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Over the past month or so, as I observed people preparing for the holidays, the 
opening stanza of a poem by William Blake kept running through my mind. It comes 
from his collection of Songs of Innocence and Experience. Blake wrote these lines about 
London more than two hundred years ago, but they apply equally well to present-day 
New York. Blake writes: 

 
I wander thro’ each charter’d street, 
Near where the charter’d Thames does flow. 
And mark in every face I meet 
Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

 
The difficulty of these days has marked us in myriad ways, and our faces can’t 

always disguise our feelings — whether of weakness and woe, or perhaps sadness and 
sorrow, or sometimes even distress and despair. Especially over the past half-dozen 
years, we have lost a great deal as individuals and as a nation. We now find ourselves 
alienated from each other by political partisanship, divided by economic inequality, 
threatened by environmental catastrophe, and imperiled by a tenacious pandemic.  

It’s true that we are exceedingly fortunate not to be living in the year 541, when 
the bubonic plague struck Egypt and swiftly spread across the eastern Roman Empire, 
wiping out one-third to one-half of its population. We are also exceedingly fortunate not 
to be living in 1349, when the so-called Black Death wiped out half of Europe, or in 1918, 
when the flu killed between 50 million and 100 million people, most of them young 
adults. The medical marvels we have witnessed over the past two years in combating the 
coronavirus have been extraordinary, even if some misguided people have failed to avail 
themselves of these benefits. 

Just because things have been worse in the past or might get even worse in the 
future, however, doesn’t mean we don’t feel beleaguered now, even if the economy is 
doing relatively well and the world is relatively at peace. On average, our blood pressure 
as Americans is up. Fatal drug overdoses have skyrocketed as well, especially among 
Black Americans. Earlier this week, the Surgeon General issued a worrisome report 
about the rise in depression, anxiety, impulsive behavior, and attempted suicides among 
children and adolescents.  

About the time William Blake was writing songs of innocence and experience 
about faces in London marked by weakness and woe, Charles Dickens was writing a 
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novel about the same city that framed the situation in similar terms. He called it A Tale 
of Two Cities. The novel begins with one of the best opening sentences ever written. 
Dickens writes: 

 
It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, 
it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of 
incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was 
the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before 
us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were 
all going direct the other way — in short, the period was so far like the 
present period that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being 
received, for good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only. 
 
Today, we also have lots of noisy authorities, some insisting that these are the 

best of times in human history, and others despairing that these are the worst — that 
planet Earth and its human population are bound for a hellish future. As many of you 
know, I was born sunny side up and thus tend to err on the side of optimism. But the 
fact that some things today are wonderful doesn’t mean that the woeful things in our 
lives and world aren’t genuinely woeful. If we don’t address these issues — climate 
change, inequality, bigotry, and various forms of tyranny, among others — they will take 
us down. 

In difficult times throughout human history, people have looked for someone to 
rescue them. In ancient times, circumstances occasionally became so dire that people 
believed divine intervention was necessary. Sometimes the savior took the form of 
heroic figures like Gilgamesh or Hercules, who were thought to be half god and half 
human.  

The Christian New Testament takes up the theme of a savior who is both human 
and divine — but then increases the ante. The followers of Jesus would eventually claim 
that half and half wasn’t enough. They ended up insisting that Jesus was both fully 
human and fully divine. The means by which Jesus supposedly achieved this status is 
simple, if implausible: he was conceived by the Holy Ghost and a virgin named Mary. 
 What should we make of this awkward idea? If we are going to celebrate 
Christmas, we can hardly avoid it. The virgin birth is essential to the Christmas story 
and has been the centerpiece of countless works of visual and musical art over the 
centuries. The term “son of a virgin” has a literal meaning: son of a woman who has 
never had sexual relations with a man. But the phrase has often been translated 
poetically, and helpfully, as “child of innocence.”  

The common meaning of the word “innocent,” of course, is “not guilty”. In 
Christian theology, Jesus needed to be born of a virgin to escape the guilt of sin that gets 
passed down through the generations. Only then could he live a perfect life and die a 
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perfect death to atone for all human sin. For most of us, this contrived sequence of 
unlikely events pushes the implausibility index well beyond our comfort level.  

I’d like to suggest an alternate interpretation. The original meaning of the word 
“innocent” has nothing to do with lack of guilt. In one of his essays on medicine, the 
ancient Greek physician Hippocrates — probable source of the Hippocratic Oath taken 
by physicians today — says that when physicians are treating disease, they should “make 
a habit of two things: to help, or at least to do no harm.” Translated into Latin, the 
phrase “to do no harm” became “non nocere,” which is the root of our word “innocent.” 
To be innocent is to be unharmed. 

In a world wracked by suffering, loss, violence, and fear, I believe Christmas 
season is about our ongoing need for the rebirth of innocence. It’s about our longing to 
be fragile yet unharmed, needy yet not abused, open yet not violated. It’s about love 
uncompromised by greed, hope undaunted by loss, faith untainted by fear. We celebrate 
this ancient tale about a baby born of a virgin — not because we believe in magic, but 
because we believe cynics do not have the final word. If we open our hearts to those 
around us, innocence can be reborn even today, even in us. 

Lucille Clifton, who died about 10 years ago at the age of 73, was one of our 
nation’s most celebrated poets — a National Book Award winner and two-time Pulitzer 
Prize nominee. In addition to numerous volumes of poetry, she also wrote more than 16 
books for children, written expressly for an African-American audience. My favorite 
poem by Clifton employs a nautical metaphor to express the hope that life’s rising tide 
may somehow carry us beyond the face of fear. With the wind at our back, we can face 
the future with innocence and openness. In her poem titled “Blessing the Boats,” she 
writes: 

 
may the tide 
that is entering even now 
the lip of our understanding 
carry you out 
beyond the face of fear 
may you kiss 
the wind then turn from it 
certain that it will 
love your back may you 
open your eyes to water 
water waving forever 
and may you in your innocence 
sail through this to that 
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This is our hope, especially in the Christmas season: that we may in our 
innocence sail through these troubling times to that better shore in the distance. The 
good news for us is that Charles Dickens doesn’t leave us hamstrung between the worst 
of times and best of times, between our problems and our potential, between our 
sinfulness and our innocence. In the story of Ebenezer Scrooge in A Christmas Carol, 
Dickens shows us what the birth of innocence looks like. 

 As the story begins, Scrooge exemplifies the worst in fallen humanity. In 
Dickens’ words, Scrooge is “a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone…a squeezing, 
wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old sinner!” After a nocturnal visit 
from the ghost of his deceased partner Jacob Marley, as well as visits from the ghosts of 
Christmases past, present, and future, Scrooge sees the error of his narrow-minded and 
self-centered ways. He awakens on Christmas morning to find himself a changed man. 
He discovers that he is laughing and crying at the same time.  

“I don’t know what to do!” he says. “I am as light as a feather. I am as happy as an 
angel. I am as merry as a schoolboy. I am as giddy as a drunken man. I don’t know what 
day of the month it is… I don’t know anything. I’m quite a baby. Never mind. I don’t 
care. I’d rather be a baby!” 

Dickens gets Christmas exactly right. Christmas is about becoming childlike — a 
child of innocence and openness, a child of inspiration and imagination, a child of 
wonder and celebration. It’s pausing in the chilly time of year to realize that we are 
weary of being anxious and fearful.  

This Christmas season, I encourage you to take a page from Scrooge. Maybe even 
read the story again or at least watch the movie. It will remind you that your business in 
this world is the happiness and welfare of those around you. By reaching out to others, 
you will ease their anxieties and fears, and you will find your own life transformed as 
well. 

Give your heart away. Express gratitude for the good things in your life. Say 
“thank you” and “I love you” whenever you have a chance. Open your arms like a child 
and take it all in. Even in a bleak midwinter, even in a world of pain, when our hearts are 
open, love is born again.  


