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Call To Worship

Let there be light
The light of joy, the light of happiness, and the light of contentment
May it illuminate our paths and fill our lives with peace

And let there be dark
For it is from our dark places that we are brought forward
Tried and tested 
And impelled toward growth
It is in these places that we realize compassion and learn to love

And there was day and there was night. 
And there was joy and there was sorrow. 
And it was good.  (Andrew Pakula) 

Sermon
Dark is a problematical thing for us puny human beings.  

You may remember the now-discontinued comic strip Calvin and Hobbes.  Calvin is a small boy.  Hobbes is a tiger, seen as a stuffed animal by adults in the strip, but very much alive and interacting in Calvin’s private life.

Calvin, kicking the ground with a worried expression on his face says, “Since September, it’s just gotten colder and colder.  There’s less daylight now, I’ve noticed, too.  Oh no!  This can only mean one thing!  The sun is going out!  In a few more months earth will be a dark and lifeless ball of ice!”  
A little later, Calvin reports to Hobbes, “Dad says the sun isn’t going out.  He says it’s colder because our hemisphere is tilted away from the sun now.  Isn’t it sad how some people’s grip on their lives is so precarious that they’ll embrace any preposterous delusion rather than face an occasional bleak truth?”

Calvin is expressing one of humanity’s ancient, ancient fears, as we see the light going away and feel the chill encroaching.  What if the light just keeps on going, and does not return?  What if we end up in a world that is night-black at all times?  

Our deep instincts, rising from thousands and thousands of years, tell us that the dark is literally a dangerous place, full of large and fierce creatures who can actually see without much light, and who will be delighted to eat us and our families and friends. 
Non-literally—but more importantly for us civilized folk—our darknesses are full of spiritual shadows and fierceness.  All humans, at times in our lives, find ourselves in the darks of grief, sadness, depression and despair.  Our opening song reminds us that the earth is bare at this time of year.  In another verse—one not in our Unitarian Universalist hymnal—the writer speaks of “the hour when the wings are frozen.”
Human beings invented festivals and ceremonies of light, designed expressly for this time of year.  In the northern hemisphere this year, the Winter Solstice comes at 11:03 p.m. on Monday, December 21.  Hallelujah!  The earth makes that little tilt (Calvin’s dad was right) and lo, and behold, the days start getting longer.  Our Jewish friends celebrate Hanukkah, in which the oil lamp stays miraculously lit for eight days.  The Hindu festival of lights, Divali, signifies the victory of light over darkness, knowledge over ignorance, good over evil, and hope over despair.
This morning, though, even as I celebrate the returning light, I want to lift up the importance of dark.  Our souls require that we honor, not deny the shadow side of our being.  Our call to worship tells us:
For it is from our dark places that we are brought forward

Tried and tested 

And impelled toward growth

It is in these places that we realize compassion and learn to love

The dark is important and honorable—in fact, indispensable.  Honoring the dark, so necessary to our soul’s wholeness, is simple but not easy:  when we are in a darkness—loss, illness, addiction, loneliness, self-loathing, suffering of any kind—our way back to a nourishing light is to face and live through the darkness itself.  Our true way back keeps us in the lightless places for as long as necessary, as long as it takes—and we bring the mystery of what we learn with us, as we emerge.  We turn away from over-activity and we find a stillness.  As we live with the bare earth, the song asks us to
Give up [our] strength the seed to nourish,
That in course the flower may flourish.
When grief, sadness, loneliness rend us, we sit with them.
************************************

Let us just take a moment to close our eyes and reflect upon a time of spiritual or emotional darkness, then or now.  Feel a little of that confusion, the fear.  Breathe.  Feel the courage it takes to be there, not to deny.  Feel the faith:  the only way out is through.  Glimpse the light, here with you now, or assuredly there in time.
***************************************

In the times that we dwell in light, we are grateful and can give forth our blessings.  When it is otherwise, we take the darkness and emptiness into ourselves.  We join T. S. Eliot, who says:
I said to my soul, be still, and let the dark come upon you

Which shall be the darkness of God.   

This is the stuff of poetry and story.
I have a story, a personal story that is, to me, worthy of this season of miracle-and-light stories.  This experience did not magically lift me into perpetual light-filled journeying, but its power has never left me.  It was only a matter of a few hours, and those few hours did not make me into a permanently-enlightened being.  But those few hours gave me images of hope and faith and light that have remained in my heart.
St. Gertrude’s Monastery sits on a hill high above Cottonwood, Idaho, a sweeping view of the Camas Prairie below, hills of field and forest rising above.  The original building, 100 years old, is created from large stones of blue porphyry, quarried above the monastery.  Two bright red towers sit atop the blue-gray stones, small gold crosses shining on the towers.
The “chapel”—a large sanctuary, with dark wood choir stalls facing each other—welcomes the worshipper to holiness and mystery, with its stations of the cross, its Marys, its saints, and with its very large, modern altarpieces, changed for the seasons. 
St. Gertrude’s is a Benedictine women’s community, with the mission “Prayer awakens.  Justice compels.  Compassion acts.”  Their vision is to respond to the world’s needs through healing hospitality, grateful simplicity and creative peacemaking.  The sisters pray the Psalms antiphonally morning and evening, and celebrate Mass at noon.  They are deeply religious, and they laugh a lot.  They are enormously practical, dedicated to stewardship of the environment, and genuinely embracing of all who enter their doors.  
It was mid-March, 2008, and I had begun a six-month sabbatical.  I was in the middle of 30 days at the monastery, dedicating myself to spiritual pursuits:  I painted; I wrote; I attended Praise services; I read; I walked; I meditated.  I talked to Sister Lillian, spiritual advisor to retreatants, a couple of times a week. I prayed as unceasingly as I could, for myself, for my congregation, for everything and all creation.  My hope was to become closer to God as I understand God.  My longing was, through all these forms of prayer, to descend deeper into Mystery and perhaps to become more compassionate, more humble, more generous of spirit.
Well, it turns out that this seeking God business is not all sweetness and light.  Given the right time and place—like an embracing Benedictine women’s community, with the safety of time and place and acceptance—a person can discover that darkness is part of finding the holy and whole parts of the soul.
One night, about 4:00 am, I awoke from a terrible nightmare.  In the dream, I had stepped outside a building in the dead of night, into the arms of three thugs, who proceeded to beat me up.  I woke up terrified and battered-feeling, knowing there were things about myself I had to face.
I wrapped an afghan around me and positioned the rocking chair in front of the floor-to-ceiling window.  For at least an hour, I rocked, weeping, even gasping in pain, my heart wrung with what the old mystics must have meant when they spoke of dark nights of the soul.  I knew there were things I would have to do, as a result of this spiritual upheaval, things that would take time and could bring me insight into my character, my relationship with the Holy, my way of being in the world.  I knew I would have to change.

But right then, all I could do was accept the dark.  All I could do was sit and cry.  I sat in the darkness of my unknowing.
Very gradually, the sky began to lighten, ever so slightly, just before the dawn.  I thought I saw a movement in the great Ponderosa pine tree’s silhouette across the road. Yes!  Wings separated from the tree, and the shadow of an enormous owl drifted across the sky, alighting on the roof of the building to my left.  I could breathe again, still crying, but now the pain was mixed with gratitude for that great wise predator bird, whose silhouette watched.
I rocked in wonder, as dawn approached, bringing color back into the world.  Suddenly, three deer leaped over the fence across the grass and strolled to my window, where I sat in the dark.  They munched grass within a couple of yards of me, sometimes raising their lovely heads and “looking” into my room with their great soft eyes.  Now my tears of despair were mixed with amazement and joy.  When full light arrived, the does ambled away, bounded back over the fence with unspeakable grace, and returned to the woods.
The owl unfolded its great wings again and glided into the pine tree.
The sun’s rays crept into my window.
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Closing Words

You darkness, that I come from,

I love you more than all the fires

that fence in the world,

for the fire makes

a circle of light for everyone,

and then no one outside learns of you.

But the darkness pulls in everything:

shapes and fires, animals and myself,

how easily it gathers them!—

powers and people—

and it is possible a great energy is moving near me

I have faith in nights.  (Rainer Maria Rilke in  Fox, 152)
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