
1 

Honoring Darkness 

Sermon by Rev. Caitlin S. Cotter 

January 3, 2016 

When I was eighteen years old, less than a week after graduating high school, I moved to Wasilla, 
Alaska to work as an outdoor skills counselor at Togowoods Girl Scout Camp.   

I have a lot of stories from that summer in the wild woods of the state nicknamed “the last frontier.” 

Stories of strong women making amazing and creative things happen for the kids we cared for.  

Stories of wildlife encounters and kayaking adventures and conflict resolution, of so many things that 

shaped my ideas about what it means to be a responsible and interesting adult.   

Every week at Camp Togowoods each pair of counselors would get a new group of twelve girls to look 

after.   

Before the girls arrived to check in, us counselors would be given a stack of papers telling us something 

about the girls coming into our care.   

These would tell us something about the girls hobbies and allergies and so on, and there was one 

section that simply asked “What else should we know about your child?”   

One week a mother wrote in that spot, “My daughter is afraid of the dark.  If she gets scared, remind 

her that it’s light outside.”  

If she gets scared, remind her that it’s light outside. 

This is the thing about Alaska in the summertime….  

It pretty much never gets dark.  

It gets a little gloomy at about 1 in the morning with the sun slips below the horizon for awhile, but 

there’s no summer nights like I was used to growing up in one of the lower 48 states.   

This is why Alaska has two official nicknames: The Last Frontier and Land of the Midnight Sun.  

My camper did indeed get scared that week, trying to fall asleep within the darkness of those canvass 

walls.   

We sang her lullabies and made sure she had her stuffed animal, and we rolled up the tent flap and tied 

it so that the sunlight outside could act as her night light.  
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Isn’t that cool, that we could do that?  

Just do something simple to remind her not to be afraid of the darkness inside her platform tent by 

literally letting the light in from outside. 

After we settled the girl down and gone back to being on alert I turned to my fellow counselor and asked 

“but what, do you think, does she do in the winter?”   

As long as the days are in the Alaskan summer, the nights are equally long in an Alaskan winter. 

A colleague and friend of mine from seminary answered the call to serve a congregation in Fairbanks, 

Alaska the same time as I came here.   

Late last month she posted something about how short the days are in Alaska on the Winter Solstice. 

Where I worked that summer in Wasilla there were about five hours and 28 minutes of sunlight at the 

solstice.   

Where my colleague now works there were 3 hours and 42 minutes of sunlight on the winter solstice.  

North of where she is, in Barrow and Point Hope Alaska, there were zero hours of sunlight. 

No daylight at all. 

I asked my colleague, the Reverend Leslie Jarzabski, how this has been for her.  

She told me that as this is her first winter there she’s still feeling a bit starry-eyed about everything. 

The dark and cold has been rather disorienting, but not necessarily in a bad way. 

This time of year, the sun just makes a low loop over the southern horizon.  

Leslie says she finds herself watching these salmon-colored sunrises at 10:30 AM and thinking, “Wow, I 

really don't know as much about "the way things are" as I thought I did.” 

Sometimes, she tells me, she might be driving home after a board meeting at night and all of a sudden 

there are bright green aurora lights dancing overhead.  

It's wondrous, she says, and terribly romantic stuff. 

She also notes how dangerous the weather can be, as soon temperatures 30 and 40 below zero will 

become the everyday.   
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The dark and cold turn community into a necessity. 

The same Alaskans who wax poetic about the beauty of hoarfrost on the trees, or the hours-long 

sunrises, are just as affected by the dark as everyone else.  

But they also do community there in a way that Leslie has never experienced before. 

They spend intentional time with one another. 

They share meals. 

They play together, they make music. 

No one will pass you on the side of the road if you're broken down, no matter what bumper stickers are 

on your car.  

They don't romanticize nature, because the truth is that all this beauty is also inherently dangerous. 

They respect it. 

In my year in Minnesota last year I got my share of the 30 below zero weather. 

It’s pretty intense stuff.   

As cold as it was in Minneapolis, though, we always had at least eight hours of actual daylight.  

In Alaska, for a good chunk of the year, they don’t even get that much.   

As someone who loves sunshine, I find that idea a bit frightening. 

Nighttime. Darkness. Winter.  

These things can be scary. 

And it’s often harder to get things done when it’s dark out. 

Harder to motivate ourselves, harder to find the energy we need to be productive, harder to get enough 

exercise, harder to be awake and chipper.   

As my colleague pointed out, even the Alaskans are affected by that darkness. 

And this quieting of our ability to be productive and cheerful is scary, because we so often value 

ourselves and others based on what we can accomplish.  

Of course, there are a lot of joys in night-time as well as frightening features.  
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The glory of the stars and the northern lights, of an owl’s flight through a dark wood, of bioluminescent 

algae lighting up the ocean’s waves.   

According to biologists, there are a lot of organisms that need darkness, or cold and darkness.  

Tulips and other plants like sour cherry trees need a period of cold in order to bloom the next year, 

which is why some people put tulip bulbs in their refrigerators. 

Those poinsettias that were everywhere in the weeks leading up to Christmas need darkness to change 

color into that brilliant red. 

Christmas cacti won’t bloom until the nights reach a certain length – that’s how they earned the name 

“Christmas cacti” – because they won’t bloom until around what many of us celebrate as Christmastime. 

As biologists will tell you, plants have light-sensing pigments called phytochromes.  

These pigments absorb red light and change structure, and then slowly change back in the dark. 

Many plants are sensitive to the ratio of different structures, and need time in darkness. 

There are a number of flowers, like the "Night Blooming Cereus" that only blooms in the dark. 

Once a year, and only once a year the "Night Blooming Cereus"’s “exquisitely scented flower” opens as 

night falls, then closes forever as the sun rises again. 

These strange plants of the desert are members of the cactus family that look like dead bushes most of 

the year, and then, pow, one glorious night.   

Pretty nifty, eh? 

And more and more physicians like Dr. Richard G. Stevens, a professor of medicine at the University of 

Connecticut, are saying people need more darkness for their health.   

Dr. Stevens, who published an article on the subject in the Washington Post in October, says that what 

people need more than longer periods of sleep each night is just more darkness in the evening.   

We need darkness to produce the hormone melatonin, which has all kinds of health benefits, and just to 

maintain healthy circadian rhythms of alertness and rest.   

We need nighttime.  

We need to rest in the dark.  

But we have chased the darkness away, with all of our electric lights and our glowing screens.  
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It can be hard to find the darkness our bodies and our souls need. 

And it can be hard to remember that darkness is holy.   

So much of the time when we want to spiritually uplift each other, we talk about the light.  

We paint darkness as evil, or scary, or bad, something to be turned away from.   

Earlier in the service we sung a hymn written by one of my mentors, the late great Shelley Jackson 

Denham.   

She wrote this hymn, she told me, because she believed very strongly that we should uphold the dark as 

well as the light, particularly when we come together in worship.   

She was deeply inspired by that reading written by Jacqui James I read earlier.  

She deeply believed that we Unitarian Universalists need to change the ways we think and talk about 

darkness and blackness.  

Let me read you the words to Shelley’s hymn, which we will sing again in a little bit.  

Listen with the knowledge that this was written  by a woman dedicated to social justice and Unitarian 

Universalist community.  

Dark of winter, soft and still, 

your quiet calm surrounds me. 

Let my thoughts go where they will, 

ease my mind profoundly. 

And then my soul will sing a song, 

a blessed song of love eternal. 

Gentle darkness soft and still, 

bring your quiet to me. 

Darkness, soothe my weary eyes, 

that I may see more clearly. 

When my heart with sorrow cries, 

comfort and caress me. 

And then my soul may hear a voice 

still, small voice of love eternal. 

Darkness, when fears arise, 

let your peace flow through me. 



6 

I hope that little girl I worked with all those years ago in Alaska has come to appreciate the times when it 

is dark and not light outside.   

I hope she has come to appreciate the way community thrives in that Alaskan darkness, as my colleague 

described to me, the way the darkness can disorient you and lead you to beauty and wonder.   

In these calmer days after the frenzy of the holiday season, I hope all of us can find the time to 

appreciate the beauty of night time, the calm and the peace to be found there.   

I hope we can remember that our needs are as holy as our contributions.  

It’s okay to be a bit sleepy this time of year, to ponder things in our hearts and let ourselves have a piece 

of winter, a season that happens in our lives no matter how warm it may be outside.   

Now can be a sad wintry time of year, a time for making difficult decisions and settling into grief, facing 

difficult realities or simply quietly waiting- for the rains, for spring, for our souls to heal from whatever 

unexpected bruising they may have had.   

In the darkness the bulbs and the cactuses ready themselves to bloom, and so can we.  

If you find yourselves overwhelmed some evening in the upcoming weeks take a deep breath, let your 

heart quiet for a moment, and remind yourself it is dark outside.   

Roll up your tentflaps, friends, turn off your screens, and let the holy darkness in.  




