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20	June	2026	

	
Unsaying,	Shedding,	Relinquishment	(Psalm	4)	

©	Chris;ne	Gilbert	
	

We’re	nearing	the	end	of	our	‘To	know	the	dark’	series,	and	here	in	the	Southern	

Hemisphere,	we’ll	soon	move	through	the	longest	night.	Over	these	weeks	we’ve	

played	with	images	like	soil,	cocoons,	caves,	buckets,	and	hems	that	besiege	us.	I	

wonder	how	it’s	been	for	you.	What’s	staying	with	you?	Where	have	you	experienced	

difficulty?	What’s	growing	stronger?		

As	rich	as	these	images	may	be,	Meister	Eckhart	and	other	mysLcs	teach	us	we	

find	God	‘not	by	adding’	more	words,	images	and	spiritual	acLviLes—even	

contemplaLve	ones!—but	‘by	a	process	of	subtracLon’.	Eckhart	preached:	

The	word	is	a	hidden	word	and	comes	in	the	darkness	of	the	night.	To	enter	
this	darkness	put	away	all	voices	and	sounds,	all	images	and	likenesses.	For	no	
image	has	ever	reached	into	the	soul’s	foundaLon	where…	God’s	own	being	is	
effecLve.©	

	

Therefore,	at	this	stage,	we	find	that	unsaying,	shedding	and	relinquishing	are	some	

of	what	it	means	to	inhabit	a	maturing	faith.	These	words	are	compelling	to	me,	

though	I’m	oVen	unaware	of	what	needs	to	be	unsaid,	shed,	and	relinquished	unLl	I	

noLce	the	hard	grip	of	aWachment	and	over-investment—including	over	the	process	

itself.		

I	remember	my	early	days	on	what	some	call	‘the	wayless	way’.	I	would	

someLmes	find	myself	exasperated	and	in	tears,	especially	when	the	expectaLon	for	

external,	measurable	results	pressed	in.	I	would	cry	out	to	my	spiritual	director	and	

anyone	who	would	listen	saying	things	like,	‘I	don’t	know	what	I’m	doing…	nothing	is	

happening…’	and	on	the	lowest	days,	‘I’m	failing.’				
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Recognising	how	we	can	be	churned	up	at	Lmes,	the	psalmist	implores	us	

once	again	to	‘put	our	trust’	in	God;	trust	the	journey.	‘I	will	both	lie	down	and	sleep	

in	peace,’	says	the	psalmist,	‘for	you	alone,	O	Lord,	make	me	lie	down	in	safety.’		

The	Hebrew	word	translated	as	‘both’	in	this	verse	brings	together	two	things	

that	do	not	by	default	go	together.	Feeling	safe	and	at	peace	in	a	keeping	beyond	our	

control	isn’t	a	given.	I	hear	in	these	verses	an	awareness	that	we	can	give	cogniLve	

assent	to	faith	yet	struggle	against	the	‘willed	passivity’©	it	requires.		

Psalm	4	addresses	our	trembling	and	disturbances	by	instrucLng	us	to	

‘ponder’—or	as	the	Hebrew	literally	puts	it	‘speak	in	our	hearts	to	God’	about	such	

things—and	be	outwardly	silent’.	Might	the	remedy	to	our	struggles	with	‘the	

wayless	way’	be,	not	to	return	too	quickly	to	what’s	familiar,	but	to	go	deeper	into	

the	wordless,	imageless	dark	and	to	wait	there	in	a	recepLve	state	for	Something	

More?	

This	is	‘how	God	comes	to	the	soul’	writes	MechLld	of	Magdeburg,	‘I	descend	

on	my	love	/	As	dew	on	a	flower.’		And	she	writes:		

Of	all	that	God	has	shown	me		

I	can	speak	just	the	smallest	word		

Not	more	than	a	honey	bee		

Takes	on	his	foot		

From	an	overspilling	jar.©	

	

MechLld’s	delighhul	poems	remind	us	the	aim	of	unsaying,	shedding	and	

relinquishing	is	not	to	leave	us	bereV,	desolate	in	a	pile	of	shaWered	words	and	

images.	As	humans,	words	and	images	are	an	important	part	of	how	we	relate—to	

one	another	and	to	God.	They’re	important.	But	holding	them	loosely	is	essenLal.				

In	a	poem	Ltled	‘Words’,	Wendell	Berry	asks,	‘Is	there	a	world	beyond	words?’	

‘There	is,’	he	answers	confidently	and	implores	himself	as	a	writer	to,	‘Just	stop.’		

He	goes	on:	
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…We	can	sit	sLll,	

keep	silent,	let	the	phoebe,	the	sycamore,	

the	river,	the	stone	call	themselves	

by	whatever	they	call	themselves,	their	own	

sounds,	their	own	silence,	and	thus	

may	know	for	a	moment	the	nearness	

of	the	world…©		

	

What	MechLld,	Berry	and	others	encourage	is	unmediated	divine	encounter.	Rather	

than	focusing	on	the	finger	poinLng	at	the	moon,	it’s	possible	to	be	enfolded	and	

penetrated	by	the	moon	herself;	to	be	caught	up	in	the	entanglement	of	Divinity	in	a	

world	blessed	by	God	and	made	alive	by	incarnated	love.	Such	encounters	are	

beyond	descripLon	or	replicaLon,	yet	they	move	us	and	are	the	making	of	us.	

Allowing	our	hearts	to	be	‘strangely	warmed’	and	our	bodies	to	Lngle	with	

Unseen	Presence	is	risky.	It	takes	nerve	to	be	this	undefended	and	open.	When	we	

‘just	stop’	and	become	fully	present,	we	become	more	aware	of	everything—the	

delights	as	well	as	the	heartache.	It	takes	courage	and	pracAce	to	stay	with	and	move	

through	what	is	uncovered	in	the	dark	of	the	‘the	wayless	way’.	

Those	of	us	who	parLcipated	in	the	CreaLve	Arts	Retreat	this	year	prayed	a	

form	of	Compline	each	night.	The	closing	prayer	in	tonight’s	liturgy	and	John	

Coleman’s	version	of	Psalm	4	which	he	will	sing	at	the	end	of	worship	were	part	of	

our	observance.		

Compline	is	the	final	hour	of	prayer	in	the	Divine	Office	that	includes	the	

chanLng	of	Psalm	4	each	night.	As	the	dark	falls	around	us,	Compline	leads	into	what	

is	called	the	Great	Silence	which	lasts	unLl	the	first	hour	of	prayer	in	the	new	day.	In	

sleep,	we	quite	literally	surrender	our	lives	to	God’s	keeping.	In	the	BenedicLne	

tradiLon,	Compline	and	the	Great	Silence	are	opportuniLes	to	pracLce	dying	well—

the	ulLmate	in	relinquishment	and	the	ulLmate	in	divine	encounter.		
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When	the	art	makers	met	together	the	first	Lme,	John	confessed	he	oVen	

avoids	facing	the	darkness	in	his	life.	Yet,	aVer	some	reflecLon,	he	shared,	‘I	know	

that	if	I	didn’t	have	these	experiences,	I	wouldn’t	love	as	deeply	or	cry	as	easily	or	

create	the	things	that,	for	beWer	or	worse,	I	create.’		

John	provided	three	images	for	the	RIDL	resource	that	depict	something	of	

this	‘wayless	way’	in	his	life.	Tonight	we’ll	explore	the	middle	painLng	in	this	journey	

called	“Towards	HasLngs	Bay”.	The	image	reflects	the	moment	of	surrender—that	is,	

the	agreement	to	set	out	into	the	dark	night	of	discovery.		

	

 
	

I	invite	you	to	imagine	yourself	as	the	liWle	boat	on	the	leV	of	the	painLng’s	

foreground.	Or,	if	it’s	easier,	imagine	yourself	in	this	liWle	boat.	NoLce	what	is	around	

you…	noLce	the	water	that	upholds	you.	Is	it	calm?	rippling?	clear?	murky?		

What	is	it	like	for	this	boat	on	the	water?	How	does	it	feel	to	be	here,	

preparing	to	set	out?	What	sensaLons	and	memories	arise	for	you?	

	



 5 

I	invite	you	to	liV	your	eyes	to	the	horizon.	Take	in	the	land	across	the	way.	

How	does	it	appear	to	you?	NoLce	your	responses	to	colour,	textures?	NoLce,	too,	

the	watery	straight	between	the	two	islands.	What	is	evoked	by	the	horizon	for	you?	

I	invite	you	to	turn	your	aWenLon	to	the	sky…	The	clouds	take	up	a	large	

porLon	of	the	painLng.	They	are	a	big	part	of	this	story	and	are	a	contrast	to	the	Lny	

boat.	NoLce	the	cross	of	light	in	the	sky—a	hinLng	at	the	self-emptying	way	of	Christ.	

What	story	do	you	hear	in	the	sky	and	clouds?		

Let’s	return	to	the	boat	and	spend	our	final	moments	there.	What	does	this	

boat	need	as	she/he	prepares	for	the	journey?	What	do	you	need	right	now?	Is	there	

something	you	wish	to	shed	or	relinquish	before	seqng	out?...	What	do	you	noLce	

when	you	imagine	leqng	go?	

I	invite	you	to	ask	the	boat	for	a	wise	word	or	a	piece	of	advice	as	you	push	

out	into	the	night	of	discovery.	

For	all	that	has	been	revealed…	thank	you.	Even	as	we	savour	what	has	come,	

we	hold	every	word,	insight,	every	piece	of	wisdom	loosely—a	Lny	drop	of	honey	

from	your	overspilling	jar	of	love.	May	the	sweet	resonance	remain	providing	

strength	and	courage	for	our	pilgrimage.	Amen		

	
WORDS	

1	

What	is	one	to	make	of	a	life	given	

to	puqng	things	into	words,	

saying	them,	wriLng	them	down?	

Is	there	a	world	beyond	words?	

There	is.	But	don’t	start,	don’t	

go	on	about	the	tree	unqualified,	

standing	in	light	that	shines	

to	Lme’s	end	beyond	its	summoning	

name.	Don’t	praise	the	speechless		

starlight,	the	unspeakable	dawn.	

Just	stop.	
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2	

	 	 Well,	we	can	stop	

for	a	while,	if	we	try	hard	enough,	

if	we	are	lucky.	We	can	sit	sLll,	

keep	silent,	let	the	phoebe,	the	sycamore,	

the	river,	the	stone	call	themselves	

by	whatever	they	call	themselves,	their	own	

sounds,	their	own	silence,	and	thus	

may	know	for	a	moment	the	nearness	

of	the	world,	its	vastness,	

its	vast	variousness,	far	and	near,	

which	only	silence	knows.	And	then	

we	must	call	all	things	by	name	

out	of	the	silence	again	to	be	with	us,	

or	die	of	namelessness.	


