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Our first reading is by David Dark, an educator and scholar of 
religion. His book is called “Life’s Too Short to Pretend You’re 
Not Religious” 
 

To move through the world with our antennae out (and to do so 
artfully)...is to be awake and alive to the myths in which we otherwise swim 
unknowingly, myths in which we’ve been immersed so long that they’re become 
second nature to us, myths by and through which we’ve measured our lives so 
unconsciously that we’ve forgotten how arbitrary they are, myths from which 
we’re perfectly free to withdraw our consent ... For my money, religion is the 
farthest-reaching readily available concept for looking hard and honestly at our 
own lives, for really leveling with ourselves and for abandoning our dysfunctional 
ideas for better ones, truer, livelier, more sustainable ways of negotiating our 
existence. Life’s too short to pretend we’re not religious… 
Why do I insist on framing the conversation this way? I’m in it for beauty. As 
someone who has dared to try to teach people for most of my adult life, I often 
suspect that what I’m up to is, in large part, an effort to try to stop people from 
becoming bored and giving up too soon, to help them find their own lives and the 
lives of others powerfully interesting, weird and somehow beautiful. Look again, 
re-spect, stay with me and consider the possibility that there might be more 
going on in a neighbor, a novel, an image or an issue than your mind grasped the 
first time around, something worthy of your time, something beautiful. In this, I 
echo the conviction of essayist Elaine Scarry: [the basic impulse underlying 
education is] “the willingness continually to revise one’s own location in order to 
place oneself in the path of beauty.”  



Our second reading is from Denise Levertov. A poem called “The 
Metier of Blossoming.”  
 
Fully occupied with growing—that's 
the amaryllis. Growing especially 
at night: it would take 
only a bit more patience than I've got 
to sit keeping watch with it till daylight; 
the naked eye could register every hour's 
increase in height. Like a child against a barn door, 
proudly topping each year's achievement, 
steadily up 
goes each green stem, smooth, matte, 
traces of reddish purple at the base, and almost 
imperceptible vertical ridges 
running the length of them: 
Two robust stems from each bulb, 
sometimes with sturdy leaves for company, 
elegant sweeps of blade with rounded points. 
Aloft, the gravid buds, shiny with fullness. 
 
One morning—and so soon!—the first flower 
has opened when you wake. Or you catch it poised 
in a single, brief 
moment of hesitation. 
Next day, another, 
shy at first like a foal, 
even a third, a fourth, 
carried triumphantly at the summit 
of those strong columns, and each 
a Juno, calm in brilliance, 
a maiden giantess in modest splendor. 
If humans could be 
that intensely whole, undistracted, unhurried, 
swift from sheer 
unswerving impetus! If we could blossom 
out of ourselves, giving 
nothing imperfect, withholding nothing!  



Draw the Curtains Open 
 
     On a week like the one we just had, it’s not all that radical to preach a sermon 
called Draw the Curtains Open. Our theme is all about the practice of letting in light, 
and just this week we experienced nine straight days of cloudy skies with no sunlight 
peeking through. Until yesterday, when the sun finally broke through the clouds for just 
a few hours, and you better believe that I went for a walk with my housemate, their 3-
year-old dog, and their 8-week-old puppy. And yes, it was just as adorable and spirit-
lifting as it sounds...especially when little Charlie rode in an impromptu Baby Bjorn (his 
paws still aren’t used to the snow). And of course when the sunlight is that intensely 
limited, we want to take advantage of it. Its limitedness makes it feel more special. And 
at the same time, if we were unable to value the other 160 hours without direct sunlight 
this past week, we probably had quite a hard week. What if instead of wallowing in the 
darkness, we repeat the words we sang earlier: “Darkness, soothe my weary eyes, that I 
may see more clearly. When my heart with sorrow cries, comfort and caress me. 
Darkness, when my fears arise, let your peace flow through me.”  
 There is a beauty to the stillness and the quiet of the dark. Maybe you’ve 
experienced it too. For me, it often comes in winter. Five years ago on a Sunday just like 
this one, I had been invited to a party revolving around a major sports event. We’ll just 
call it Big Bowl Sunday. I had every intention of going, I love the friends that invited me, 
and I was actually really looking forward to watching the commercials and the 
intermission entertainment. But for some reason, I ended up getting in my car and 
driving in the wrong direction. I ended up at French Park (over in Plymouth), and I went 
skiing. I’m pretty sure that at the time I thought I’d be able to do both, that I could 
squeeze both things into an ever-narrowing window of time. But as I got out into the 
brisk air, my endorphins started running, the snowflakes were lightly dancing toward 
the ground, and there was just something so beautiful about the impending dusk. It was 
as if the darkness held a secret that would be spoken too quietly to be heard over the din 
of a party. It felt as if that moment held a special communion for me to remind me of 
who I am and who I am called to be.  



As the sun began to set, the overhead trail lights came on. At some point during 
my second loop, I knew that I was going to ski at least a few more. I changed plans mid-
course, and I knew that I no longer felt like rushing to my friend’s house and 
maximizing time and efficiency. I didn’t want to be hurried or distracted. Taking my 
time and enjoying the winter twilight--the snow softly falling--that was the best way to 
care for myself, and the beauty of the moment stopped my breath. My mind wandered 
as my skis and I glided over the snow. As the darkness surrounded me, I knew I had to 
keep my eyes wide open to take in all the beauty.  

I did some research this week about pupils, about dilation, and about apertures. 
In my research, I discovered that if you go into an environment of darkness, your pupils 
dilate and your eyes adjust to the light change, and this process takes about ten minutes. 
If you were able to step away from that darkness with your pupils fully dilated and step 
into a room filled with light, it would be an intensely blinding experience.  

An artist named James Turell has taken advantage of this reality to make art 
projects that play with elements of light and darkness and that hinge on the viewer’s 
location and perspective. In one such exhibit, the viewers (two at a time) step up into a 
giant egg that closes in around them, and then they witness an intense light show on the 
inside of the egg. The lights go from slow subtle blobs of color moving slowly to brightly 
suffused assaults of color that take up the whole screen. One viewer described it by 
saying, “I could see the inside of my eyeball, but also the colour of my thoughts.” After 
the viewers step out of the egg, they are guided into a room called The Weight of 
Darkness, where they sit in near-total darkness and silence. The jarring experience of 
going from intense light to intense darkness is often so moving that many people needed 
to stay seated for quite some time and recollect themselves after their profound 
experience.  

As much as I would love to experience the bodily effects of this shocking 
transition from bright light to near-total darkness, I am even more curious about how to 
bring more awareness to the gradual transition that our natural world already provides, 
the gradual transition that goes from light to darkness and back to light again. What 
happens if we open the apertures of our spirit in the midst of these dark days of winter? 
What happens when we train our spirits to see and appreciate the beauty and depth 
surrounding us--even if it takes our eyes and our spirits some time to adjust? Can we be 



like the monk from our story? He focused all his energy on one task and one mantra, but 
then the literal became metaphor, the physical became spiritual. With our literal and 
metaphorical curtains drawn open, we will be able to see the world as it really is--both 
the beauty and the chaos.  

And who will help us open the curtains? For that, we have the poets and the 
scholars. In 1960, poet Denise Levertov was asked to speak about the power and 
importance of poetics. She was living in a politically tumultuous time, much like all of 
us. Because if you are awake, and if you know that the political is personal, then 
someone is always living in a tumultuous time--whether or not you know that someone. 
So in 1960, she writes of the poet’s challenge to lift people’s spirits and create art in 
violently disorienting times. She says, “I do not believe that a violent imitation of the 
horrors of our times is that concern of poetry. Horrors are taken for granted. Disorder is 
ordinary. People in general take more and more ‘in their stride’--the hides grow thicker. 
I long for poems of an inner harmony in utter contrast to the chaos in which they exist. 
Insofar as poetry has a social function it is to awaken sleepers by other means than 
shock.”  

So it looks like Levertov with her poetry has a different approach from Turell and 
his light-infused art exhibits. Both are effective, but Levertov argues more persuasively 
for an approach to awakening that more closely mirrors our natural world. We don’t go 
instantly from winter solstice to summer solstice. The light grows a couple lumens at a 
time--with each day adding about two extra minutes of daylight. With joy we claim this 
growing light, and we acknowledge that with a wider view comes loftier goals; with fuller 
light, there is more good to see. It’s harder to see on the dark days, which makes the 
dark days the best days for practicing. 

It is quite challenging to preach about awakening during a month when many 
animals (and humans) hibernate. But that’s just it. This is the moment when we need 
this message. And what is it that we need to be awakened from? Or awakened to? 
Scholar of Religion David Dark argues that we need to be awakened from some of the 
myths that have become second nature to us--“myths from which we’re perfectly free to 
withdraw our consent.” What are some of those myths for you? Have you bought into 
the myth of rugged individualism? Or the myth that in isolation you’re safer from pain 
and suffering? Maybe the myth that has you trapped is the myth of the American 



Dream, of the ladder of success, of unacknowledged privilege. Or maybe it’s the idea that 
progress automatically moves onward and upward forever without our nudging, 
cajoling, and wrestling it forward. Or the myth that we are smarter and more evolved 
than our “religious” neighbors? 

Which reminds me, I need to provide a few working definitions of the word 
“religion.” I define religion as a communal experience of making meaning of our lives 
that involves rituals and other regular practices--in other words, communal meaning-
making. David Dark defines religion as “the question of who and what we’re bound to, 
how it is we find ourselves tied up and what our biggest big ideas actually are.” He then 
goes on to argue that we need to be awakened to the reality that life’s too short to 
pretend we’re not religious. He says, “Religion is the farthest-reaching readily available 
concept for looking hard and honestly at our own lives, for really leveling with ourselves 
and for abandoning our dysfunctional ideas for better ones, truer, livelier, more 
sustainable ways of negotiating our existence.” That sounds awesome! Let’s do that 
here! Let’s abandon some of these myths that haven’t been serving us and let’s acquire 
new ideas. Let’s accept the idea that none of us is free until all of us are free. Let’s 
awaken to the idea that we all have room to grow--even the most educated and woke 
among us. Let’s commit ourselves to the sacred work of locating and appreciating 
nuance in the lives and stories of our neighbors.  

David Dark says that “to refuse the possibility of finding another person 
interesting, complex and as complicated as oneself is a form of violence,” and I couldn’t 
agree more. I unapologetically share in his effort to “help [people] find their own lives 
and the lives of others powerfully interesting, weird, and somehow beautiful.” And for 
that reason and to that end, I’m going to ask you in a moment to turn to a neighbor and 
answer one focused question, but before we do...take a moment to center yourself. 
Consider the possibility that there might be more going on for your neighbor than what 
meets the eye. Okay, so here is your focus question: What is something about your own 
life that you have found powerfully interesting, weird, and still beautiful?  
 When I think about the amaryllis in Levertov’s poem, I picture the one sitting on 
my kitchen counter right now--tenacious, surprising, and beautiful. For a time, I had 
forgotten that it was there, but it didn’t need my remembering it in order to keep 
growing. “Fully occupied with growing--that’s the amaryllis.” The title of her poem is 



“The Metier of Blossoming,” and I will admit I had to look up the word “metier.” There 
are a few options: first, a trade, profession, or occupation. Second, an activity that one is 
good at. And third, an outstanding characteristic. I love the nuance and shading of all 
three of these definitions. First, The Occupation of Blossoming. The task or job that we 
have been given and which we couldn’t stop even if we tried. We could join the hymn 
writer and claim, “I know this rose will open.” Secondly, The Strong Suit of Blossoming. 
What if we could be as single-minded in our focus and as committed to our own 
blossoming and the blossoming of others as if it was our job, as if our income and 
livelihood depended on it? And third, The Gift of Blossoming. What if we just knew that 
we were made for no other purpose than to bloom, to flourish, to blossom? 

Levertov ends her poem with two incomplete fragments. She leaves us with two 
thoughts to ponder, fragments awaiting our completion. I will read her poem once more, 
and then we will hold together a moment of silence. How would you complete her 
fragments? What would happen then?  


