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I 

I don’t remember whether my mother turned on a night light beside my bed when she 
tucked me in to bed at night.  

I don’t remember being afraid that there were big, ugly, scary monsters hiding under my 
bed, waiting to grab me as soon as the lights were out. 

And I’m certain that I never had to be rescued by an owl after getting lost in the woods 
on a dark and moonless night.  

But like the little boy who got lost in the woods, I’ve been afraid of the dark and, every 
now and then, I’m still afraid—afraid in the darkness of night, afraid of what I can’t see, afraid 
of what I imagine may be lurking in the darkness, afraid of the unknown, afraid of what I might 
discover in the dark corners of my soul.  

And like the little boy who got lost in the woods, I’ve also come to discover some of the 
many blessings and gifts that darkness has to offer.  

II 
Standing alone in the dark on the side of a deserted road at three o’clock in the morning 

beneath a starry sky as I was hitchhiking from Boston to Alabama forty-five years ago, I felt for 
the first time how vast and timeless the universe must be and really realized, in that moment, 
that, as small, fleeting and cosmically insignificant as our lives may be, I am and we are, all of 
us, part of All that is and All that was and All that will be.    

Waking up early, packing my pack, lacing my boots, and setting out long before daylight 
each morning on my five-week journey on the Camino de Santiago this past fall, I discovered 
the beauty, stillness, and peace of walking in the dark, watching the moon slowly wax and wane 
and the darkness of night gradually fade into the dawning of a new day.  

Participating in a trust walk activity—walking at night along a mountain trail near 
Highlands, North Carolina, in complete silence, without flashlights, in single file with my hand 
on the shoulder of the person in front of me and the hand of the person behind me on my 
shoulder—taught me, in a way that I didn’t know before, how our very lives depend on each 
other; how we need each other and others need us; what it means to walk in faith.  

Descending into the darkness of a cave deep beneath a jungle in Belize illuminated only 
by the faint beams of headlamps that revealed, now and then, the sacrifices made by ancient 
Mayan priests reminded me how fragile and precious life is and how overwhelming the 
darkness can be when the light flickers and dies.  

And it has been by sitting with, struggling with, and stumbling through the metaphorical 
but all-too-real darkness of personal despair, doubt, confusion and loss that I’ve learned who 
and what I really am, who and what I’m called to be, how to hope, and how to love.  

III 
It’s no accident that so many winter holidays—Hanukkah, Diwali, Yule, and Christmas—

celebrate, in different ways, the triumph of light over darkness: the return of the sun, the light 
of justice and freedom, the birth of a child who will bring light to a dark and sinful world.  

In times of darkness, we long for the light. And so, during this holiday season, let us 
kindle once again the candles of Advent wreaths and Hanukkah menorahs as the bright and 



twinkling lights of Christmas trees, Moravian stars, and shopping malls shine in the night and 
Yule logs blaze—lights that shine in the midst of winter’s darkness: lights of hope, joy, peace, 
and love to dispel the darkness of hatred, suffering, violence, fear, and despair.  

But let us remember that there is power and beauty in darkness as well as light.  
Let us not seek to banish the darkness by shining light into all the dark corners of our 

world, our homes, and our lives.  
Let us dwell in the darkness for a while, having faith that the light will return.  
Let us give thanks for the many gifts that darkness brings:  

 the darkness that nurtured and protected us before our birth; 

 the darkness that nourishes the seeds of hope, joy, peace, and love that are 
buried deep within the soil of our lives, waiting to burst forth in the warmth of 
the coming spring; 

 the darkness that offers rest and respite from the labor and busyness of our 
days; 

 the regenerative and healing power of darkness that is necessary for creativity 
and new life;  

 the darkness in which we dream; 

 the darkness that brings us face to face with ourselves and the fears, regrets, 
unhealed wounds, and anxieties that lurk in the shadows of our hearts and souls; 

 the darkness, without which, we would never see the stars.  
IV 

May we, in this time of darkness punctuated by the lights of the holiday season, hear 
the call of winter’s darkness—the darkness that, in the words of Rev. Victoria Safford, “calls us 
inward, to deep questions and old stories.”  

The darkness of December in which we wonder as we wander, “listening for the lost 
voices of … ancestors,” revisiting “ancient mysteries, and [celebrating] traditions, whose origins 
we cannot trace, regarding light and stars, angel wings and wonder.”  

“The stars,” Safford writes, “hang lower in the evening sky. They seem closer to us 
now,” she says, “and it doesn’t matter, really, if they are lumps of molten rock a billion miles 
away or magical portents of miracles and grace….” 

What matters, she says, is that, as the darkness deepens all around and “companioned 
… by old stories and … the distant light of ancient suns, which the first tellers of those stories 
saw with all-too-human eyes,” we make room, “in the crowded clutter and the clamor of these 
busy, sad, and anxious days, for curiosity, mystery and wonder burning like a star [in the night], 
make room for grief and fear, for gratitude courage, and beauty, and make room, as well, for 
the quiet and resilient hope that waits in the soil of the soul.” 

May it be so. 


