
Candles in the Dark - Week One Handout 
 
Wilderness and Hearing the Voice of God

Opening Prayers:  
 
Creator God Walking in the Garden 
Breathe life into us 

Tempted God Praying in the desert 
Breathe life into us. 

Holy God Travelling towards the city 
Breathe life into us

God you are present here,
where each of us is right now,
whether we recognise you or not 
whether we acknowledge you or not, 
you are present within us, between us and around us.  
 
Your Holy Spirit is holding us in being 
and the energy of your love suffuses the universe.  
May we become aware of your presence in this space and time, 
aware of your heartbeat of love, 
aware of your longing for us.
 
Speak to us through stillness and silence, 
through music and word. 
Give us grace to listen and hear you 
In the depths of our selves.  
Amen

If you can, read ‘A Clearer Vision’ on page 4 in Candles in the Dark 
 
Observations:  
 
In his homily ‘Rowan Williams writes that “layers being removed is another 
image for what Lent and Passiontide are about. We try to let some kind of sharp, 
cleansing wind blow through the fog of idleness and selfishness, so that the 
landscape of our spirits stands out more clearly. Not that it’s always a pretty 
sight …. It’s only when the vague drifting muddle of the way we usually think 
about ourselves is blown away by the Spirit that we see the underlying contours 
- the deep needs, the ingrained resistances, the aching hopes and loves.”

When I read these lines, I was reminded too of the birdsong we heard in 
lockdown, how clear and crisp and beautiful it was to listen to. Revealed 
by the slowing of the traffic and human bustle. Somehow liberated from 
whatever constraints human activity places upon it. What else was 
revealed to us so clearly?  
 
Has this past year been a ‘sharp cleansing wind - blowing through the fog of 
idleness and selfishness?’ Certainly, there has been a new humility on offer, 
limitations and human fragility have been revealed far beyond the masks 
that pride and vanity can maintain. The number of layers revealed by the 
crisp sky and the cleansing wind can be found at every level of society.  
 
But what are these stripped Layers?  



These stripped Layers have included so many things 
 
Layers of Society:  
“This pandemic has magnified every existing inequality in our society – 
like systemic racism, gender inequality, and poverty,” - Melinda Gates 
 
Layers of Vulnerability: Newly heightened categories of age, health, 
shielding, ethnicity, work.

Layers of Relationships: Social distance, masks, not seeing family, isolation, 
localism

Layers of Priority:  Shops closed, materialism, need for outdoors, birdsong, 
creation, community 

Layers of Faith
Layers of church practices: No services, online worship, printed materials, 
lack of sacraments 

Layers of prayer: Prayer outside of the church building 

Layers of social gathering: no events, no chat, masked faces, lack of 
community

Is it fair to say that we have found ourselves in a ‘wilderness’? 
What have you noticed
 

The etymology of wilderness is a ‘A wild inhabited or uncultivated place’.  
Has our faith found itself there - without the singing, the coffee, the 
sacraments, the festivals and ceremony? 

The above image speaks into a traditional idea of wilderness - the desert, 
the landscape, the quiet and the dry weather, as if we absolutely have to 
relocate entirely in order to hear the voice of God.  
 
But the Rev’d Dr Nicola Bown wants us to consider a slightly different 
idea of spiritual wilderness.  
 
“‘Perhaps our challenge this Lent is to find the wilderness exactly where 
we are, meeting God in the streets, the snickets where we live.”

Questions to Ponder then: 

• Is Wilderness a good way of describing the experience of the pandemic?
• Which layers do or don’t you want back?
• Where has God been for you? 
• How has it been practicing your faith at home?



Hearing the Voice of God 
The wilderness is where we usually go to hear the voice of God. A key 
aspect of spiritual wilderness is around ‘hearing the voice of God’ and so 
I’d like us to delve into that a little more deeply using Psalm 63: 
 
Some notes about Psalm 63:  
 
Themes of this psalm:  
David's soul thirsts after God, while absent from the sanctuary, and longs 
to be restored to the Divine ordinances. He expresses strong confidence 
in the Most High, and praises him for his goodness; shows the misery of 
those who do not seek God; and his own safety as king of the people.  
The Hebrew title of this Psalm is, “A Psalm of David when he was in the 
wilderness of Judea.” It is most probable that the Psalm was written when 
David took refuge in the forest of Hareth, in the wilderness of Ziph, when 
he fled from the court of Achish. But Calmet understands it as a prayer by 
the captives in Babylon.  (From the Adam Clarke commentary) 
 
Saint John Chrysostom wrote “that it was decreed and ordained by the 
primitive [church] fathers, that no day should pass without the public 
singing of this Psalm.” He also observed that “the spirit and soul of the 
whole Book of Psalms is contracted into this Psalm.”  The ancient Church 
up to about 400 AD had the practice of beginning the singing of the 
Psalms at each Sunday service with Psalm 63, specifically called “the 
morning hymn.”  In the Liturgy of the Hours, Psalm 63 is recited every 
single Sunday at the Lauds by priests and religious communities. It is a key 
psalm.  
 
Please have a slow look at Psalm 63 - whether the traditional or modern 
version - maybe read it out loud. And as you do, note whichever verse 
speaks to you the most - which one speaks into where you have been 
over this past year. Write it down here or highlight it on the psalms and 
meditate on it as the week unfolds.  

1 You, God, are my God, earnestly I 
seek you; I thirst for you, my whole 
being longs for you, in a dry and 
parched land where there is no 
water.

2 I have seen you in the sanctuary

and beheld your power and your 
glory.

3 Because your love is better than 
life, my lips will glorify you.

4 I will praise you as long as I live,

and in your name I will lift up my 
hands.

5 I will be fully satisfied as with the 
richest of foods; with singing lips my 
mouth will praise you.

6 On my bed I remember you; I think 
of you through the watches of the 
night.

7 Because you are my help, I sing in 
the shadow of your wings.

8 I cling to you; your right hand 
upholds me.

9 Those who want to kill me will be 
destroyed; they will go down to the 
depths of the earth.

10 They will be given over to the 
sword and become food for jackals.

11 But the king will rejoice in God;

all who swear by God will glory in 
him, while the mouths of liars will be 
silenced.

1 O GOD, thou art my God: early will 
I seek thee.

My soul thirsteth for thee, my flesh 
also longeth after thee: in a barren 
and dry land where no water is.

2 Thus have I looked for thee in 
holiness: that I might behold thy 
power and glory.

3 For thy loving-kindness is better 
than the life itself: my lips shall 
praise thee.

4 As long as I live will I magnify thee 
on this manner: and lift up my hands 
in thy Name.

5 My soul shall be satisfied, even as 
it were with marrow and fatness: 
when my mouth praiseth thee with 
joyful lips.

6 Have I not remembered thee in my 
bed: and thought upon thee when I 
was waking?

7 Because thou hast been my 
helper: therefore under the shadow 
of thy wings will I rejoice.

8 My soul hangeth upon thee: thy 
right hand hath upholden me.

9 These also that seek the hurt of 
my soul: they shall go under the 
earth.

10 Let them fall upon the edge of 
the sword: that they may be a 
portion for foxes.

11 But the King shall rejoice in God; 
all they also that swear by him shall 
be commended: for the mouth of 
them that speak lies shall be 
stopped.

NRSV Translation BCP Translation



Finally: The psalms are one way that we might try to hear the word of 
God. Artists often bring these words to life with their artistry. I wonder 
which verses you can see in these images below. Feel free to make the 
connections. Is your verse in them at all?

Please let your verse speak with you this week.  
For Further Reading on the theme of layers, see ‘Behind the mask’ in 
Candles in the Dark, Rowan Williams p.54



Next Week 
 
Community and Charity  
 
Read ‘Herd Mentality’ on Page 90 of the book Candles in the Dark or 
listen to it online. 


