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In the Dark 
 
It seems funny in the weeks following the dazzling 
brightness of Epiphany to reflect on/in darkness, but that’s 
where I’m headed. In part because it’s heavy in the text, 
but also because I’m hypersensitive to it. Something of a 
spiritual/emotional “darkness” has been hanging out with 
me as of late. 
 
Were it possible, I’d rather slam the door in the face of 
darkness than spend time with/in it when it knocks. I don’t 
think I’m alone in that. We as individuals and 
communities typically want to bring light (flash, night, or 
flood) and all it represents – understanding, goodness, 
clarity, often God – into both physical and metaphorical 
darkness. 
 
Depending on circumstances, the absence of light can be 
uncomfortable or disorienting at best, and at worst 
isolating, despair-filled, panic-inducing and terrifying. As 
Barbara Brown-Taylor writes in Learning to Walk in the 
Dark, “Darkness packs a different punch for different 
people.” 
 
In our text this week, Samuel’s author takes great pains to 
emphasize that Israel communally is in the dark. The word 
of the Lord is rare. There’s a dearth of visions. Priest Eli’s 
eyes are dark with blindness, and on top of that it’s the 
middle of the night. The physical reflects the spiritual. The 
only glimmer of hope immediately apparent in this set up 
is the “lamp of God,” which “had not gone out yet” (3:3). 
Light in the dark. 
 
Samuel is also in the dark; he has no idea what’s going on 
when God calls him the first three times. The fourth is the 
charm when God sought out his lying down (borrowing 
from Psalms 139:3, if you’ll allow), “came and stood 
there” in the dark and called him again  Eli had a bit of a 
light-bulb moment and had offered his counsel to Samuel 
by this point, but I don’t think we should underestimate 
the text when it explicitly points out that God was 
physically hanging out at the end of Samuel’s bed. 
 
God doesn’t just call us out of the dark. God comes into 
our dark, stands beside us and speaks our name.   
 
It’s at this point where Barbara Brown-Taylor hits the nail 
on the head for me. 
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When we run from darkness, how much do 
we really know about what we are running 
from? If we turn away from darkness on 
principle, doing everything we can to avoid it 
because there is simply no telling what it 
contains, isn’t there a chance that what we 
are running from is God? (Learning to Walk 
in the Dark, 57). 

In a sense she’s calling us to offer the dark a hospitality of 
sorts, rooted in the fullest Judeo-Christian tradition of 
making room for the other/the stranger/the inconvenient 
with the strong possibility that we’ll find blessing in it/
them. 
 
I think she’s on to something. As it turns out, God’s got a 
long history of waiting for us and working in our dark. 
God created the heavens and the earth in darkness. Jacob’s 
wrestling and wresting is a night match. Manna is 
provisioned while Israel sleeps. God spent his own time in 
a dark, squishy womb and is intimately involved in 
knitting together all the rest of us while we hung out there, 
too (Psalms 139:13). According to the synoptics, Jesus’ 
death is accompanied by darkness in the middle of the day, 
and he rose from the ultimate darkness of death in a cold, 
dark tomb.  
 
Perhaps it’s a shot in the dark, but this is where I’m 
landing after wrestling/wresting from my own dark places 
and reading from within them the lectionary and wisdom 
of others. 
 
Our human experience of darkness is substantive; it can 
feel deep and heavy. By the same token, darkness is 
pregnant with active/creative/transformative potential, 
because God stands, dies and resurrects in it. Because to 
God “the night is as bright as the day…darkness is as 
light” (Psalms 
139:12). 
 
Dark is light 
is grace is 
gospel. 
 
~ An excerpt by 
Anna McDonald 
Dobbs,  
Ekklesia Project 

https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=61
http://www.ekklesiaproject.org/blog/2015/01/in-the-dark/


Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading:  1 Samuel 3:1-10, (11-20) 
 

Does God still speak to people when they sleep?  Can you 
give any examples?  Why do you think it took Samuel so 
long to recognize the Lord?  What do you think your 
reaction would be if you heard God calling your name?  
What are the transitions that have occurred in your life 
over the past year? How have they been good and how 
have they been difficult? In these transitions, where do 
you see the presence of God? Is there part of your life that 
is like Eli, and God is moving you out of that part? What 
are the parts of your life that are like Samuel, new parts of 
your life where God is present?  The Living Word Library, 
Sermons the Work 

 
____Psalm Reading:  Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18  

Put into your own words the specific things that God 

knows about you from Psalm 139:1-5.  How does David 
feel about God's total knowledge of him?  How do you 
feel about God's total knowledge of you? Why?  Which of 

the statements in 139:1-5 do you find most comforting? 
Which one makes you most uncomfortable? Why? 
According to 139:13-16, when did God first establish a 

relationship with each of us?  What two similar images or 
word pictures does David use in 139:13 and 15 when he 
speaks of God creating him?   What insight do these 

images give you about your creation?  Why does David 
thankfully praise God in 138:14? What does this verse tell 
you about how you should view our own existence?  How 

do these verses make you feel about yourself and your 
value to God?  What things about yourself do you have 
difficulty accepting, even to the point of questioning your 
Creator? Is there anything in the Psalm that helps you in 

this dilemma?  Bible Studies 

____3rd Reading:  1 Corinthians 6:12-20  
 

Why may it not be wise to do some things even though 
they are lawful?  Who and what is your body for? What 
short imperative does Paul give regarding sexual 
immorality?  Why are you not your own?  Why are sins of 
immorality so serious?  What does it mean to love God 
with our whole hearts? How do my actions affect God? 
How do my actions affect others? What does it mean that 
God dwells inside of me? How can I glorify God?  Doing 
Good, Sermons the Work 

 
____4th Reading:  John 1:43-51  

 

What do we think "grabbed" Philip and made it possible 
for him to so quickly choose to follow Jesus? Since Jesus 
had already called Andrew and Peter, who came from the 
same hometown as Philip, do you suppose they had had a 

conversation with Philip?  What concept did Philip choose 
to try to convince Nathanael?  Why was Nathanael so 
worried about anything "good" coming out of Nazareth? 

(Nazareth was not a classy city. Expectations were that 
leaders would come from someplace like Bethlehem.) 
What did Jesus notice under the fig tree that convinced 

Nathanael?  This is Evangelism AD 30. How do we get the 
story out today?  What is one thing that we could do to tear 
down the obstacles or build up the strengths of the 

community to bring people to Jesus?  Lesson Plans that 

Work 

 

Praying Toward Sunday 
 

You speak in unexpected places, 
and with unexpected voices, God. 
And we aren’t always sure how to listen. 
We aren’t always sure who to listen to. 
We aren’t always sure if we’re really hearing you. 
Be blunt with us, please. Be clear. 
Give us the challenge 
of loving you, 
of loving the other, 
of loving ourselves. 
And help us to live it out! 
Because you are God who loves us all, 
even when we don’t know where to turn. 
In Jesus’ name we ask it. Amen!  
 

~ Richard Bott, Sharing Liturgy 

Jesus drew people to him with a miraculous catch of 

fish, a healing, or turning water to wine. He drew 
Nathanael through humor. "Here's an Israelite in whom 
there is no Jacob." (Guile=Jacob=Israel). But the joke 

also invokes a deep intimacy, a being "known" that is 
also irresistible. To this Jesus adds, "I saw you under 
the fig tree" that is, my Jewish friends tell me, 

"studying Torah." Already, WE know a lot about 
Nathanael. Like Jesus, he has a sense of humor, and he 
loves God. 

 
To me, nothing is more seductive than being known, 
and nothing more off-putting than being misunderstood. 

I love this text because if Jesus knows Nathanael so 
well, perhaps he knows me. But to know Jesus in 
return, I've got to fend off my propensity to think I 

know him and turn toward that intimate unknowing of 
pure love.  And to love God and my neighbor, I'd better 
jolly well get to the task of knowing myself, because 

the false self eclipses anything true I might know about 
God and my neighbor. 
 

Ever on the ascending path of knowing and loving. 

~ Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure 
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