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Love of the Dark 
 
Although the text doesn’t tell us what time of day the angel Gabriel visits Mary here, as I 
imagine it, and as the season of Advent with its central theme of darkness might invite 
us to imagine it, I picture the angel visiting Mary in the dark, and if not in the literal 
darkness of night, then at least in a type of figurative darkness, as the young Mary here 
suddenly finds the very conditions of her life wrapped in a new and wondrous mystery, 
perhaps a bit like how nightfall wraps the clear certainty of day in a new and more 
secretive cloak of shadows. 
 
So we find Mary beginning in the dark here—much perplexed by the angels words, and 
wondering what sort of greeting this might be—and we find Mary going on to end in the 
dark as well, as when with her prayerful “let it be” she contemplates what it might mean 
to expect God’s Spirit— what’s called here “the power of the Most High”— to visit her 
as a dark and overshadowing presence.  
 
Interestingly, the Greek word used here to describe being overshadowed is the same 
one used to describe the experience that Peter, James, John and of course Mary’s son, 
Jesus would later share on the top of the mountain when a dark cloud overshadowed 
them, and where in that cloud they felt particularly the presence of Moses and Elijah, 
two of the great prophets who also were known to experience God as something like a 
thick cloud or as a dark shadow.  
 
This is just an interesting thing, I think, to pause and consider this morning—the idea 
that God is so often experienced at critical moments in the Bible, including here with 
Mary today, not as a sort of bright and illuminating light, not as a clarifying answer to 
our muddled questions—but rather, God often visits as an enshrouding and enveloping 
darkness, leaving us, like Mary, much perplexed and wondering. 
 
Just as darkness is where Mary begins and ends in our reading today, so too darkness 
is where we also began and where we also will end today—today being the winter 
solstice, the darkest day of the year. Today also marks the last of our four week sermon 
series on this theme of darkness as we’ve been trying to explore here the idea of 
reclaiming some of the spiritual gifts of darkness and the night.  
 
To this end I’ve recommended an Advent book for us called Learning to Walk in the 
Dark, by the Episcopal priest Barbara Brown Taylor. And about this book, I’d just like to 
share a bit with you what happened last Sunday, as some of us gathered for a dinner 
discussion of the book which was preceded by a sort of first hand, empirical 
exploration of darkness as the fifteen or so of us who gathered there began our time 
together by way of taking a night-walk through the snow-covered hills and meadows of 
the Hurd Grassland Preserve.  



While it might have felt a bit dark when we began, after we got into the hike a bit, letting 
our eyes and bodies adjust to the dark, one of the shared experiences I think we all had 
was really how much light there still was, and I think we were struck also, or at least I 
was struck, by the distinct quality and feel of the light—how the light that’s present at 
night is the type that falls softly on things, and that then reflects off of things even more 
softly—a light that is diffuse and soft and beguiling like the waning light of the crescent 
moon.  
 
Well, since there was more light than I think we were all expecting on this night-walk, 
and since the point of the walk was to explore darkness, I found myself searching the 
landscape for pockets of darkness—for example in the trees and their shadows—but 
since the trees still had much of their snow on them, they too were were wrapped up in 
the soft glow of the night. It wasn’t until the very end of the walk, then, that I spotted 
what appeared to be the darkest thing on the landscape. I had just made it to the top of 
a small hill, and I turned around and looked back for those following me, and there it 
was, the darkest thing on the landscape, and it was none other than you, or the people 
behind me—my hiking companions! I suppose this struck me and surprised me a bit 
because, well we don’t have to look far to notice how we tend to be, like the state of 
Vermont generally speaking, a pretty pale group of folks, and yet there we were that 
night, each one of us akin to the darkest thing out there. 
 
I was reminded again of this thought a bit later that night, when our discussion turned 
to the book we’ve been reading, and perhaps in anticipation of Christmas, our thoughts 
at the end turned to Mary, and specifically to Mary’s relationship to the theme of 
darkness. 
 
Taylor in her book devotes a chapter to this topic that she titles “Our Lady of the 
Underground,” in honor of her trip to visit the Mary statue with that name that sits in the 
crypt under the famous Gothic Chartes Cathedral in France. Taylor describes her 
encounter here as she encounters Mary also as the darkest thing on the landscape:  
	  
“Our	  Lady	  of	  the	  Underground—a	  low,	  dark	  cavern	  lined	  with	  dark	  wood	  pews….Above	  the	  
alter	  is	  a	  small	  wooden	  statue	  of	  a	  Madonna	  and	  child...	  Mother	  and	  child	  are	  both	  so	  dark	  that	  
it	  is	  difficult	  to	  see	  them	  from	  a	  distance.	  It	  is	  only	  when	  I	  walk	  behind	  the	  altar	  for	  a	  closer	  
look	  that	  I	  clearly	  see	  the	  face	  of	  the	  stiff	  woman	  sitting	  on	  her	  throne	  with	  her	  stiff	  baby	  on	  
her	  lap.	  Her	  eyes	  are	  closed.	  Her	  son’s	  are	  wide	  open.	  Neither	  of	  them	  is	  lovely,	  and	  yet	  they	  are	  
arresting,	  if	  only	  because	  they	  require	  such	  careful	  looking	  to	  see.”	  	  

Taylor	  goes	  on	  in	  the	  chapter	  to	  reveal	  some	  of	  the	  history	  of	  this	  type	  of	  Mary	  and	  child	  
representation—who	  appear,	  as	  Taylor	  described	  them	  “so	  dark	  that	  [they	  are]	  difficult	  to	  
see”—pointing	  out	  that	  in	  fact	  there	  are	  hundreds	  if	  not	  thousands	  of	  such	  dark	  depictions	  
of	  Mary	  in	  Europe	  and	  throughout	  the	  world	  such	  that	  scholars	  have	  given	  this	  type	  of	  
representation	  a	  name	  all	  its	  own—the	  so-‐called	  Black	  Madonna.	  

The	  history	  of	  how	  we’ve	  come	  to	  better	  understand	  and	  appreciate	  the	  Black	  Madonna	  is	  
an	  interesting	  story	  in	  and	  of	  itself.	  In	  his	  own	  essay	  on	  the	  subject	  titled	  “The	  Return	  of	  the	  



Black	  Madonna:	  How	  the	  Black	  Madonna	  is	  Shaking	  Us	  Up	  for	  the	  Twenty-‐First	  Century,”	  
the	  theologian	  Matthew	  Fox,	  who	  like	  Taylor	  is	  an	  Episcopal	  priest,	  also	  tells	  of	  his	  own	  trip	  
to	  visit	  Chartes	  back	  in	  1968.	  Fox	  writes	  of	  his	  experience:	  	  

“I	  stood	  before	  the	  statue	  of	  the	  black	  Madonna	  and	  was	  quite	  mesmerized.	  ‘What	  is	  this?’	  
‘Who	  is	  this?’	  I	  asked	  myself.	  A	  French	  woman	  came	  by	  and	  I	  quizzed	  her	  about	  it.	  The	  answer	  
was	  as	  follows.	  ‘Oh,	  this	  is	  a	  statue	  that	  turned	  black	  over	  the	  years	  because	  of	  the	  number	  of	  
candles	  burning	  around	  it,’	  she	  declared.	  [But]	  I	  didn’t	  believe	  her.	  It	  made	  no	  sense.	  I	  looked	  
carefully	  and	  saw	  no	  excessive	  candle	  [evidence]	  power	  around	  the	  statue.	  The	  story	  is	  an	  old	  
one,	  one	  of	  ignorance	  and	  racism.	  Even	  the	  French,	  at	  their	  most	  holy	  spot,	  [had]	  lost	  the	  
meaning	  of	  the	  Black	  Madonna.”	  	  

Indeed,	  up	  until	  recently	  it	  seems	  that	  Fox	  was	  right	  in	  this	  assessment,	  about	  how	  much	  of	  
the	  world	  had	  lost	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  Black	  Madonna	  as	  the	  leading	  theory	  about	  them	  
reflected	  our	  culture’s	  widespread	  white	  privilege	  in	  that	  it	  was	  thought	  these	  Marys	  were	  
originally	  created	  to	  be	  white,	  but	  had	  simply	  darkened	  over	  time.	  Well,	  I	  can	  say	  this	  
morning	  thankfully	  that	  we	  now	  know	  that	  this	  is	  just	  not	  the	  case,	  and	  that	  rather	  these	  
Marys	  were	  made	  black	  to	  begin	  with—that	  being	  black	  was	  part	  of	  their	  original	  design	  
and	  power.	  	  

But	  still,	  we	  might	  wonder,	  why	  the	  Black	  Madonna?	  Those	  who,	  like	  Taylor	  and	  Fox	  and	  
perhaps	  like	  us	  this	  morning,	  are	  intrigued	  and	  mesmerized	  by	  the	  Black	  Madonna	  are	  still	  
wondering	  this	  question.	  Some	  point	  out	  a	  possible	  pre-‐Christian	  connection	  with	  dark	  
mother	  goddess	  figures,	  most	  often	  symbolizing	  the	  fecundity	  of	  the	  earth,	  black	  as	  in	  the	  
blackness	  of	  the	  most	  fertile	  soil,	  black	  as	  in	  the	  beginning	  of	  life.	  	  Some	  point	  out	  on	  the	  
other	  hand	  that	  as	  a	  Middle	  Eastern	  woman,	  Mary’s	  skin	  would	  likely	  have	  been	  brown	  or	  
olive-‐colored,	  and	  so	  a	  darker	  rather	  than	  a	  lighter	  depiction	  of	  her	  would	  be	  more	  accurate.	  
Others	  point	  to	  the	  Song	  of	  Songs	  in	  the	  Hebrew	  Bible,	  where	  the	  bride’s	  voice	  is	  often	  
attributed	  to	  Mary,	  as	  in	  the	  first	  chapter	  where	  we	  read	  her	  saying,	  “I	  am	  black	  and	  
beautiful	  O	  daughters	  of	  Jerusalem.	  Dark	  like	  the	  tents	  of	  Kedar;	  dark	  like	  the	  curtains	  of	  
Solomon.”	  	  Still	  others	  point	  to	  Mary’s	  solidarity	  with	  indigenous	  and	  oppressed	  peoples	  the	  
world	  over,	  a	  solidarity	  that	  we	  can	  hear	  her	  singing	  about	  so	  clearly	  with	  her	  great	  
Magnificat	  hymn	  which	  follows	  soon	  after	  the	  verses	  that	  we	  heard	  this	  morning	  in	  Luke’s	  
Gospel,	  where	  we	  find	  Mary	  singing	  about	  how	  God	  scatters	  the	  proud,	  brings	  down	  the	  
mighty,	  and	  exalts	  and	  lifts	  up	  the	  humble	  and	  the	  lowly.	  Still	  others	  remember	  the	  promise	  
we	  heard	  today,	  about	  how	  God	  would	  visit	  Mary	  as	  a	  dark	  shadow	  bearing	  a	  mysterious	  
and	  wondrous	  gift.	  Finally,	  some	  see	  the	  Black	  Madonna	  as	  a	  guardian	  of	  death	  and	  as	  a	  
guide	  to	  the	  afterlife—the	  Queen	  of	  Heaven—as	  in	  the	  last	  words	  of	  the	  famous	  “Hail	  Mary”	  
prayer—“Hail	  Mary,	  full	  of	  Grace,	  the	  Lord	  is	  with	  you.	  Blessed	  are	  you	  among	  women	  and	  
blessed	  is	  the	  fruit	  of	  you	  womb	  Jesus.	  Holy	  Mary	  Mother	  of	  God,	  pray	  for	  us	  sinners	  now	  and	  at	  
the	  hour	  of	  our	  death.	  Amen.”	  

Perhaps	  you’ve	  heard	  about	  how,	  in	  the	  most	  recent	  understanding	  we	  have	  of	  the	  universe,	  
the	  leading	  theory	  is	  that	  a	  mysterious	  darkness	  is	  the	  dominant	  presence	  and	  prevailing	  
power.	  Scientists	  call	  it	  dark	  matter	  and	  dark	  energy,	  as	  in	  matter	  and	  energy	  that	  we	  
simply	  cannot	  observe	  directly,	  and	  they	  suggest	  that	  it	  accounts	  for	  over	  95%	  of	  the	  
universe.	  	  



Life	  then,	  as	  best	  as	  we	  know	  it,	  both	  comes	  from	  and	  is	  contained	  or	  sheltered	  by	  this	  
darkness.	  	  

Such	  is	  the	  darkness	  in	  which	  young	  Mary	  begins	  and	  ends	  today.	  Such	  is	  the	  darkness	  in	  
which	  we	  began,	  and	  in	  which	  we’ll	  end	  today,	  the	  darkest	  day	  of	  the	  year.	  	  

The	  Black	  Madonna	  then	  might	  be	  just	  the	  one	  we	  need	  for	  this	  silent	  night,	  for	  this	  holy	  
night.	  Amen.	  	  

	  


