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Joy and the Dark 
 

Don’t you know? Haven’t you heard? 
    Wasn’t it announced to you from the beginning? 

These are powerful, maybe even startling questions that both open and then echo in 
our reading today. The writer Franz Kafka once said about the power of writing that 
good writing should be like a pick-axe that breaks up the frozen sea within us. These 
words from Isaiah, I think, can meet that high mark—Don’t you know? Haven’t your 
heard? Or as another contemporary translation puts it, Have you not been paying 
attention? Have you not been listening? 

If these are able to strike us today as jolting, startling questions—if we can let ourselves 
for a moment feel the prophet’s question mark here as something like a pick-axe 
breaking up the frozen sea within us—then I think these ancient words can still 
accomplish their purpose, reminding us again about how if we want to sense and 
perceive for ourselves first hand something of who God is and what God is like, then 
first we have to let our tendency toward dulled complacency be broken up like ice, first 
we have to let our frozen indifference to the sheer wonder of life begin to melt.  

If these questions do leave us a bit startled and bewildered, the prophet then goes on 
to remind us of one of the most straightforward and one of the best ways we know for 
re-kindling this type of basic awe and reverence—stop whatever it is you’re doing, the 
prophet suggests, and instead: “Look up at the stars and consider: Who created these? 
Who brings out their attendants one by one, summoning each star by name?  

Look up at the stars and consider. 

Although it is a debated etymology among scholars, one theory has it that there is an 
intimate and delightful connection here, the very word consider having within its history 
a direct reference to the stars. Here’s how one etymology dictionary puts it:  

 “consider (v.) late 14c., from Old French considerer (13c.) “reflect on, consider, study,” 
from Latin considerare “to look at closerly, observe,” perhaps literally “to observe the 
stars,” from com- “with” + sidus (genitive sideris) “constellation” (see sidereal).”    

To consider in this sense, to perhaps literally “observe the stars” is what I propose we 
try to do here today and with our third week of exploring our Advent themes of 
darkness and the night, and particularly today when we think of the Advent gift of Joy, 
what, when we think about a dark night, what could be more joyful than a sky full of 
stars?  

Unfortunately the weather wasn’t cooperating with me on this one this week. Like many 
of you, I’m sure, I was pretty glued to the weather forecasts with the winter storm 
arriving, but I was also, in light of trying to follow Isaiah’s directions of looking up at the 



night sky and considering, equally glued to the stargazing forecasts. Before this week I 
have to admit, I hadn’t known that there was such a thing as a stargazing forecast, but 
just like you can get a 10-day weather forecast you can also get a 10-day stargazing 
forecast, which I think is pretty neat actually and so I’ll try to send the link out to that 
forecast this week—but as you can imagine with the snow and the clouds, just about 
each day this week was noted as being “poor” to “very poor” for stargazing, today 
actually, being the only day this week noted as being “fair” for considering the stars. 

And so if perhaps after hearing our scripture this morning you also feel compelled to 
consider or re-consider the night sky, tonight might be a good night to begin, and since 
I’m sort of a new convert to it this as of this week, I’m sorry to say but I just have to try 
to share a bit of my new convert’s zeal with you and to point out a few interesting 
things happening tonight in the night sky, should you want to look up at what Emerson 
put well as “the sky as the ultimate art gallery just above us”:  

So first, a few of the planets will be visible tonight—Venus, for example, sometimes 
called Earth’s sister on account of being a similarly sized terrestrial planet, is slowly 
rising this month just over the southwestern horizon and to find it, just look for the 
second brightest thing out there behind the moon; and also this month Mercury and 
Mars will both also be visible low in the west/southwest sky, and Jupiter also with its 
four large moons will be rising this month just before midnight in the east; there’s also, 
happening tonight and tonight only, a Geminid meteor shower of good size that will be 
visible tonight before midnight, and if you happen to catch this event, it’s estimated that 
there will be about 100 to 120 meteors per hour. 

And then, at around midnight the moon will rise half-illuminated, half-dark in what’s 
called its “last quarter phase” looking sort of like a slightly up-tilted teacup, the light 
illuminating the bottom half of the moon which might remind us also of where the sun 
happens to be at midnight, which is somewhere literally below us on the other side of 
the earth and so illuminating both the moon and the earth from below rather than from 
above as we generally think about it; and then after tonight, if you continue to follow the 
moon this week—practicing what, in Barbara Brown Taylor’s book Learning to Walk in 
the Dark, she calls “the gift of lunar spirituality, in which the divine light available to [us] 
waxes and wanes with the season,” the moon then being perhaps “a truer mirror of the 
soul than the sun that [shines] the same every day.”—So if you do choose to continue 
on this lunar path this week you’ll follow the moon in its waning crescent phase as the 
teacup moon continues to pour out its light until empty, until the completely darkened 
new moon marks the winter solstice on the 21st, and so making for a fitting ending for 
us here I think as well, as we’ll be concluding our Advent journey next Sunday on the 
darkest day of the year.  

As an aside, if you were here last week you’d be right to point out a sort of 
contradiction in my preaching between last week and this, which is last week here we 
focused on sleep as one of the gifts of the night, and I cited the Center for Disease 
Control which has recently named sleep deprivation a national public health epidemic, 
and so I suggested that we each embrace the idea of sleeping more, and then here I 
am this week and I cannot help but suggest staying up past midnight to watch the 



moonrise, and so I just want to apologize today for giving you such mixed 
messages…but there you have it… 

Anyways, so I was hoping this week to do some first-hand considering and observing 
of the stars, but given the poor stargazing conditions, I found myself just thinking more 
generally about that most basic human experience of considering the stars—of in some 
way trying, by way of looking up into that infinite expanse, to get a sense of our 
bearings; looking up at the stars as that age-old way of seeking a sense of navigation, 
direction, purpose, place, meaning.  

From that basic, universal experience, I then as I hope you’ll also do this week, began 
recalling my own particular personal experience of it; how growing up in Cleveland, OH 
and the surrounding area the stars, as unfortunately in many places and for many 
people, didn’t play much of a role in my day-to-day life, which only made it all the more 
special when, as a family, each summer we’d pack up our black Dodge minivan, and 
we’d drive up from Ohio to our family’s cabin in northern Wisconsin, where, particularly 
on those warm summer nights, stargazing or watching the moon rise became almost a 
nightly event and one of the true highlights of each day.  

The best was when we would stay up late, and then brave the cold, dark waters of the 
lake and go nightswimming, the point being not necessarily the swimming itself, but 
nightswimming as a means of making it out to the raft away from shore, where me and 
my cousins, we’d lie on our backs, which is probably the best stargazing posture, and 
we’d just look out together—out really being a better way to think about it given our 
positioning in space rather than up—and so we’d look out, and maybe someone would 
point out a common constellation or two, or maybe someone would raise the 
intractable question as to life’s meaning, but the silences out on that raft also were just 
as beautiful, just as the dark, vacant, empty space between the stars only makes their 
light seem brighter.  

I’ve heard it said that there are two basic responses that we might have when we look 
out into the starry heavens. On the one hand, the unfathomable vastness of it all can 
make us shudder with a feeling of our own smallness and relative insignificance in the 
grand scheme of things—it can make us feel, as Isaiah reminds us, as small as a 
grasshopper; or on the other hand, a second and equally valid response could be that 
by way of considering the stars, the boundaries between us and the rest of creation 
might begin to loosen, and we might begin to identify with the vastness of it all, we 
might begin thinking about how if God is infinite then how could creation, how could the 
universe be anything less, and if that’s true then how could we be anything less, and so 
we might begin feeling incomparably large and endless; feeling maybe something like 
how Isaiah also puts it, feeling like we’re soaring through space on eagles wings.  

Don’t you know? Have you not been paying attention?, the prophet asks us in our often 
all-too complacent, all-too frozen lives. Stop whatever it is you’re doing, and look out at 
the night skies, look out and consider.	  


