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Words of Harvard historian E.O. Wilson: Modern humanity is distinguished by Paleolithic 
emotions, medieval institutions, and god-like technology.  
  
Over many years, I have been visited by what musicians call an earworm. Earworm is a tune you 
can’t get out of your head.  

People close to me know my earworm. They may not know the name of the tune, but 
they may be able to hum it for you.  

Of the Father’s love begotten, ere the worlds began to be.  
And it’s not just at Christmas time. I’ll catch myself singing it in the dead of summer. 

Sometimes, a couple of words escape before I realize I’m singing it. 
A few years ago, I decided to explore what made my ear itch for the tune. Next time the 

tune had its way with me, I’d mark situation that sparked the tune.  
I had just talked to a friend who told me about a wedding she recently attended. The 

couple was getting married to one another for the second time. The first marriage ended in a 
nasty divorce.  

Remarriage isn’t that remarkable. Nothing to spontaneously sing about. What was 
noteworthy, which was why my friend told me the story in the first place, was the sermon. The 
groom’s bishop preached the sermon. The groom was a candidate for ordination. 

The bishop began by asking those in the congregation over 50 to raise their hands. He 
then said that he, too, was over 50. The bishop said that a lot of water had gone over the dam. He 
had a host of regrets. He betrayed those closest to him. He kept significant secrets to cover his 
rear. He lied. He was a cantankerous presence in his monastic community more times than he 
liked to think. He had gotten out of hand with drink. He had done the money thing; spending doe 
he didn’t have on things he didn’t need. He said anger had gotten him into many a mess; like the 
time he threw an erasure at a priest under his charge. 

After the bishop finished his public confession, he said one simple thing. Sam and Laura 
are two people over 50, just like us, who, by standing hand in hand now, mirror the amazing 
grace of God, a grace grounded in reconciling love, the power of which works miracles. He 
offered an Amen and went on with the rest of the service. 

Of the Father’s love begotten, ere the worlds began to be.  
The bishop’s blessing of each of us, who have, well, lived anywhere else but 

Pleasantville, is the diagnostic stick I use to discover when and why the tune leaps out.  
The hymn springs from an experience of peace. Not peace as quietness. Rather, peace as 

harmony. A harmony that, like any good harmony, contains dissonant voices just unitive enough 
to move towards some meaningful resolution. The peace that Plato, in The Republic, referred to 
as contradictory impressions which awaken reflection. The peace, according to Jeremiah, in 
today’s Hebrew Scripture, that turns mourning into joy, sorrow into gladness. The peace St. Paul 
announced as passing all understanding. The peace that the bishop described as Sam and Laura 
holding hands again.  



The more-ness of Christmas is this: The cosmos began as an exhalation of peace, a big 
bang of convivial joy. What escaped from heaven—maybe even serendipitously, unwittingly, 
playfully—was love so full as to put forth, and at the same time reconcile, every atom of 
existence and experience, creating an interconnected, interdependent, unitive bond moving 
towards completion. A consummation the nature of which will move all creation, dead and alive, 
to yodel Yes in perfect harmony. A foretaste of which every now and then moves me to sing, Of 
the Father’s love begotten, ere the worlds began to be. 

The nearness of Christmas is this: Heaven’s joyful exclamation was begotten in the birth 
of a landless Jewish tradesperson, born in what today would be the backseat of an abandoned car. 
The joyful sigh that brought into existence and reconciled every inch and aspect of life was 
audible in the way Jesus lived and died and rose again. 

The immediacy of Christmas is this: Christmas comes when we are blessed in all our 
blightedness by another’s Jesus-like love; a love that forgets the past, affirms the present, and 
offers the promise of a future.  

The challenge of Christmas is this: That we, recipients of Jesus-like love, be ambassadors 
of it to persons and communities frozen by the past, judged in the present, blocked from a future. 

The risk of Christmas is this: What if Jesus-like love offered to a broken and divided 
American society is of an octane that takes us just so far and not far enough regarding 
reconciling one to another, each to all? What if we can’t find enough common ground on which 
to establish the beloved community? Are we throwing good love after bad? That’s the double 
dog dare.  

I asked myself these questions, while listening, last week, to Freakonomics radio on 
NPR. The show was about the dubious distinction of the United States as the most individualistic 
nation in the world. By far.  

Here’s what the research shows: Runaway individualism results in: more divorces; a 
faster pace of living; a more masculine psyche, which means more fighting; a discomfort with 
difference; a more market driven, less family-oriented lifestyle; and more indulgent, less 
restrained people.  

I wonder how many of these characteristics affected Sam and Laura’s first stab at 
marriage? Or, for that matter, my first marriage.  

So, what if my favorite hymn shows up when life-the-way-it-really-is in America is 
stymied for a moment, stood down now and again, by acts of Jesus-like love? What if such love 
breaks the cycle of systemic despair here and there?  

Jesus-like love, according to British musician Brian Eno, disturbs the EGO system, based 
on competition. Jesus-like love prospers an ECO system sustained by cooperation and 
collaboration. The cosmic web of the ECO system is the foundation of the beloved community 
and our hope for an ailing world.  

Bill, could you be a bit more specific, please? 
Sure, like last Thursday night, when our daughter, Sarah Frances, and her family, 

welcomed into their home, with open arms and big tears, their best friends, who had just lost 
their home in the Marshall fire in Boulder County, CO.  

Mi casa su casa. My house your house.  
Of the Father’s Love Begotten, ere the worlds began to be. 
Amen.  
 


