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Hope in the Dark 
 
When we find ourselves entering a new season of life, as we do today entering 
this season of Advent, I often find myself reminded again of how one of the great 
gifts of our faith tradition is that we’ve inherited a unique and a different way of 
marking time and of moving through the rhythms of the year. Through the 
liturgical history of the church, in other words, we’ve inherited what we can think 
of as a sacred calendar—a calendar which responds less to the consumer 
rhythms of a retail world, and more to the rhythms of the spirit, rhythms which 
include time for rest and restoration; time to be contemplative and pensive; time 
to give ourselves entirely to worship or to prayer or to the service to others 
without thought or worry about return; time in other words to slow the pace down; 
time enough even to sit with those thoughts and questions and silences that 
other calendars and other ways of marking time seem so eager to distract us 
from.  
 
According to our church calendar, for example, this week, as the first week in 
Advent, marks the beginning of the new year. And so not with the loud, sparkly 
New Year’s parade of January 1st, and not even quite yet with the bright joyful 
lights of Christmas day, but instead we begin the new year today in a quieter 
place, and in a decidedly darker place, as these days that we’re in now count 
among the darkest days of the year.  
 
This idea that we begin the new year today in darkness fits well with another way 
that our tradition marks time, in that in the ancient Hebrew tradition each new day 
is said to begin not in the morning with sunrise, and not even with the stroke of 
midnight as the clock changes rather arbitrarily from PM to AM, but each new day 
begins instead at sunset, or more specifically, in that liminal twilight just after 
sunset, or more specifically yet, each new day begins at precisely that moment 
when three stars become visible in the young night sky.  
 
Given that these four Sundays of Advent invite us to mark the beginning of the 
year by spending some time in the dark, what I’d propose today is simply that we 
do just that—that we sit with darkness as our main theme, whatever that might 
mean for you today—be it spiritual, physical, literal, or metaphorical darkness—
and that we linger with it awhile, and that we try to see what it might have to 
teach us, what gifts it might have, that we try in other words to befriend the 
darkness.  
 
Today what I hope to offer then with these remarks is a sort of introduction to the 
theme of darkness, and one of the first things, I think, about the dark that we can 



note is that biologically at least, although the “night owls” among us might 
disagree, we are among those creatures classified as diurnal rather than 
nocturnal, and so taking darkness as our theme might be a bit uncomfortable at 
first, just as when we leave our well-lit homes to walk out into the dark night it 
might take a few minutes for the pupils of our eyes to dilate and adjust. 
 
We can notice in the beginning then really how cautious and wary and suspicious 
we can be of the night, an experience or an attitude which our scripture seems at 
times all too eager to reiterate and reinforce. Time and again not only in our 
scripture but in sacred writings around the world, we find light celebrated and 
darkness denigrated, light and dark forming one of the most basic dichotomies 
through which all of creation is parsed and separated—and almost invariably in 
this scheme, that which is good and true and desirable is said to fall on the side 
of light, whereas that which is dangerous and deceitful and perhaps even evil 
falls on the side of darkness.  
 
This prejudice against the dark even finds its way into our language. We look up 
the definition of the word “light,” for example, and we find first, “the form of energy 
that makes it possible to see things; something that makes vision possible,” and 
then soon after this physical description we make a metaphorical leap, and we 
find “light” further defined as: “spiritual illumination; inner light; a set of high 
principles, standards, or opinions; knowledge; truth; enlightenment.” 
 
And then we go to look up the word “darkness,” where we find, first: “devoid or 
partially devoid of light; not light in color: of a color that is closer to black than 
white,” and then, a little further down in the definition we find “darkness” further 
defined as: “arising from or showing evil traits; dismal; gloomy; relating to grim or 
depressing circumstances; lacking knowledge or culture: unenlightened.” 
 
Unenlightened. One of my hopes today and these weeks is that we might try to 
turn this verdict back on these very definitions themselves, as “unenlightened” 
seems a better description for the fact that we still to this day let these prejudices 
seep into our usage of the terms light and dark, and for proof we don’t have to 
look much further than the news and the events of this past week, both with 
Black Friday and with the boycott Black Out Black Friday.  
 
So I want to try to be clear about this today—in taking darkness as our theme 
these weeks, I see our path as a difficult and an uphill one, or I see our task as 
sort of swimming against the current—swimming against the current of our 
culture which privileges light over dark, and even swimming against the main 
current of our scriptures which too often denigrate darkness as a spiritual evil. 
 
And yet every now and then, even in today’s brightly lit world, and even in our 
ancient scriptures, we can catch glimpses of the wonderful gifts that the night and 



the darkness have to offer. “I will give you the treasures of darkness,” as we 
heard God today saying through the prophet Isaiah, and so maybe you arrive 
home one of these short Advent days sometime after the sun has set, sometime 
after the first three stars have become visible in the young night sky, and so 
sometime early in the newest day during this newest new year, and maybe 
instead of rushing to the door and turning the lights on, banishing the darkness 
with that flood of artificial light, maybe instead you take a moment, and you just 
stand there, and you let your eyes adjust, your pupils dilating naturally without 
any effort on your own part, and you let yourself look up, and you let yourself get 
lost in that moment of wonder, lost in that endless and luminous dark blanket of 
stars, and you find yourself then in that exact same timeless moment when we 
suddenly realize our small human place within the grandeur of the universe, 
much like that same timeless moment when the ancient Hebrew psalmist of long 
ago looked up at the same night sky and wrote:  “When I look, God, at your 
majestic heavens, the work of your fingers,/ the moon and the stars that you 
have established;/ what are human beings that you are mindful of them?” (Psalm 
8)  
 
We might want to start today by counting these then, among the gifts of the night: 
a sense of proper human humility at our place in the grand scheme of things; the 
particular feeling of awe and wonder that our ancestors unanimously concur 
marks the beginning of wisdom; the inevitable blessings that come when we’re 
forced to slow down, when, as we do in the dark, we have to watch where we’re 
going, when we have to pay closer attention to things, and when we have rely 
less on a single sense like sight and more on a mix of all our wonderfully 
endowed senses; and last, but not least, the night seems to offer the gift of the 
type of hopeful faith that scripture speaks to us of, as in the New Testament letter 
which defines: “faith as the assurance of things hoped for; the evidence of things 
unseen.” (Hebrews 11:1) 
 
As a guide for us as we explore darkness during this Advent season, I’d 
recommend a book that I’ve found to be quite helpful on this theme—the book is 
called Learning to Walk in the Dark, by Barbara Brown Taylor, who is a former 
Episcopal priest and who is currently a Religion Professor at Piedmont College in 
northern Georgia. Just so you know, I’ve had the Vermont Book Shop on Main St. 
in Middlebury order at least 10 copies for us at a 15% discount if you mention the 
Weybridge Church, and they assured me that they’d order more if we need to. 
The church also, we can provide a few free copies of the book if you’re unable to 
pay for it at this time as well.   
 
I wanted to give you heads up that I’ll be drawing on this book the next couple 
weeks, and for those of you interested in diving deeper, I also wanted to give you 
notice that on the Third Sunday of Advent, December 14th, we’ll try to gather for a 
dinner book group discussion—Gale Hurd has graciously offered to host us at 



her house, and weather permitting, we’re hoping to explore the dark together 
first-hand by taking a short night walk on the trails in the beautiful Hurd Grassland 
Preserve, so stay tuned for more information on that event on the 14th.  
 
Finally, as a taste for what this book has to offer, I want to end today with a short 
quote from it. Contrasting what she calls a “full solar spirituality,” which focuses 
relentlessly only on the sunny side of things, with what she calls a “lunar 
spirituality,” Taylor writes:   
 
 “There are days when I would give anything to share [the solar] vision of the 
world…but my spiritual gifts do not seem to include the gift of solar spirituality. 
Instead, I have been given the gift of lunar spirituality, in which the divine light 
available to me waxes and wanes with the season. When I go out on my porch at 
night, the moon never looks the same way twice. Some nights it is as round and 
bright as a headlight; other nights it is thinner than the sickle hanging in my 
garage. Some nights it is high in the sky, and other nights low over the 
mountains. Some nights it is altogether gone, leaving a vast web of stars that are 
brighter in its absence. All in all, the moon is a truer mirror for my soul than the 
sun that looks the same every day…After I stopped thinking all these fluctuations 
meant something was wrong with me, a great curiosity opened up: what would 
my life with God look like if I trusted this rhythm instead of opposing it?” 
 
Maybe a similar “great curiousity” will open among us also today—what would our life 
with God look like if we befriended the darkness? 
 


