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“THE ONE WHO SENDS FORTH THE
LIGHT AND IT GOES, HE CALLED IT, AND
T 0BEYED HIM, TREMBLING; THE STARS
SHONE IN THEIR WATCHES AND WERE
GLAD; HE CALLED THEM, AND THEY
SAID, “HERE WE ARE!” THEY SHONE
WITH GLADNESS FOR HIM WHO MADE
THEM.”

BARUCH 3:33-35

Scan here for resources about
how your household or
congregation can implement
responsible outdoor lighting:

Darkness is essential for the natural rhythms of life. Humans,
plants, and animals - all living things - rely on creation’s balance of
dark and light for their health, well-being, and survival. Darkness
also plays an important role in almost all spiritual and religious
traditions. It has been used to symbolize evil, separation from the
divine, or the absence of wisdom and clarity. But darkness is also
often regarded as sacred. It is a space in which humans can come
close to the mystery of God, wrestle with the forces that might be
keeping them from deeper connection with God and others, and
ultimately rest in the presence of the divine.

In both Jewish and Christian traditions, darkness plays an especially
sacred role. There was the dark quiet of the earth just before the
beginning of life, the Isrealites wandered in the darkness of the
desert before reaching the promised land, and Jesus lay in the
darkness of the tomb before rising from the dead. Moments of joy,
belonging, and connection to the divine are all complemented by
the still, humble darkness that precedes them - a darkness that is
necessary, beautiful, and sacred.

In an age full of screens and constant consumption of goods,
information, and entertainment, darkness has gotten a bad rap. We
seem to be forgetting just how important it is for our physical
health, our spiritual well-being, and for all of God’s creation. In
response, the National Religious Partnership for the Environment
headed to one of the few places where one can experience a truly
natural, unencumbered night sky — the New Mexican desert. We
listened to faith leaders, scientists, and hikers alike about the
importance of darkness and the night sky. We learned about how it
connects and sustains us and explored what faith communities can
do to embrace, preserve, and honor sacred darkness. This resource
serves as a guide for your own faith community to learn about light
pollution, explore the role of darkness in the sacred scriptures and
in our lives today, and re-discover the centuries old practice of
standing in awe of God and worshiping God together under the
heavens.

What is Light Pollution?

We often talk about air pollution, water pollution, and land
pollution - but what about light pollution? Just like any other form
of pollution, light pollution is caused by human activity and disrupts
the natural cycles of life. It involves an altering of outdoor light
levels beyond that which occurs naturally and is caused by thing
like unshielded street lights, electronic advertising, greenhouses,
factories and industrial sites, and more. Residential lighting is also a
significant source of light pollution - did you know, around 15
million tons of carbon dioxide (CO2) are emitted each year in order
to power residential outdoor lighting in the U.S? In order to offset
all of that CO2, we would have to plant 875 million trees annually.

Darkness Matters

Most of the global population lives under light-polluted skies. In
the U.S, only 20% of people can see the Milky Way from their
homes. And it’s getting worse - a 2023 study found that if 250 stars
are visible when a child is born today, by the time they are 18,
they’ll only be able to see 100 of those stars.

Worsening light pollution negatively impacts wildlife, plant
development, and human health. By disrupting Earth’s natural
cycles of light and dark, light pollution confuses the plants and
animals who rely on these cues to know when and how to migrate,
mate, hunt, blossom, and more. In New Mexico specifically,
thousands of birds migrate along the Rio Grande and the main
mountain chains. Approximately 80% of these migrating birds
travel at night and are particularly vulnerable to being misled,
confused, and not arriving at their destination because of light
pollution.

Humans, too, rely on the natural rhythms of day and night. Studies
have found that exposure to artificial light can harm our health,
increasing the risk for sleep disorders, obesity, depression,
diabetes, heart disease, and cancer.

"Let There Be Night"

From state and regional level policies to simple switches that could
be implemented by congregations and individual households, the
solution to light pollution is at our fingertips:

* LEDs and compact fluorescents (CFLs) can help reduce
energy use and protect the environment, but only
warm-colored bulbs should be used.

* Dimmers, motion sensors, and timers can help to reduce
average illumination levels and save even more energy.

* Unnecessary indoor lighting — particularly in empty office
buildings at night — should be turned off.

* Outdoor lighting fixtures that shield the light source to
minimize glare and light trespass help prevent light
pollution.

These steps not only help restore natural darkness which benefits
the environment, local wildlife habitat, and human health, they
also help houses of worship and families save on energy costs and
reduce carbon emissions.



https://darksky.org/resources/what-is-light-pollution/effects/human-health/

Light pollution from Las Vegas
separating the city from the
magnificent view of the Milky
Way, visible from Lake
Pahranagat. Photo | @vegasbickel

Praying Under the Stars

If we really want to explore and embrace the sacred role that
darkness holds in the arc of the Judeo-Christian story, we must both
preserve natural darkness in the world and we must go out and
truly encounter it. We must create spaces for our faith communities
to worship God under the same stars as the prophets, as the desert
fathers, as the great teachers and saints who journeyed before us.
There is a special wisdom and deep sense of self, place, and
belonging that unfurls when we spend time in God's Creation,
particularly when all other lights and distractions are stripped
away.

To help facilitate this deeper connection between God, self, and
community, your congregation might consider hosting an outdoor
Taize prayer service on a clear night, facilitating a Bible study on
passages that explore themes of darkness and light, or organizing a
sunrise hike that includes time for solitude and reflection on
prompts around the role of darkness in our faith.

In the following pages, you'll find additional examples of events,
worship services, and liturgies relating to sacred darkness, as well
as relevant hymns, contemporary songs, prayers, scripture
passages, and preaching prompts for faith leaders and clergy to
utilize as your community explores this rich and important topic.

Top: Night sky above the Chama River near
Abiquiu. Photo | Wayne Suggs.

Bottom: Enchanted Skies Star Party attendees
enjoy the dark skies at the El Camino Real
Heritage Center in central New Mexico




Scripture

Old Testament

Genesis 1:1-3
Genesis 15:1-6

Proverbs 8:22-31
Isaiah 40:21-26
Jeremiah 4: 23-28
Baruch 3:24-25
Daniel 12:2-3

Psalms

Psalm 8

Psalm 19
Psalm 65
Psalm 104

New Testament
Matthew 6:24-34
Mark 6:45-51

Romans 8:18-22

The story of creation of day and night

The Lord promises Abraham descendants as
numerous as the stars

God's wisdom and creation

The creator of the heavens calls us by name
The heavens mourn in response to sin

The stars shout to God with joy

The wise shall shine like the stars

Praising God in the order of creation

The heavens are telling the glory of God
The earth is filled with awe at God's wonders
The Creator God sustains the earth

The book of nature teaches us how to live

Christ in union with nature brings peace to
discord

The natural world longing for liberation

Colossians 1:15-20  All of creation is reconciled in Christ

Preaching and Reflection Prompts

» Darkness has a sacred place in the arc of the story of God's
people - where in scripture do we see the importance of
darkness, both literal and physical?

* In what ways has our society vilified darkness as something
to fear? How can we reclaim and uplift the sacredness of

darkness?

* Just like the full splendor of the stars can only be seen in the
natural darkness, the true light of God is best experienced by
those who are willing to confront and sit in darkness.

*  When we fill our lives with artificial light, we miss out on the
fullness of God present in the reality of the world around us.
What forms of artificial light do we need to cut back on?
What are helping us to avoid?

* Darkness and night are essential for rest, which God modeled

for us through the establishment of the Sabbath. Where in
our lives do we need more rest? How can rest be a form of
resistance in a culture that glorifies business?

* God created us to live in harmony with the natural rhythms
of the earth. What does it look like to lean in to that call?

Hymns

Christ Be Our Light

For the Beauty of the Earth

Praise God From Whom All Blessings Flow
Canticle of Creation

Longing for Light, We Wait in Darkness

Taizé Chants

Our Darkness is Never Darkness in Your Sight
Bless the Lord My Soul

See I am Near

Contemporary Songs

Light of the World - We the Kingdom
Count the Stars - We the Kingdom
Consider the Stars - Keith and Krisyn Getty

Praise Him Moon and Stars - Graham
Kendrick

Prayer Service and Activities Ideas

* Candlight worship service followed by
s'mores and stargazing

* Outdoor taizé prayer

* Young adult ministry camping trip to a
nearby designated 'Dark Sky Place’

e Children’s ministry: Display photos from
the James Webb Space Telescope and
have youth recreate with pastels or
paints

* Sunrise or night-time hike, begin or end
with brief prayer service singing songs
to welcome or say goodbye to the night

* Blessing of local wildlife that are
impacted by light pollution

* 'Screen-less’ sabbath prayer groups

Above: Christ in the Desert Benedictine
Monastery in Abiquiu. Photo | Erik
Stensland
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