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The image on the screen by Kate Smith is from our Benedictus ‘To Know the Dark’

resource. It’s entitled ‘Did the Stars Shine Between Noon and 3pm?’

Commenting on these images, Kate wrote: ‘| found the theme of darkness
confronting. However, | kept thinking about the three hours of darkness that fall
while Jesus is on the cross. This caught my attention in a very literal way — just what
sort of darkness? Was it gloomy, or pitch black, or like a regular eclipse. Did the stars

still shine in those hours of darkness? | made many versions of a basic image —a



cross against the night sky. The repetition and simplicity allowed me to become more
comfortable pondering the theme of darkness’.

The gospel writers depict Jesus’ death as the triumph of darkness — he is
betrayed at night and, when he hangs on the cross through the middle of the day,
darkness is said to cover the whole land. Jesus himself says to the authorities who
arrest him, ‘this is your hour, and the power of darkness!’ But have you ever asked
yourself just what sort of darkness it was? | haven't.

Take a moment to gaze at Kate’s images. You might notice patches of dark
clearly delineated in some of the frames, and other places where shadow or a sense
of darkness tends to suffuse or encroach on the whole. Where do you notice colour
co-existing with the dark? How are light and dark related in the different images?
How does each create the possibility of the other? Where is the dark located — at the
edges, in the centre? Notice the nature of the dark itself, its varying density and
texture. | wonder what these images suggest to you about your own experience of
darkness. [Stop Screen Share]

For six weeks we’ve been invited to dare ‘to know the dark’. Part of what |
think we’ve discovered is how many sorts of darkness there are, and how variously
darkness can enter and shape our experience. There’s the ‘Out of the depths | cry to
you’ kind of darkness where we feel ourselves overwhelmed or pressed down by
events — swallowed by a whale, mired in an abyss, reduced to nothing. Grief,
depression, illness, disaster, betrayal — in these dark depths we may suffer greatly
and mostly we are helpless to extricate ourselves at will. It’s not that there is nothing
for us to do, but at some level we must wait on something shifting within us or
without.

Then there’s the darkness of unknowing, which is often precipitated by our
descent to the depths. Here as well as undergoing grief, anger and sadness, we suffer
the additional pain of losing our way, the collapse of our capacity to make sense of
things. The maps we used to follow, the identity we used to be sure of, the God we

thought we knew no longer seem real. Maybe it’s a major life transition, maybe a



confrontation with our own shadow, maybe a function of prayer bringing us to the
end of words, but we can find ourselves in a process of profound unmaking. As it was
for Paul on the road to Damascus, this unravelling may be necessary if we’re to come
closer, ultimately, to the truth of things. But the initial impact is felt as a darkening, a
kind of blindness, a terrifying loss of orientation and control.

There’s another sort of darkness which is full of dread. This can be an impact
(as it was for Jesus) of being beset by evil, malice and lies, the force of that negation
and destruction which preys upon life and light. But sometimes the darkness of
dread isn’t so much a sign of evil, as of profound vulnerability. I'm thinking of the
darkness that befell Abraham after God had promised to make him the father of a
great nation. This should have been good news but, according to the story, when
Abraham prepared the sacrifice to ratify the promise, ‘as the sun was going down, a
deep sleep fell upon [him], and lo, a dread, even a great darkness, fell upon him’
(Genesis 15. 12). Is it that as he consents to covenant with God, Abraham must
confront the terrifying contingency of his existence, or the magnitude of his
involvement or the depth of his fear? The text explains nothing, but perhaps you too
have known times of existential dread, ‘a great darkness’, descending in the night.

And finally, there’s the darkness or shadowing which occurs as a kind of
protection or mercy, a welcome relief from the glare of exposure and demands of
the day. Often, in Scripture, God acts to protect God’s people from being
overwhelmed by divine light, or exposed beyond their capacity to bear it. There’s the
cloud, for example, that surrounds Mount Sinai to hide the glory of the Lord, which
was like a devouring fire (Exodus 24.15-17), and the cloud from which the voice of
God speaks to Jesus’ disciples on the Mount of Transfiguration (Mark 9.7). To protect
him, God put Moses in the cleft of a rock and covered him with his hand while his
glory passed by (Exodus 33.22), while Mary was promised that the power of the
Most High would overshadow, but not annihilate, her. In such encounters, the
darkness of God is like the friendly dark which allows us room to be and to rest, a

place where something may be gently conceived or integrated or seen differently,



the sheltering dark of the soil in which a seed may take root and grow. And, of
course, as in Kate’s images, any or all these shades of dark, these facets of the
experience of darkness, may be interwoven with each other.

To come to know the dark, then, calls for a deepening capacity to discern the
dark. If we feel ourselves in some kind of dark place we might ask Kate’s question:
‘just what sort of darkness’? What does this particular darkness require of me, or
offer to me? Is it a merciful dark? Maybe after a long period of exposure or strain,
I’'m being offered time to rest awhile, to hibernate, let some hidden process of
healing happen beyond reach of my self-conscious mind. Maybe I’'m in the anguished
darkness of loss and stripping, where | am pressed down to the depths, and find
myself crying, ‘how long, O Lord?’. Or maybe it’s the disoriented darkness of
unknowing where my primary task is to stay put, resisting the urge to dispel the
tension by reaching for some artificial light, short-circuiting a process which of
necessity takes time.

And although we’ve been focusing on the personal dimension of knowing the
dark, | wonder if the same invitation to discern the dark and responses appropriate
to it might be significant corporately too? Some have said that our whole society is
undergoing a kind of ‘dark night’ — an unravelling of old certainties and identities, a
troubled awareness of alienation which is provoking fear, anxiety, even dread.
Perhaps attending to the nature of this collective experience of ‘darkness’ may help
us better discern what’s happening and how to live it well.

So where are we left as we draw this season to a close? Let me offer a couple
of final thoughts. The first is that although our experience of darkness can vary
greatly and though it’s important to discern the dark, what remains vital is the
presence of God in and through it all. We may not always ‘feel’ this presence —in
fact, often, in extremis, we don’t. But the stubborn assertion of faith is, as the
psalmist puts it, that ‘with the Lord there is steadfast love, and with him is great
power to redeem’. Likewise, the book of Lamentations maintains against all the

odds, that ‘the steadfast love of the Lord never ceases’ (Lamentations 3. 22-23), and



St Paul witnesses that nothing can separate us from the love of God, ‘neither death,
nor life ... nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth,
not anything else in all creation” (Rom. 8.38-29). God is with us in the darkness and,
as the cross of Christ shows, even the darkness of evil cannot vanquish the love and
life of God. This means that in and through all the shades of dark that may befall us,
our fundamental calling does not change. We are to deepen our listening, seeking in
all things to hear and obey the promptings of God’s word. As the psalmist puts it, we
are to ‘wait for the Lord’, to ‘hope in the Lord’.

Notice, then, what this implies. As counter-intuitive as it seems, we are not, in
the first instance, waiting for the dawn; we’re not waiting for the light to return, for
the darkness to yield or for our desired outcome to arise. Of course, when things are
hard, when a difficult darkness presses in, we do hope like this — we all look for light
at the end of the tunnel, for a new shoot to rise from the wintry ground. But
sometimes it doesn’t. The illness takes its course, the relationship isn’t saved, the
grinding poverty is never eased. What then?

The psalmist waits differently. ‘1 wait for the Lord ... my soul waits for the Lord
more than those who watch for the morning, more than those who watch for the
morning’. And notice that telling repetition. The intensity with which the psalmist
waits and watches for God, exceeds any watching for day. Because the psalmist
knows that the redemption that comes from God, the transfiguration of our lives by
God, happens at a different level than the level of our circumstances. It’s not
reducible to getting what we want, but involves the gradual illumination of our
whole being by God’s freedom and love.

Our tradition holds that as we keep faith in the dark, as we open ourselves in
the deepest places to God, we will become ever more receptive, ever more
transparent to the divine life. Then, often without our realising it directly, we begin
to be and see differently. We come to look with the eyes of compassion, we perceive
the hidden wholeness, we shed light and bring life to others. Our own circumstances,

our own felt experience of life may never be unremittingly sunny, but we are



nevertheless growing towards the light. Faith means seeking God in all things, loving
God for God’s own sake, neither avoiding the times we call dark, nor clinging to the
times we call light, but trusting ourselves to the One who ‘forms light and creates
darkness’ (Isaiah 45.7), offering ourselves in and through it all for God’s service and

for love of the world. And so may we keep faith with this way.



