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Why the darkness?  I would like it if there was a clear reason for why there is 
darkness.  We are in the darkest time of the year.  And this year, there seem to be all 
sorts of other darknesses that we’re being plunged into.  A news article I read recently 
used a comparison that has stuck in my head, a comparison trying to help us to 
understand the magnitude of the currently surging COVID-19 pandemic.  As we’ve 
reached 3,000 people dying in one day from COVID, this writer said, we’re experiencing 
a 9/11 every 24 hours.  A virus is not the same as a terrorist attack, but just to get a 
handle on the number of lives lost, I can’t shake this comparison.  The magnitude of the 
loss is so shocking, I’m really at a loss for words for it.  

Clearly, we do not need this disease to be happening.  The world I believe in 
doesn’t need a pandemic.  There is nothing about the earth, about the nature of life, that 
requires us to be suffering in this way.  The pandemic “is what it is” because we have 
made it so.  We don’t need this. 

I bristle at any theology that claims things like, “God is merely testing you. It’s all 
part of God’s plan.  God just wanted to call your beloved to be in heaven with Him”—
and God is invariably a “him” in these theologies.  A God who wants hundreds of 
thousands of people in America dead, or thinks over a million and a half people on the 
planet dead from a virus is a good idea, a test given to us like a benevolent gift to prove 
our mettle — that is not a God who deserves worship.  

But that there is darkness is true.  And that there is a necessary darkness—I think 
that’s also probably true.  I move in that direction when I hear someone like James 
Baldwin say things like, “One discovers the light in darkness, that is what darkness is 
for.”   How could we know the light if it wasn’t for darkness?  Or I remember a scene in 1

the novel The Left Hand of Darkness by Ursula K. Le Guin that I’ve mentioned at least 
once before: the two main characters at one point have to cross a vast expanse of snow 
and ice.  It’s a perilous journey, not just because it’s cold, but because it’s just one long 
stretch of white on white.  One character says to the other, “It’s queer that daylight’s not 
enough. We need the shadows, in order to walk.”   Without the shadows, they can’t 2

make out the obstacles, they won’t notice the crevasse until they’ve fallen into it.  We 
need both darkness and light.

But what counts as darkness?  And what is light?
The trouble comes from any belief system that necessarily equates darkness with 

evil, with the bad, and light with the good.  This is the dominant theology that arose 
with the emergence of white supremacy and the effort to turn Black people into money 
for white people.  For there to be justice and for there to be anything like spiritual 
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wholeness, we need break the link between darkness and lightness and morality.  I 
don’t think I’m telling you right now anything that’s new to you.  And yet, how often, 
how habitually, do we all use “dark” to mean “bad” and “light” to mean “good”?  
Depression is the black dog, not a white one.  With something so deeply ingrained, it 
takes a constant effort to re-train ourselves.  The forces of darkness are not necessarily 
bad.  And there is light that blinds.  The theologian Barbara Brown Taylor comes to 
realize, 

… when, despite all my best efforts, the lights have gone off in my life (literally 
or figuratively, take your pick), plunging me into the kind of darkness that turns 
my knees to water, nonetheless I have not died.  The monsters have not dragged 
me out of bed and taken me back to their lair.  The witches have not turned me 
into a bat.  Instead, I have learned things in the dark that I could never have 
learned in the light, things that saved my life over and over again, so that there 
is really only one logical conclusion.  I need darkness as much as I need light.3

It has to do with balance, I think.  And, when it comes to something like emotions: 
emotions themselves are not good or bad, not encoded with black or white — it is how 
we respond to emotions that can be helpful or harmful, that can move toward a 
mutually-thriving balance or a degenerating violence.  Miriam Greenspan, 
psychotherapist and author of Healing through the Dark Emotions, wants us to 
understand that:

Every dark emotion has a value and purpose. There are no negative emotions; 
there are only negative attitudes towards emotions we don’t like and can’t 
tolerate, and the negative consequences of denying them. The emotions we call 
“negative” are energies that get our attention, ask for expression, transmit 
information and impel action. Grief tells us that we are all interconnected in the 
web of life, and that what connects us also breaks our hearts. Fear alerts us to 
protect and sustain life. Despair asks us to grieve our losses, to examine and 
transform the meaning of our lives, to repair our broken souls. Each of these 
emotions is purposeful and useful—if we know how to listen to them.   4

Taylor concludes with Greenspan that 
It is the inability to bear dark emotions that causes many of our most significant 
problems . . . When we cannot tolerate the dark, we try all kinds of artificial 
lights, including but not limited to drugs, alcohol, shopping, shallow sex, and 
hours in front of the television set or computer.5

The restrictions on gathering have, I believe, slowing been growing the heaviness 
of some dark emotions, making them harder to bear.  A research fellow at Australian 
Catholic University thinks that a 5th-century monk has an insight into our situation that 
will help us.  He says that a monk named John Cassian wrote about an emotion called 
acedia.  He says that someone subject to acedia feels



Page  of 3 4

such bodily listlessness and yawning hunger as though he were worn by a long 
journey or a prolonged fast … Next he glances about and sighs that no one is 
coming to see him.  Constantly in and out of his cell, he looks at the sun as if it 
were too slow in setting.6

Cassian and other early Christians were concerned about this emotion because, while 
they didn’t think it was affecting people who lived in cities or monks who lived in 
communities, they did believe that 

acedia arose directly out [of] the spatial and social constrictions that a solitary 
monastic life necessitates.  These conditions generate a strange combination of 
listlessness, undirected anxiety, and inability to concentrate.

I know I’ve been feeling that way now and then during the last few month, and lots of 
people I’ve talked with in the last few months seem to be feeling a bit of acedia, too.  
The Catholic researcher that I’m learning this word from believes that having a word to 
name what it is that we are feeling can be a step toward bearing this complicated 
emotion a little better.  And acknowledging it as a consequence of these isolated semi-
monastic conditions that we’ve been enforcing on ourselves, that might defuse some of 
the shame that might otherwise go along with owning up to a “dark” emotion like 
acedia.  Psychoanalyst Miriam Greenspan might say that what acedia is trying to 
remind us is how much we need emotional connection with other people. 

When James Baldwin wrote that “One discovers the light in darkness, that is 
what darkness is for,” to illustrate what he means, he asks us to imagine that something 
happens to develop a connection between you and a person living far away, that you 
fall in love, and now your well-being centers on someone far away.  “… you will know,” 
says Baldwin, “that one [person] lives there without whom you cannot live.  And this is 
how our lives are changed, and this is how we are redeemed.”   Baldwin believes that 7

“a human being can only be saved by another human being.”   Perhaps this is one thing 8

the darkness teaches us.
Baldwin tells us that, “It is necessary, while in darkness, to know that there is a 

light somewhere, to know that in oneself, waiting to be found, there is a light.”  And 
that sounds comforting and reassuring.  But then his next sentence is: “What the light 
reveals is danger, and what it demands is faith.”  Light doesn’t just make you feel good, 
according to Baldwin.  You can’t live without it, but light the way Baldwin talks about it 
is more about awareness of how we are dependent on one another.  It seems to be about 
a clearer or more heightened awareness of threats to our interwoven, interdependent 
selves and communities, threats like disease and racism.  

Reflecting on darkness and light with Balwin and the others I’ve mentioned 
today, I can’t help but think about the threats to democracy that the outgoing president 
and his supplicants are urging.  Can I look at the Proud Boys, who seem to be a pretty 
“dark” set of forces and say, what’s going on here is people trying really hard to create 
an artificial light instead of acknowledging or recognizing or bearing a set of emotions 
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that feel dark to them?  Or they’re emotions that would feel dark, if they could bring 
themselves to really sit with those emotions?  Could that be a source of the trouble?  
Being afraid of the dark?  A lack of faith?

What the light demands is faith, not in the obstacles or tests or threats that lie 
before us, but faith in ourselves and each other.  Baldwin refers to a “lover” who wrote 
about seeing “The light that’s in your eyes…”  “So wrote a contemporary lover,” says 
Baldwin, “out of God knows what agony, what hope, what despair.  But he saw the 
light in the eyes,” continues Baldwin, “which is the only light there is in the world, and 
honored and trusted it; and will always be able to find it; since it is always there, 
waiting to be found.  One discovers the light in darkness, that is what darkness is 
for . . .”  

May you know a rich, dazzling darkness that is for you a source of insight and 
dreams, comfort and rest, inspiration and renewal.  May you have faith in the light that 
is always there within you, waiting to be found.  May you have faith that you can bear 
the light.  May you have faith that you can bear the dark.
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