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When | was a kid, a perfect weekend involved a sleepover with my two best
friends. We would play elaborate games all afternoon, and in the evening we would
watch a movie. Eventually, our parents would tell us it was time for bed, so we would
brush our teeth, get into our sleeping bags, and turn out the light. For a few moments,
it was quiet, except for the rustling of nylon. Then one of us would whisper, “are you
awake?” What we really meant was: are you still there? | have something to tell you —
will you listen? Lying in the dark when we were supposed to be asleep, we exchanged
the secrets of childhood — we giggled about crazy dreams, gossiped about our
classmates, even revealed our first crushes.

There is something different about the night. My friends and | would spend all
day together talking and playing, but somehow, once the lights went out, we had
something new to say. In college, | could see someone every day, but it wasn’t until we
shared late-night cups of tea instead of going to bed that we really became friends. At
family gatherings, it has been the time after the dishes are washed and the kids are
asleep that has brought me closest to aunts and uncles. There is something different
about the night. There is something about this time set aside for rest and for dreaming
that encourages us to settle in and bring down our guards. There is something about
darkness that demands trust and careful exploration of the unknown.

Most of the time, | hear darkness described as a bad thing. When someone
describes “dark forces” that operate in the world, we know that they mean something

evil or destructive. A child is afraid of the dark, so we turn on a nightlight. “Dark humor”



is inappropriate in polite company. Blackmail, blacklists, and blackmarkets are all
things to be avoided by those with good intentions.! Someone who is “in the dark”
lacks knowledge or understanding and must be made to “see the light.” The
association of darkness with things that are negative is pervasive in our language — in
fact, etymologists find that this linkage predates English. The ongoing identification of
that which is dark with that which is unknown, scary, and evil has cast a long shadow.
Our words have kept us in the habit of turning from darkness and toward light. Our
idiomatic preference for the light at the end of the tunnel, for not hiding our light under
a bushel, and for having a light week at work has consequences. The desire to make
our hearts pure as snow has a ring of impossibility if you will never be called “white”
like a fresh snowfall. Whether your coloring is associated with being dirty or clean, the
linguistic lumping of black and bad, white and good, dark and threatening, light and
safety has consequences. These phrases that we can say without thinking affect what
we consider beautiful, when our bodies are at peace, where we can imagine stumbling
upon the presence of God.

We often — | often — speak of calling out to God in our times of darkness. | find
that the prayer of the prophet Isaiah resonates: my soul yearns for you in the night. It
makes sense to me that Isaiah, living in a time of turmoil and destruction, would refer
to this experience as “the night.” It makes sense to me that, looking around and seeing
pain and injustice, Isaiah would call out to a God from a world seemingly shrouded in
darkness. It makes sense to me that Isaiah is associating the dark of night with God’s

absence, that he is yearning for God to break forth, bearing the light of love and justice.

T With gratitude to Jacqui James’ “Dark and Light, Light and Dark”
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But what if this is not what Isaiah is saying, or at least not all that he is saying?
What if Isaiah knows that there is something different about the night? What if Isaiah
knows that there is something about this time set aside for rest and for dreaming that
encourages us to settle in and bring down our guards; that there is something about
darkness that demands trust and careful exploration of the unknown. What if Isaiah’s
prayer is not a condemnation of God’s absence, but simply a whisper in the dark?
What if Isaiah’s yearning is just his way of saying God, are you awake? | have
something to tell you — will you listen?

The book of Isaiah is full of dreams. This is the prophet who brings us visions of
the wolf lying down with the lamb, who foretells of a child known as the Prince of
Peace, who hears God saying comfort, o comfort, my people. Isaiah whispers in the
dark, proclaiming the possibility of an everlasting peace and reminding us that night is
a time for dreaming.

In the light of day, when we are busy doing all that must be done, Isaiah’s
dreams sound absurd. His notions that a child will reign with righteousness and that all
will live in harmony and that there will be more than enough to go around — well, this is
easy to ignore when | have emails to answer and dishes to clean. But when night has
fallen and we slow our pace to the restful rhythm of the dark — then what he says
sounds like it could almost be true. His whisper invites us to lean in close because we
want more — more of this gentle rest, more of this time for dreaming. In the quiet that
follows, we retreat into our own hearts — and there, we hear another whisper. Nearly

inaudible at first, we hear ourselves confess our own dreams. In the safety that



darkness provides, we risk a little more of our innermost thoughts. We name a fear. We
recall memories long untold. We ask forgiveness. We tell someone we love them.

In Isaiah’s nighttime yearning, he is waiting for God’s judgement. In the cold light
of day, judgement is harsh. It is something to be avoided. In the cold light of day,
someone pitching their dreams for humanity is bound to hear about the impossibility of
their task and to have the spotlight shone on every misstep and failing. But Isaiah’s
earnest seeking reveals a little something about God’s judgement. The judgement that
Isaiah is looking for is not the “constructive criticism” of a coworker nor the unfounded
attack of strangers on the internet. Isaiah longs for the gentle wit of a friend over a late-
night glass of wine. He is looking for the wise counsel of an auntie who has known too
much heartbreak. Isaiah seeks the encouragement of someone who knows him well —
someone who will nudge him along and speak the truths he needs to hear. In the safety
that darkness provides, Isaiah risks sharing a little more of himself. In the quiet of the
night, Isaiah’s hopeful confession is not analyzed or torn apart — simply given space to
breathe.

In this season of darkness, we are surrounded with reminders to look for the
light. We use candles to mark our eagerness for God’s arrival, and we hang twinkling
lights to inspire joy in our neighbors. But in these longest nights of the year, darkness
itself is a holy gift.

So on these long nights, may we remember what it’s like to be a kid, tucked up in a
sleeping bag, giggling the night away — and may we receive with gentleness the inner
truths that are shared with us now. May we remember what it’s like to sing songs we

know by heart, faces illuminated only by the flicker of firelight — and may we risk



singing the first note. May we remember the trust of a friend who is still listening hours
later, leaning in as if to say, tell me more, I've got all night. May we remember that
darkness demands our trust and invites our careful exploration of the unknown. May
we recall our own ability to make a familiar journey in the dark, venturing into the night
with discerning steps, and trusting ourselves and our companions to remember the
path beneath our feet.

In these longest nights of the year, may we remember that the darkness of night
doesn’t last forever. Before we know it, the sun will come up, and again we must wait

for sacred rest and righteous dreaming.



