worship we will ponder these prophetic songs fulfilled by Christ’s birth among 

us, all songs of hope whose lyrics are written down but their tunes forgotten. But not 

only have their lyrics remained, they also have a familiarity for us all.  

Psalm 122 came first, one of many psalms of David, the shepherd king of 

Israel, the ancestor of Christ. When he was king, David captured Jerusalem and made 

the city Israel’s capital. He had a vision for building the Temple in Jerusalem, but the 

Temple was built when his son became king. But David’s vision was not just for a 

temple, it was for “. . . the peace of Jerusalem.” (Psalm 122:6) There was so much war 

in his lifetime, as a combat veteran David knew the way to peace was found through 

prayer, the same thing World War II soldiers knew as they sang White Christmas never 
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having seen the words. How familiar our fellings to his instruction, “Pray for the 

peace of Jerusalem; may they prosper who love you.” (Psalm 1226, NRSV) 

 Likewise, Isaiah linked prayers for peace with prayer as he wrote for people 

making pilgrimages to the Temple in Jerusalem. Isaiah quoted his contemporary 

Micah as he wrote his new song. “Come let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to 

the house of the God of Jacob; that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in 

his paths.” (Micah 4:1-3) Both prophets used the folk music process to educate the 

nation of Israel as they were spiraling away from the promises to Abraham, the hopes 

of those who migrated with Moses, and the vision David had for Israel’s capital that 

would include a Temple his son would build. Isaiah wrote his song when Israel was 

on the cusp on downfall as the Babylonian Empire expanded, about 600 years before 

Christ was born.  

 But if this passage has a familiarity to it for you and me, it is probably because 

one verse in Isaiah’s song resonated with the hopes of everyone who had endured 

World War II, particularly those who joined Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in the 

American struggle with Civil Rights. Isaiah 4:2 was a life verse for King. Here it is in 

the King James Version he used in preaching.viii “. . . they shall beat their swords into 

plowshares, and their spears into pruninghooks: nation shall not lift up sword against 

nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” (Isaiah 2:4, KJV) Looking no further 

than Wikipedia, there is a long list of its influence this idea of “swords into 

plowshares” on our world now. That list includes interpretation by a Russian 

sculpture into a bronze statue commissioned for the United Nations art collection. 

Isaiah 2:4 has been quoted by two military veteran presidents: Dwight Eisenhower (a 

veteran of both World Wars) in his 1961 Farewell Address, and Jimmy Carter (who 

served as an officer in the post WWII nuclear submarine fleet) as he joined Anwar 

Sadat and Menachem Begin as they signed the peace accord between Egypt and Israel. 

We have even begun singing this lyric again at performances of Les Misérables (1980), 

returning it to our active memory as current folk music of the world. Perhaps you will 

start singing as you read Isaiah 2:4 in that lyric here:  

They will live again in freedom 
In the garden of the Lord. 
They will walk behind the ploughshare, 
They will put away the sword. 
The chain will be broken 
And all men will have their reward.ix 
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 The songs we sing in Advent are important because they are a gateway to all 
humans praying together. We may not even realize that we are beginning to pray 
when we sing. But whenever a lyric works its way so deep in our memories and 
emotions that we no longer need printed music nor projected words, those lyrics are 
means by which the Spirit Christ promised us speaks to us, even when we do not 
realize we are listening.  
 This year, I hope that we have many opportunities to sing White Christmas.  This 

year, I hope we can sing the finale from Les Mis. Singing songs of hope with each 

other is key to keeping Advent as we look forward to Christ’s return. Awareness of 

what we sing makes room for the Holy Spirit to lead us to Christ’s promised return. 

As we sing from tradition, we nurture hope. Singing together, we teach each other the  

promises of hope. 

 Amen.   

 

i White Christmas—The Musical November 18—December 18, 2022; John H Potter Theater.    ThePhipps.org 
ii Irving Berlin 1940, first performed publically by Bing Crosby December 25, 1941 
iii From memory.  
iv https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_Christmas_(song) Accessed on 11/22/2022.  
v Paramount Pictures Corporation, 1942 
vi From memory.  
vii Arlo Guthrie, from memory; probably in a monolog  on the double album Precious Friends (Pete Seeger & Arlo 
Guthrie, Warner Records, 1981). Folk music was the focus of Seeger’s academic work at Harvard, he may have 
coined the phrase “folk music process” long before he dropped out of Harvard to be a folk singer. 
viii While Rev. Dr. King held a PhD in theology, his preaching practice was to use the most commonly owned Bible of 
his listeners. Thanks to the Gideons, for many Americans in the mid-twentieth century, that was the King James 
translation. 
ix All citations in this paragraph, including this lyric are from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swords_to_ploughshares    Accessed on 11/24/2022.  
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