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Darkness is essential for  the natural r hythms of l i fe. Humans, 
plants, and animals - al l  l iving things - r ely on creation?s balance of 
dark and l ight for  their  health, well-being, and sur vival. Darkness 
also plays an impor tant role in almost al l  spir i tual and rel igious 
tr adi tions. I t has been used to symbolize evi l , separation from the 
divine, or  the absence of w isdom and clar i ty. But darkness is also 
often r egarded as sacred. I t is a space in which humans can come 
close to the myster y of God, w restle w ith the for ces that might be 
keeping them from deeper  connection w ith God and others, and 
ultimately r est in the presence of the divine. 

In both Jew ish and Chr istian tr adi tions, darkness plays an especial ly 
sacred role. There was the dark quiet of the ear th just before the 
beginning of l i fe, the Isreali tes wandered in the darkness of the 
deser t before r eaching the promised land, and Jesus lay in the 
darkness of the tomb before r ising from the dead. Moments of joy, 
belonging, and connection to the divine are al l  complemented by 
the sti l l , humble darkness that precedes them ? a darkness that is 
necessar y, beauti ful, and sacred. 

In an age ful l  of screens and constant consumption of goods, 
information, and enter tainment, darkness has gotten a bad rap. We 
seem to be forgetting just how  impor tant i t is for  our  physical 
health, our  spir i tual well-being, and for  al l  of God?s creation. In 
r esponse, the National Religious Par tner ship for  the Environment 
headed to one of the few  places where one can exper ience a tr uly 
natural, unencumbered night sky ? the New  Mexican deser t. We 
l istened to fai th leaders, scientists, and hiker s al ike about the 
impor tance of darkness and the night sky. We learned about how  i t 
connects and sustains us and explored what fai th communities can 
do to embrace, preser ve, and honor  sacred darkness. This r esource 
ser ves as a guide for  your  ow n fai th community to learn about l ight 
pol lution, explore the role of darkness in the sacred scr iptures and 
in our  l ives today, and re-discover  the centur ies old practice of 
standing in awe of God and worshiping God together  under  the 
heavens. 

?THE ONE WHO SENDS FORTH THE 
LIGHT AND IT GOES, HE CALLED IT, AND 
IT OBEYED 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

?THE HEAVENS DECLARE THE GLORY 
OF GOD, AND THE SKY ABOVE 

PROCLAIMS HIS HANDIWORK? 
-PSALM 19:1

Scan here for  r esources about 
how  your  household or  
congregation can implement 
r esponsible outdoor  l ighting:

Dar kness Mat ter s

Most of the global population l ives under  l ight-pol luted skies. In 
the U.S, only 20% of people can see the Mi lky Way from their  
homes. And i t?s getting worse - a 2023 study found that i f  250 star s 
are visible when a chi ld is born today, by the time they are 18, 
they?ll  only be able to see 100 of those star s. 

Worsening l ight pol lution negatively impacts w i ldl i fe, plant 
development, and human health. By disrupting Ear th?s natural 
cycles of l ight and dark, l ight pol lution 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 speci f ical ly, 
thousands of bir ds migrate along the Rio Grande and the main 
mountain chains. Approximately 80% of these migrating bir ds 
tr avel at night and are par ticular ly vulnerable to being misled, 
confused, and not ar r iving at their  destination because of l ight 
pol lution. 

Humans, too, r ely on the natural r hythms of day and night. Studies 
have found that exposure to ar ti f icial l ight can harm our  health, 
increasing the r isk for  sleep disorders, obesi ty, depression, 
diabetes, hear t disease, and cancer. 

" Let  Ther e Be Night "

From state and regional level pol icies to simple sw itches that could 
be implemented by congregations and individual households, the 
solution to l ight pol lution is at our  f inger tips:

- LEDs and compact f luorescents (CFLs) can help r educe 
energy use and protect the environment, but only 
warm-colored bulbs should be used.

- Dimmers, motion sensors, and timers can help to r educe 
average i l lumination levels and save even more energy.

- Unnecessar y indoor  l ighting ?  par ticular ly in empty off ice 
bui ldings at night ?  should be turned off .

- Outdoor  l ighting f ixtures that shield the l ight source to 
minimize glare and l ight tr espass help prevent l ight 
pol lution.

These steps not only help r estore natural darkness which benefi ts 
the environment, local w i ldl i fe habitat, and human health, they 
also help houses of worship and famil ies save on energy costs and 
reduce carbon emissions. 

What  is Light  Pollut ion? 

We often talk about air  pol lution, water  pol lution, and land 
pollution - but what about l ight pol lution? Just l ike any other  form 
of pol lution, l ight pol lution is caused by human activi ty and disrupts 
the natural cycles of l i fe. I t involves an alter ing of outdoor  l ight 
levels beyond that which occurs natural ly and is caused by thing 
l ike unshielded str eet l ights, electronic adver tising, greenhouses, 
factor ies and industr ial si tes, and more. Residential l ighting is also a 
signi f icant source of l ight pol lution - did you know , around 15 
mi l l ion tons of carbon dioxide (CO2) are emitted each year  in order  
to power  r esidential outdoor  l ighting in the U.S? In order  to offset 
al l  of that CO2, we would have to plant 875 mi l l ion tr ees annually. 

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


I f  we really want to  explore and embrace the sacred role that 
darkness holds in the ar c of the Judeo-Chr istian stor y, we must both 
preser ve natural darkness in the wor ld and we must go out and 
tr uly encounter  i t. We must create spaces for  our  fai th communities 
to worship God under  the same star s as the prophets, as the deser t 
father s, as the great teachers and saints who journeyed before us. 
There is a special w isdom and deep sense of self , place, and 
belonging that unfur ls when we spend time in God's Creation, 
par ticular ly when al l  other  l ights and distr actions are str ipped 
away. 

To help faci l i tate this deeper  connection between God, self , and 
community, your  congregation might consider  hosting an outdoor  
Taize prayer  ser vice on a clear  night, faci l i tating a Bible study on 
passages that explore themes of darkness and l ight, or  organizing a 
sunr ise hike that includes time for  sol i tude and ref lection on 
prompts around the role of darkness in our  fai th. 

In the fol low ing pages, you'l l  f ind additional examples of events, 
worship ser vices, and l i turgies r elating to sacred darkness, as well  
as r elevant hymns, contemporar y songs, prayers, scr ipture 
passages, and preaching prompts for  fai th leaders and clergy to 
uti l ize as your  community explores this r ich and impor tant topic.
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Praying Under  t he St ars
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Light pol lution from Las Vegas 
separating the ci ty from the 
magnif icent view  of the  Mi lky 
Way, visible from Lake 
Pahranagat. Photo |  @vegasbickel

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

Bottom: Enchanted Skies Star  Par ty attendees 
enjoy the dark skies at the El Camino Real 
Her i tage Center  in central New  Mexico
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"THE WORLD IS CHARGED WITH THE 
GRANDEUR OF GOD"

FR. GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS
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Above: Chr ist in the Deser t Benedictine 
Monaster y in Abiquiu. Photo |  Er ik 
Stensland

Scr iptur e

Old Testam ent  

Genesis 1:1-3 The stor y of creation of day and night

Genesis 15:1-6 The Lord promises Abraham descendants as 
numerous as the star s

Proverbs 8:22-31 God's wisdom and creation

Isaiah 40:21-26 The creator  of the heavens calls us by name

Jeremiah 4: 23-28 The heavens mourn in response to sin

Baruch 3:24-25 The star s shout to God with joy

Daniel 12:2-3 The wise shall shine l ike the star s

 

Psalm s

Psalm 8 Praising God in the order  of creation 

Psalm 19 The heavens are tell ing the glor y of God

Psalm 65 The ear th is fi l led with awe at God's wonders

Psalm 104 The Creator  God sustains the ear th

New Testam ent

Matthew  6:24-34 The book of nature teaches us how to l ive

Mark 6:45-51 Chr ist in union with nature br ings peace to 
discord

Romans 8:18-22 The natural wor ld longing for  l iberation

Colossians 1:15-20 All of creation is r econciled in Chr ist

Pr eaching and Ref lect i on Pr om pts

- Darkness has a sacred place in the ar c of the stor y of God's 
people - where in scr ipture do we see the impor tance of 
darkness, both l i teral and physical? 

- In what ways has our  society vi l i f ied darkness as something 
to fear? How  can we reclaim and upli f t the sacredness of 
darkness? 

- Just l ike the ful l  splendor  of the star s can only be seen in the 
natural darkness, the tr ue l ight of God is best exper ienced by 
those who are w i l l ing to confront and si t in darkness.

- When we f i l l  our  l ives w ith ar ti f icial l ight, we miss out on the 
ful lness of God present in the r eal i ty of the wor ld around us. 
What forms of ar ti f icial l ight do we need to cut back on? 
What are helping us to avoid? 

- Darkness and night are essential for  r est, which God modeled 
for  us through the establishment of the Sabbath. Where in 
our  l ives do we need more r est? How  can rest be a form of 
r esistance in a culture that glor i f ies business? 

- God created us to l ive in harmony w ith the natural r hythms 
of the ear th. What does i t look l ike to lean in to that cal l?

Chr ist Be Our  Light 

For  the Beauty of the Ear th

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

Hym ns Pr ayer  Ser v i ce and Act iv i t i es Ideas

- Candlight worship ser vice fol lowed by 
s'mores and stargazing  

- Outdoor  taizé  prayer  
- Young adult ministr y camping tr ip to a 

nearby designated 'Dark Sky Place'
- Chi ldren's ministr y: Display photos from 

the James Webb Space Telescope and 
have youth r ecreate w ith pastels or  
paints

- Sunr ise or  night-time hike, begin or  end 
w ith br ief prayer  ser vice singing songs 
to welcome or  say goodbye to the night

- Blessing of local w i ldl i fe that are 
impacted by l ight pol lution

- 'Screen-less' sabbath prayer  groups

Contem por ar y Songs

Light of the Wor ld - We the Kingdom

Count the Star s - We the Kingdom

Consider  the Star s - Kei th and Kr isyn Getty

Praise Him Moon and Star s - Graham 
Kendr ick



FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT DARK SKIES AND LIGHT POLLUTION VISIT: DARKSKY.ORG
FOR RESOURCES ON PROTECTING AND EXPLORING NATURE IN NEW MEXICO VISIT: CDTCCOALITION.ORG
HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS RESOURCE OR NEED SUPPORT HOSTING AN EVENT AT YOUR CONGREGATION? 
CONTACT KATIE@NRPE.ORG
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