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Here are Benedictus we are, as most of you know, ‘daring to go dark’ for a few
weeks. The theme of our Retreat in Daily Life is ‘“To Know the Dark’ and we’ve begun
to explore the range and significance of the metaphor of darkness in Christian life.
Much of the time, in our religious imagination, ‘darkness’ is contrasted negatively
with ‘light’. In John’s gospel, for example, darkness and night connote evil, as in ‘the
light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because
their deeds were evil’ (3.19). John’s Jesus proclaims ‘we must work the works of him
who sent me while it is day; night is coming when no one can work’ (9.4). In our
wider culture, the metaphor tends to function in the same way. Campaigns against
corruption seek, for example, to ‘shed light in dark places’ or to ‘light a candle in the
dark’; we speak of ‘shady deals’, the ‘dark web’, and of living in ‘dark times’.

And yet, there’s another whole metaphorical field of reference relating to
darkness in our tradition. In this field, | think it’s fair to say, ‘darkness’ still connotes
difficulty or at least a heightened sense of vulnerability. Most of us don’t find
darkness easy to navigate. Nevertheless, in this tradition, darkness isn’t necessarily
evil or opposed to God. Cycles of light and dark, day and night, are part of the cycle
of life, and time in the dark can be fruitful — even for creatures who aren’t habitually
nocturnal. Indeed, spiritually speaking, entering the darkness of unknowing,
undergoing the eclipse of our certainties, waiting for seeds of new life to germinate
deep underground, are necessary movements in the transforming process. As
Christine brought out in her reflection last week, there’s something about the
unravelling of our carefully planned lives, getting to the end of old ways of being and
seeing and having to attune our senses differently in the dark, that can enlarge our

capacity for God and break us open to fuller life.



Yet having said this, it seems to me that the possibility of coming through
darkness enlightened and expanded is not guaranteed and should not be
romanticised. The experience of existential darkness, especially when it befalls as a
consequence of illness, injustice, or profound loss can be overwhelming and we can
lose our way, become disoriented, defended, paralysed by fear. And this is why we
need the wisdom of a tradition, the companionship of others and the grace of God to
uncover its gifts; it’s why the potential fruitfulness of time in dark, its capacity to
yield a harvest, is connected with a practice of active trust in God. Tonight I'd like to

say a little more about this practice of active trust.

The great teachers of contemplation recognise that, even if our life
circumstances don’t take us there, radical, self-forgetting prayer will lead us
eventually into the dark. This is because such prayer will draw us beyond the
certainties and conventional pieties of religion, into a vast and silent land. Laurence
Freeman writes that in contemplative prayer the ‘searchlight of consciousness’ is
being turned away from ourselves and directed towards no thing in particular (since
God is not an object of our awareness). We thus gradually enter what ‘John of the
Cross describes ... as the “night of the senses” in which you move from a familiar
devotional kind of religious experience with a significant degree of ego satisfaction
into the self-less vision of contemplation’.* This can feel deeply disorienting and
painful — more like a loss of faith and any sense of God’s presence than its increase.
But what’s happening here is a purification. We’re being drawn beyond our ego-ic,
possessive desire for God, into a self-less loving of God for God’s own sake,
regardless of what we experience God as feeling like or doing for us.

When prayer brings us to this darkened place, this night of the senses, what’s
required of us is that we keep entrusting ourselves, giving our consent, even without
being able to see or feel what’s happening. God is infinitely beyond what we can ask

or think, and we are being made ready to receive the gift of God’s self. But to try to
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imagine ourselves experiencing this before the gift is given is to fall into falsity.
According to Teresa of Avila, we must not seek to imagine or to know what God is
doing in the soul. As Carmelite scholar Ruth Burrows puts it: ‘God wills us to keep our
eyes closed and not seek to peer into his face. Any attempt of that kind would lead
to illusions which are only a form of idol making’. She goes on to refer to the story of
God’s encounter with Moses, when God says: ‘you cannot see my face; for man shall
not see me and live ..., and his promise to put Moses in the cleft in the rock and
cover him with his hand while his glory passes by.” According to Burrows, ‘During the
encounter [with God] we are sheltered by the darkness of his outstretched hand; we
see nothing; when God has passed by, then we know of his passing, not at first,
perhaps, but as we correspond and grow and these encounters increase in number
and depth; we begin to “know” the Lord, God’s inmost nature’.> We are changed at a
different level.

This sense of being unable to ‘see’ what God is doing in the soul as it
progresses towards union with God is developed further by Teresa. She draws on the
notion of hiddenness from the text of Colossians, ‘You have died and your life is hid
with Christ in God’ (Col 3.3), and offers the image of the soul as a silkworm who must
spin the cocoon in which it hides itself while it awaits its transformation into a
butterfly, without knowing how or when its transformation will be complete.”

It’s not easy to yield ourselves to this darkness, to entrust ourselves to
processes we do not control. In the circumstances of our life and in our prayer, it
calls for the refusal to panic when we find ourselves in places we cannot see our way.
It means not flailing around trying to force an outcome, nor retreating to the illusory
security of a superficially more illumined way. The important thing, according to
Teresa, ‘is to go on putting oneself in the position where grace can be received, like a

child at the breast’.
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There is then what some have called a ‘willed passivity’ involved in trusting
the dark. Passivity suggests the letting go of agency, waiting on the agency of
another; but ‘willed passivity’ suggests this is an active choice, requiring ongoing
consent. In such a state, the soul is like the ‘weaned child’ of our psalm. Unlike the
nursing child, who has no choice but to rest against its mother’s breast, the weaned
child is capable of resisting, wriggling, refusing to be quiet and still. Someone who
has calmed and quieted her soul so that it is ‘like the weaned child that is with me’, is
someone choosing to entrust herself to another despite being capable of pushing
away. This is the posture of active trust to which the psalmist exhorts God’s faithful
people. Israel — whose name means one who strives or wrestles or contends with
God —is invited to cease striving, to become still and receptive. ‘O Israel, hope in the
Lord’. Enter the darkness of faith.

| wonder what this invitation suggests to you as, perhaps, you find yourself
wrestling with or agitated by painful life circumstances. As you feel yourself

distressed by what feels like God’s absence or silence in your prayer, and the

darkening of your way.




The image on the screen comes from our Benedictus artists’ resource for this
season. It’s by Mary Macken-Horarik and is of the old person’s cave at Uluru, which
Mary has sculpted in clay. This is a cave where the old people would stay in the heat
of the day, resting, overseeing the children, generation after generation. Mary said
that as she and Stefan spent time there, a sense of the heaviness and beauty of that
place descended on her. Gradually, as their eyes adjusted to the gloom, they could
make out images on walls that had been blackened by centuries of smoke — figures in
red and black, human and animal, labyrinthine lines suggesting paths. The dark was
suffused with centuries of resting, creating and watching, full of luminous feeling and
goodness. To me, it suggests something too of Teresa’s cocoon — the enclosing space
we consent to enter and stay awhile, in the dark, trusting ourselves actively but
without agitation to something being wrought in and for us, as we wait on God.

As we gaze on this image, you might like to take a moment now to name for
yourself the parts of your life, your experience or your prayer, that you are finding
painful or agitating, Let yourself be present to them ... and then ... enter into the
cave, yield yourself and your agitation to the darkness of faith, let your soul come to
rest within you, like a weaned child with its mother ... and trust.

| will close with a poem by Rilke which accompanies Mary’s image in the
resource book.

You, darkness, of whom | am born —
| love you more than the flame
that limits the world

to the circle it illumines
and excludes all the rest.

But the darkness embraces everything:
shapes and shadows, creatures and me,

people, nations — just as they are.

It lets me imagine
a great presence stirred beside me.

| believe in the night.

—Rainer Maria Rilke from The Book of Hours translated by Joanna Macy and Anita Barrows



