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Defining Shadows 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship on September 12, 2021, by Joseph Bednarik  

Good morning! 

Today is the first Sunday of the new church year, and this morning we are going to be exploring 

one of the most fundamental, foundational, and defining pair of opposites in our human lives: 

light and shadow.  

This seems appropriate for a religion whose symbol is a flaming chalice, whose very symbol 

honors the existence of darkness and shadow by the ritual sharing of light. And the symbol of our 

religion also recognizes that the light requires care:  the safety and protection of a chalice.  

This seems an important reminder on the first Sunday of the church year in the middle of a 

global pandemic. 

To extend and personalize the symbol of Unitarian-Universalism:  We are each and all are the 

light and the chalice, and we gather together in a sanctuary so our communal, congregational 

light is bright and visible in a world that can be very dark.   

And let’s remind ourselves of a provocative line from poet Robert Bly: “The candle is not lit / To 

give light, but to testify to the night.” 

This morning’s exploration of light and shadow has two-fold inspiration.  

First, the twentieth anniversary of the September 11 attacks. Our world suffered a great darkness 

on September 11,  and this needed to be acknowledged and honored in the safety of our 

sanctuary.  

And second, this aphorism by the Argentinian poet and gardener Antonio Porchia:  “The 

shadows: some hide, others reveal.” 

A religion that focuses on creating and sharing light also needs to see shadows, to be aware of 

the shadows—to see what is hidden and what is revealed in shadows. 

It seems appropriate that on the first Sunday of a new church year we should tap into the great 

human symbols and scientific facts of light and shadow: from the shadows dancing on the wall 

of Plato’s cave to the astronomical reality that the Earth is continuously and forever bathed in 
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sunlight and drenched in darkness—in equal parts—and that darkness is simply the Earth’s 

shadow—and that from time immemorial the Earth has revolved from shadow to light, from 

shadow to light, midnight and noon, dusk and dawn. 

During these twenty minutes we will think back twenty years, to events we all remember—as 

anniversaries call us to remember. And I recognize that as we consider the shadows cast upon the 

world on September 11, we will be embarking into some emotionally fraught spaces. As my 

spiritual friends advise when going into difficult emotional territory: Surround yourself with 

light! Or, for Unitarian-Universalists, perhaps: Tend your inner flaming chalice. 

I love that piece of advice from my spiritual friends—“surround yourself with light”—and it 

reminds me of a favorite poem by the Polish poet Anna Swir, who served as a nurse during the 

Warsaw Uprising in World War II.  She was witness to some of the darkest shadows that war 

and we humans can create. She was captured by Nazis and expected to be executed, but she 

survived. She survived and lived to write many poems, one called “There is a Light in Me,” 

which I’m delighted to share: 

“There is a Light in Me,” by Anna Swir 

Whether in daytime or in nighttime 

I always carry inside 

a light. 

In the middle of noise and turmoil 

I carry silence. 

Always 

I carry light and silence. 

 

That, of course, is your invitation to always carry light and silence within you. 

And for the atheists, non-Christians, and non-religious people in the room, please know we are 

about to quote from the deepest taproot in the Holy Bible and the Torah, and I ask your 

forbearance. Even if you do not believe in God, even if you are not Christian or Jewish, even if 

you are terribly bothered by religion and roll your eyes at so-called “sacred text,” it is inarguable 

that this book, as a piece of literature, is bedrock text for Western civilization. 
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So here are the opening words—the first four sentences— from the book of Genesis—sacred text 

for billions of Christians and Jews over millennia: 

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless 

void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the 

face of the waters. Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. And God saw 

that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. God called the 

light Day, and the darkness he called Night.  

We are less than 100 words into Genesis and already we are presented with light and darkness; 

the concept of light and goodness; the separation between these two states; and their God-given 

names:  Day and Night. 

And gathered here together, in our light-drenched virtual sanctuary at the launch of a new church 

year, with a Polish nurse calling us to carry inside light and silence, with another poet reminding 

us that the candle is “to testify to the night,” I want to acknowledge that within current events—

within the world we are all living—there are deep shadows on this planet we call home: 

Shadow 1: We are in the midst of a global pandemic wherein 4.5 million people around the 

world have died, including 650,000 Americans. Please know I am loathe to say the phrase “in the 

midst of.” We all want this pandemic in the past tense, but fear that it will be present tense for 

some time to come.  

Shadow 2: Over the past month, climate change has catalyzed severe weather events—powerful 

hurricanes and tropical storms—as well as hellishly destructive wildfires. As a reporter for the 

Washington Post wrote so bluntly, “We're running out of ways to say unprecedented.” 

Shadow 3: The longest war in the history of this nation has finally come to an end and this fact 

should beam like a shaft of bright light, but it does not. A decades-long, protracted war in 

Afghanistan—the key theater in the so-called “War on Terror”—which cost untold lives and 

limbs, time and treasure, including the lives of over 100,000 Afghan and American soldiers, as 

well as innocent men, women and children who were simply trying to live their lives. The total 

financial cost of this war is estimated at $2.3 trillion dollars. And because insanely large 

numbers become meaningless in their vastness, let’s present the number in another way: Our war 

in Afghanistan cost $3,500 dollars per second… for twenty years of seconds. In the time it took 
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me to give voice to that short paragraph, about a quarter-million dollars would have been spent 

on war, while we hold bake sales to raise money for homeless shelters. 

And this longest war essentially began twenty years ago yesterday, when four commercial jets 

were hijacked by militant Islamists with the intention of turning those planes into destructive 

missiles.  

And their plan was incredibly successful.  

Twenty years ago today we were all struggling with the deepest darkness. We were all witnesses 

to evil attacks where thousands of innocent people were murdered—each with a name, each with 

a family.  

We likely had one, some, or all of these responses twenty years ago:  howling rage, profound 

sadness, deep confusion, paralyzing depression, justified concern of what our world was to 

become…  

We wept. We raved. We tried to make sense of senselessness. We longed for understanding. We 

watched the news, over and over, we watched the planes slice into the buildings and explode into 

fireballs. We watched the buildings collapse, one after another. We watched people on the streets 

running panicked from boiling clouds of rubble and glass shards and dust… 

We also gathered by the millions at houses of worship as religious leaders—Christians and Jews, 

Muslims and Buddhists—tried to put words to what had happened, to what was happening. 

Sacred books were opened and scriptures read aloud. Candles lit. Prayers and sermons and 

homilies filled the sanctuaries. There was silence and meditation. There was sobbing. 

A few days after the attack, our President visited “Ground Zero”—now a sacred site—and 

climbed atop a pile of rubble with a bullhorn, and with an arm draped around the shoulders of a 

fire-fighter, began a speech with words intended to sooth a shocked and hurting nation. He said:  

“America today is on bended knee, in prayer for the people whose lives were lost here, for the 

workers who worked here, for the families who mourn….” 

As the President continued with his speech, a male voice shouted “George, we can’t hear you!” 
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The President responded by shouting into the bullhorn: “I can hear you! The rest of the world 

hears you!  And the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon.”  

And as if by direction the crowd moved from praying and mourning on bended knee to chanting 

“U-S-A!   U-S-A!” As a body politic we began pounding our chests, waving our flags, rattling 

our swords, and thirsted for revenge. And of course—as is the way with our Empire—we once 

again chose war, with the righteous knowledge that God was on our side. We marched off to 

Afghanistan to hunt down al Qaeda and bring these murderous terrorists to justice. 

The poet Rainer Maria Rilke, in his Letters to a Young Poet, writes,  

“So don’t be frightened, dear friend, if a sadness confronts you larger than any you have 

ever known, casting its shadow over all you do. You must think that something is 

happening within you, and remember that life has not forgotten you; it holds you in its 

hand and will not let you fall. Why would you want to exclude from your life any 

uneasiness, any pain, any depression, since you don’t know what work they are 

accomplishing within you?” 

Again, our aphorism:  “The shadows: some hide, others reveal.” 

In trying to determine what is possibly revealed by the darkest shadow of September 11, let us 

look to another poet and storyteller. 

Twenty years ago, three thousand miles away from lower Manhattan, in Portland, Oregon, a 

devout Catholic and brilliant writer, Brian Doyle, was profoundly impacted by the events in his 

hometown of New York City.  

Three of his friends were killed in the attacks. 

This prolific and funny and profound writer, who believed that storytelling and love were the two 

most powerful forces in the Universe, who wrote and published books in multiple genres, was 

struck silent. As he shared in a speech years later, “After September 11 I was so speechless. I had 

nothing in my mouth, I had nothing in my fingers. I was ashamed of myself. How can you call 

yourself a writer and not have anything to say? But I thought ‘I am not adding to the ocean of 

witless commentary… I refuse.’ You know, everybody was so filled with rage, and I thought ‘I 

refuse, I refuse.’” 
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According to Doyle, his ten-year-old daughter challenged him to find something to write about. 

As Doyle said, “I gotta find a story underneath, there’s gotta be a story there for me, there’s 

gotta be a story, and I found it, I found it again and again and again: The couple who leaped off 

the south tower holding hands, the firemen, the teacher who ran out of the ash, oh my God the 

stories of unbelievable courage that day. The guy who carried a woman in her wheelchair down 

forty floors, you’ve got to be kidding. Oh my God!” 

Doyle found his story and called it “Leap.”  

When asked what was the one piece of his writing that would survive the longest, that would be 

around when all his other stories and poems and essays would disappear, Doyle answered 

“Leap.”  

To close, these final few minutes belong to Brian Doyle, a father who was challenged by his ten-

year-old daughter to enter the darkest shadows. Story-catcher, storyteller, novelist and poet Brian 

Doyle, who carried his pencil into the darkness and brought back for us a revelation: The gift of 

divine light inside us.  

“Leap,” by Brian Doyle 

A couple leaped from the south tower, hand in hand. They reached for each other and their hands 

met and they jumped.  

Many people jumped. Perhaps hundreds. No one knows. They struck the pavement with such 

force that there was a pink mist in the air. 

The mayor reported the mist. 

A kindergarten boy who saw people falling in flames told his teacher that the birds were on fire. 

She ran with him on her shoulders out of the ashes. 

Several pedestrians were killed by people falling from the sky.  

A fireman was killed by a body falling from the sky. 

But a man reached for a woman’s hand and she reached for his hand and they leaped out the 

window holding hands. 
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Jennifer Brickhouse of New Jersey and Stuart DeHann of New York City saw this from far 

below. 

I try to whisper prayers for the sudden dead, and the harrowed families of the dead, and the 

screaming souls of the murderers, but I keep coming back to his hand and her hand nestled in 

each other with such extraordinary ordinary succinct ancient naked stunning perfect simple 

ferocious love. 

Their hands reaching and joining are the most powerful prayer I can imagine, the most eloquent, 

the most graceful. It is everything that we are capable of against horror and loss and death. It is 

what makes me believe that we are not craven fools and charlatans to believe in God, to believe 

that human beings have greatness and holiness within them like seeds that open only under great 

fires, to believe that some unimaginable essence of who we are persists past the dissolution of 

what we were, to believe against such evil hourly evidence that love is why we are here. 

He that loveth his brother abideth in the light, wrote John the Apostle. 

I trust I shall shortly see thee, and we shall speak face to face, John also wrote. 

Jennifer Brickhouse saw them holding hands, and Stuart DeHann saw them holding hands, and I 

hold on to that. 

Amen 
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Defining Shadows 

The Argentinian poet and gardener Antonio Porchia (1885-1968) gifted the world hundreds of 

enigmatic aphorisms, including this shimmering gem: “The shadows: some hide, others reveal.” 

This Sunday, with so many intense current events jostling in our hearts and minds—the twentieth 

anniversary of the September 11 attack, severe weather events brought on by climate change, a 

global pandemic, the war in Afghanistan—we explore the defining power of shadows on our 

lives. 
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