Session Plan: Dark Nights of the Soul (Part I)

Opening Words:

Some things are best done in the dark.  There is a smith in our souls who works the failures and successes of everyday life into eternal shapes that make us who we are.  You might think of your dark night as such a place and realize the importance of keeping it stocked and fired and dim.  I want to enter the darkness because that is where the soul is.

Adapted from “Dark Nights of the Soul” by Thomas Moore

Check In:

Each person is asked to briefly state her/his answer to a question such as: What’s on your mind today? What do you need to leave behind in order to be fully present here? 

Topic: 

At one time or another, most people go through a period of sadness, trial, loss, frustration or failure that is so disturbing and long-lasting that it can be called a dark night of the soul.  If your main interest in life is health, you may quickly try to overcome the darkness.  But if you are looking for meaning, character and personal substance, you may discover that a dark night has many important gifts for you.  You might find that a deeply disturbing episode can be a precious moment of transformation.

Every human life is made up of the light and the dark, the happy and the sad, the vital and the deadening.  How you think about this rhythm makes all the difference.  Are you going to hide out in self-delusion and distracting entertainments?  Are you going to become cynical and depressed?  Or are you going to open your heart to a mystery that is a natural as the sun and the moon, day and night, and summer and winter.

It has occurred to me that perhaps what we call depression isn’t really a disorder at all, but, like physical pain, an alarm of sorts, alerting us that something is undoubtedly wrong; that perhaps it is time to stop, take a time-out, take as longs it takes, and attend to the unaddressed business of filling our souls.

Henry David Thoreau lived in a tiny cabin at Walden Pond outside Boston for over two years to practice a life of reflection, to help him move more consciously into his life.  About this experience he wrote, “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.”  

Everyone needs a “Walden Pond” of his or her own, a real or metaphorical place where you can take stock of your life and find a sense of purpose and values by which you can live.

Adapted from “Dark Nights of the Soul” by Thomas Moore

(Check with the group as to whether they would like you to read the reading again)

Questions:

1. What words or phrases caught your attention from the reading?

2. Moore says, “Everyone needs a time out”.  How do you take your times out?  Where? What do you do?

3. What do you find as benefits of a “time out”?

4. Moore suggests that a time out is a time to take stock of your life;  to find a sense of purpose and values by which you can live.  How has this happened in your life?

5. Moore describes the rhythms or cycles of life, saying “Every human life is made up of the light and the dark, the happy and the sad, the vital and the deadening.”  How do you experience these rhythms in your life?  What events in your life come to mind?

6. What do the rhythms of dark and light look like in your life?

7. How would you describe your experiences of a “dark night” as Moore describes them?

8. How have you benefited from your times in darkness?

9. Any other comments about dark nights, and time out, and the soul?

Check Out:

A word or phrase about how you are feeling as this meeting ends?  Is there something you do not want to leave this meeting without saying?

Closing Words:

You have to let your darkness shape your journey.  You have to go deeper than your mood, far beneath your emotion, and down to the underworld of the very meaning of your life.

Adapted from “Dark Nights of the Soul” by Thomas Moore

