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I hope that everyone is safe and doing well in this difficult, stressful and scary time.  “Have a 

happy Lent,” doesn’t sound right.  So I’ll say that I hope you’re all having a meaningful Lent.  I 

saw someone’s twitter post the other day that said, “Honestly, I hadn’t planned on giving up 

quite this much for Lent.” 

 

Now, in our tradition, Jesus, as a mystic and spiritual guide, was awake, and he wanted others to 

experience the same thing.   He wanted others to have the same kind of deep and abiding 

happiness and peace. 

 

Today my main point is this:  Sometimes the unbearable “dark night of the soul” can help us 

truly awaken.  These times when things seem to be falling apart can help shock us out of our 

trance and wake us from our sleep.  As Emerson said, “When it is dark enough, you can see the 

stars.”   

 

During the daylight we think that we see.  But we miss things, things that are there all along.  

The stars are shining just a brightly during the day as the night, but we don’t see them.  We don’t 

experience their brilliance. 

 

Now, I have no desire whatsoever to romanticize suffering and pain.  Christianity has glorified 

this too much.  I am not advocating that we seek out pain or intentionally bring anguish upon 

ourselves.  It comes to all of us all too soon.  The God of Jesus does not will anyone to suffer. 

 

But what I am saying is that this inner anguish and turmoil—when it happens—can help us 

awaken.  In Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, Shug Avery is talking to Celie, the main 

character: 

 

Here’s the thing, say Shug.  The thing I believe.  God is inside you and inside everybody 

else.  You come into the world with God.  But only them that search for it inside find it.  

And sometimes it just manifest itself even if you not looking, or don’t know what you’re 

looking for.  Trouble do it for most folks, I think.  Sorrow, Lord. 

 

Sometimes it takes trouble and sorrow to manifest that which is sacred within.  Most of the 

time—I’m not sure why—we prefer the familiar comfort of living in a trance.  We convince 

ourselves that we are truly happy.  We settle for a kind of flatness, a pale and colorless life.  We 

resist waking up.  As Pearl Buck said, “All birth is unwilling.” 

 

Eric Berne, the father of Transactional Analysis, talked about those who went to therapy didn’t 

want to address the real source of their pain and discomfort.  They had grown used to living with 

a certain level of suffering.  He said, it’s like the patients have grown used to being immersed in 
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a cesspool, up to their noses in filth and waste.  And the main question they have is “how to keep 

other people from making waves.”   

 

The great spiritual truth is that we can be free from the prison of our script and our conditioning, 

that causes us so much suffering that we are not even aware of—that we have grown used to.  

The great wisdom is that there is a way out of the cesspool.  And sometimes it is the rough, 

stormy times in our lives and the waves that motivate us to seek this.   

 

This is a theme that is common to all religious traditions.  In the Tao te Ching, Lao Tzu said, “If 

you want to become full, let yourself be empty; if you want to be born, let yourself die.”  Jesus 

said, “Whoever loses one’s life will find it.” 

 

Sometimes we have to “die” to discover “life.”  Sometimes we find life only after we have 

reached the point of death and desperation.  It reminds me of one of my favorite songs by Tom 

Waits, “San Diego Serenade.”  It goes: 

 

Never saw the morning, till I stayed up all night. 

Never saw the sunshine, till you turned out the light. 

Never saw my hometown, till I stayed away too long. 

Never heard the melody, till I needed the song. 

 

Sometimes it is true that we never see the morning until we experience the sleepless night.  

Sometimes we don’t take the risk and reach out beyond ourselves until we find ourselves at the 

end of our rope.  Sometimes the darkness can help us break through our avoidance of a deep 

longing inside.  Sometimes our intense anguish—when things are falling apart—can help us 

wake up to a joy that we never knew. 

 

I’m talking about a qualitatively different kind of happiness that’s not the same thing as the 

happiness of getting what you want.  It’s a different species; a kind of happiness that can exist 

with despair; in the midst of suffering not instead of it; alongside our anguish, not opposed to it. 

 

And that’s just it.  We think we know what joy is.  In his book, The Dark Night of the Soul: A 

Psychiatrist Explores the Connection Between Darkness and Spiritual Growth, Gerald May 

writes about this: 

 

For all of us, however, there are moments of dawning awareness, little cracks in our 

armor that reveal glimpses of our deeper longing and our true nature.  We generally 

don’t like what we see there, because it forces us to admit we are fundamentally 

dissatisfied.  We begin to see that the results of our efforts are not quite as perfect as we 

had hoped for.  Perhaps the career we worked so hard to achieve is not as rewarding as 

we’d expected.  Maybe the love relationship we thought would make us complete has 

become timeworn and frayed.  Things that gave us pleasure in the past may now seem 

empty.  Such glimpses occur in unique ways for each person, but they always happen.  

They happen repeatedly.  Each time, they represent a twilight of the dark night of the 

soul. 
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Early in life it is often possible to shut out these momentary dissatisfactions as soon as 

they appear.  We can blame them on a bad mood, tough circumstances, or a lousy day.  

We can assume things will be better tomorrow. With more maturity, however, we begin to 

admit that we’ve been off target in our strivings and have missed the satisfaction we’d 

expected… Maybe we’ve been grasping for good things when what we’ve really desired 

is the Creator of all good things.  (p. 64-65) 

 

We tie our joy to good things instead of the Creator of all good things.  The mystics, such as 

Jesus, talked about the full and complete joy that we find in our connection with the Creator.  

Teresa of Avila was another who wrote of true, deep joy: 

 

Let nothing disturb you; 

Let nothing make you afraid; 

All things pass; 

But God is unchanging. 

Patience 

is enough for everything. 

You who have God 

lack nothing. 

God alone is sufficient. 

 

I was talking with a friend, and I put it like this:   Let’s say that you have this strip of paper, and 

on one end you label it “despair and anguish,” and on the other end you label it “deep, 

unshakable joy.”  Now, we spend most of our time in between these two ends.  And most of the 

time, we feel O.K. about where we are.  We operate in a narrow range, and don’t really feel the 

need to aspire this far end of ineffable joy as long as  things are going reasonably well.  And if 

we find ourselves on the other end, in despair and anguish, often we assume that the way out is 

this way—toward the middle.  And often we’d be happy if we could move just halfway down the 

line, if we could stop the waves.  So we often view joy as this linear progression, that joy and 

despair are diametrically opposed. 

 

But if we take this paper and join the two ends to form a circle, then what we have are these two 

ends—deep, satisfying joy and anguish—right next to each other.  And here’s what all the 

mystics and spiritual teachers have discovered: the darkness can yield to an incredible light, and 

the emptiness is right next to a sublime fullness.  Instead of resisting it and trying to pull away a 

little toward the center, one can go through it and come out the other side. 

 

Now, most of the time we spend on the opposite end of the circle, in a life that is quite flat, gray 

and colorless in comparison.  And we wouldn’t dream of going to the other side of the circle—

not willingly—because it is terrifying.  This is what one might call “the upside of spiritual 

anguish.”  And so May points out that the “dark night of the soul” is not just a time when one 

suffers misfortune.  He says, 

 

It is a deep transformation, a movement toward indescribable freedom and joy…  

The dark night is a profoundly good thing.  It is an ongoing spiritual process in which we 

are liberated from attachments and compulsions and empowered to live and love more 
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freely.  Sometimes this letting go of old ways is painful, occasionally even devastating.  

(p. 4-5) 

 

The classic work, The Dark Night of the Soul, by the 16th century mystic, St. John of the Cross, 

put to verse so beautifully by Loreena McKennitt, said that this dark night is actually a guide and 

is more loving than the rising sun.  It is this night that joins the lover, who is God, to the beloved.  

The night of anguish is also the night of grace. 

 

There is a great quote from Aeschylus, a Greek writer in the fifth century B.C.E. that captures 

this idea of how the dark night can lead toward deep, abiding joy and freedom: 

 

And even in our sleep pain that cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, and in 

our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God. 

 

It happens against our will.  Often, it is not until there is the experience of pain and despair that 

wisdom comes.  This wisdom is within us all, since before our birth, and it is waiting to be 

awakened.   

 

There is a sweet childhood story about why we have the little indentation above our upper lips.  

Before we were born, an angel whispered a secret to us.  Pressing a finger to our lips, the angel 

said, “Don’t tell.”  We retain the mark of the angel’s finger, but we do not remember the secret.  

(May, The Awakened Heart, p. 53) 

 

There is a secret that we carry locked deep within us.  It is a secret that can lead us to deep 

contentment and unshakable happiness.  It is a secret that we have forgotten but that only the 

darkness can help us remember.   

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail 

from this manuscript version.) 

 


