
Entering the Dark 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 12/3/17 

   
Reading: “With or Without Candlelight,” by John Marsh [With or Without Candlelight, UUA 
Meditation Anthology, ed. Victoria Safford, Skinner House Books, 2009] 

If you are going to meditate by candlelight,  
do not hurry to light the candle.  
The glow may concentrate your energies, but it will cost you  
the contours of the room. 

If you walk the night forest by flashlight,  
the electric beam may reveal details on your path,  
but you will lose everything  
outside your concentrated ray.  
All that your light does not expose will become alien.  
The sounds of animals will frighten you. 

Shut off the beam, and you will travel the night forest 
as one who belongs. 

Let us praise things dark and beautiful: 

The quiet of closed eyelids 
The childhood of chocolate  
The respectability of newsprint 
The suddenness of a bat’s wing  
The invitation of brewing coffee 
The persistence of tar  
The gentleness of nutmeg 
The temptation of a cave.  

If you are going to meditate by candlelight,  
Do not hurry to light the candle. 

Entering the Dark 

A few years ago I picked up a little book about the hours of the day, in the sense of the 
ancient Roman Catholic contemplative practice of observing times of prayer at particular hours 
of the day. The book is Seven Sacred Pauses: Living Mindfully through the Hours of the Day, by 
Macrina Wiederkehr.  I was interested in the idea of pausing throughout the day as a way to quiet 
and center myself, and I did develop a spiritual practice from it.  But I discovered something else 
that I wasn’t expecting in the book: the idea of each day having a natural ebb and flow, a time of 
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increasing energy and then a time of decreasing energy. First comes Matins. These names are all 
Latin words. Matins is the time before dawn.  If you are awake during this time, the wee hours of 
the morning, it would be the time for waiting, watching, and trusting—that day and light and 
good will come. Next comes Lauds, which is sunrise, the time of awakening, greeting the light, 
and welcoming the new day. Then Terce, midmorning, the time of beginning, of intentionally 
dedicating your day or your work or yourself. Then comes midday, noontime, called Sext. You 
could imagine it like an arc, with Sext at the peak as the hour of the greatest natural energy, the 
greatest illumination. At midday you are fully committing to what you are doing. Then comes 
Nones, midafternoon, and here the arc of the day starts to curve back down, and this is the time 
to reflect on how you are spending the day and to aim toward finishing well. Twilight is Vespers, 
a time to quiet down and to release the day, to let it go. And finally, nighttime is Compline, the 
time to rest and to enter the dark and the silence.  

There is an assumption here that the day will come to a close around dinner time, and of 
course that’s not always the case, but I think the idea that energy rises and then falls is really 
important. Many of us keep pushing all the time, expecting that our energy should always be 
high, and it doesn’t work that way, at least not well, or forever.  We need a time of quieting and 
resting—and processing—and a good night’s sleep, so we can be ready again the next morning.  
We weren’t built to be high-energy all the time.  We were made for both morning and evening, 
building and releasing, day and night. And I have come to love Compline, that moment when I 
totally rest from the day and enter the silence and the dark. 

I have to admit that it wasn’t always so.  I went through a time when I was afraid to go to 
sleep at night.  It happened after my mother died and I suddenly became the older generation.  In 
my immediate family, I was the oldest person, and that scared me and it kept me awake more 
than a few nights. Lots of things can keep us awake at night. As Joan Chittester wrote, in her 
book Between the Dark and the Daylight, “There is a part of the soul that stirs at night, in the 
dark and soundless times of day, when our defenses are down and our daylight distractions no 
longer serve to protect us from ourselves. What we suppress in the light emerges clearly in the 
dusk.  It’s then, in the still of life, when we least expect it, that questions emerge from the damp 
murkiness of our inner underworld. … Questions about life … The kind of questions to which 
there is no one answer but which, nevertheless, plague us for attention” [Between the Dark and 
the Daylight: Embracing the Contradictions of Life, Image, 2015]. 

This is an aspect of the dark that can be very difficult, and more so for some than for others, 
but the dark also has a softness and a beauty all its own.  We can see things in the dark that we 
don’t see in the light of day, just as we see different constellations at different times of the year. 
The constellations are all there all the time, but we only see the ones that are in the opposite 
direction from the sun, because when we’re seeing the sun, we’re not seeing the stars. In the 
dark, we see things that we don’t see in the sunlight.  In the dark, we sense things, using different 
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ways of knowing. Things germinate and grow in the dark. Dreamtime comes in the dark.  It’s no 
wonder that Louis Armstrong, in his song “What a Wonderful World,” calls nighttime “the dark 
sacred night,” and Dylan Thomas calls it the “close and holy darkness.” 

We also see the natural rhythm of light and dark in the turn of the seasons. Earth builds in the 
springtime, and everything is full and high energy in summer, and then in the fall there’s the 
harvest and then the dying back, and then—then we enter the dark time of the year. We city and 
town dwellers almost never get total darkness, like I remember from my childhood in the 
country.  I could look out my bedroom window toward the barn and see nothing but darkness. 
That’s hard to find around here. But we still know—our bodies know—that the sun sets earlier 
and earlier each day, and rises later. We go to sleep in the dark and we wake up in the dark. And 
the earth rests. The land lies fallow and the seeds and bulbs lie dormant, waiting for a season, 
before they will sprout and grow and flower again. All of life waits, subdued by winter, hidden in 
mystery.  On the Christian calendar today is the first Sunday of Advent, the beginning of about 
four weeks of waiting and preparation for the birth of Jesus. There is wisdom in that tradition. 
We all need time to wait, time to rest and be still. The dark reminds us and invites us into the 
mystery. 

American author Hal Borland writes, “Summer ends, and Autumn comes, and [those who] 
would have it otherwise would have high tide always and a full moon every night; and thus … 
would never know the rhythms that are at the heart of life.” These rhythms show us that there are 
times to let go, like the trees let go their leaves. They show us the beauty of the bare trees against 
the winter sky. And then they show us that the dying leaves fertilize the ground, and the dying 
plants hold the seeds that will become next year’s growth and flowers and fruit.  

The dark of winter reminds us to quiet ourselves, to listen to our own thoughts and dreams 
and to find the peace that is within us. The mystics throughout the ages have known this truth: 
when we look deep inside we find strength and serenity. We find what we need. Not always 
instantly—it’s all a process—but peace dwells within.   

Hanukkah and Christmas are coming, the Solstice is coming, the return of the light is 
coming, the new year is coming!  New beginnings are waiting to emerge. But first we have this 
holy dark—the long nights, the winter sleep, the hush of snow.  It is a gift, this time of transition, 
inviting us to pause, to turn inward, to get in touch with what’s in our hearts, and to remember 
that we are part of an ongoing cycle of generativity and rest and renewal. 

Dark of winter, soft and still, your quiet calm surrounds me. 
Let my thoughts go where they will; ease my mind profoundly. 
And then my soul will sing a song, a blessed song of love eternal. 
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In these next moments, I’m going to invite you to come forward and light these candles in 
honor of the cycles of all of life. Think back over what this past year has meant for you. What 
endings or beginnings have there been for you?  Has there been a death, a letting go of 
something? Has there been a birth, a new venture?  What might be waiting to emerge? Come and 
light a candle to honor the changes and the losses, the ebb and the flow, the light and the dark.  
… 

May this season of darkness be a time of blessing and creativity for you. May the darkness 
hold you and may the resting and the quiet nurture you until the light returns.  Amen. 
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