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“Many are asking, ‘Who can show us any good?’ Let the light of your face shine 

upon us, O Lord. You have filled my heart with greater joy than when their grain 

and new wine abound.” (Psalm 4:6-7) 

“The lamp of the Lord searches the spirit of a man; it searches out his inmost being.” 

(Proverb 20:27)  

 

Introduction 

It was a typical morning at one of the locations where I provide counseling. I love my job as an Employee Assistance Program (EAP) counselor. After seven years, it feels more like a family than a company. The boss to whom I report for this contract told me when I started that being the on-site counselor is like being the chaplain on an aircraft carrier. He was absolutely right.  

On this particular morning I returned from one of our break rooms with a cup of morning coffee and saw an employee who had a history of cancer. I knew he’d had an outpatient procedure to remove the cancer, and he had been released by his doctor to return to work. He’d been cancer free for nearly a year and was so thankful, and then during a routine checkup a few weeks ago, the doctor discovered the cancer had returned. This was his second bout with cancer! 

I asked how he was, and I could tell from his downcast expression there was no cause for celebration this morning. He reported that while he was in surgery after the new discovery from his last follow-up visit, the doctor had done a full-body scan and had discovered cancer in his left lung. Plans had been made to remove this spot at a later date. I asked if he would like to have a prayer together. He agreed, so we went 
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to my office, closed the door, and prayed for the upcoming surgery on his lung. 

After he left, I closed the door again and wept uncontrollably. I composed myself after fifteen minutes and went about my day. Normally I don’t cry over this type of situation because I hear cases like his every week. The difference between his case and others was that, just a few days before, I had counseled a woman with another tragic story. 

It seems she was dealing with Post–Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). Two years before our meeting, she had been tracked down by her husband. She had left him after ten years of marriage because of his physical abuse, but when he found her he demanded she return home with their nine-year-old daughter. When she insisted their marriage was over, he pulled out a pistol from a bag he was carrying and shot her eight times. He placed four bullets in the back of each of her legs, just above the knees. As she lay on the floor, losing consciousness, she heard two more shots. Later, when she woke up in the hospital, she learned he had fatally shot their preadolescent daughter and had then turned the pistol on himself. 

As though murder and suicide were not enough, he also left a note. It stated he did not intend for her to die. He wanted to leave her paralyzed so she would know what it was like to be alive and not have their daughter or be able to have a relationship with another man. Though she survived and her body healed—she was able to walk in spite of the odds against it—her question to me was, how could she pick up the shattered pieces of her life? 
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Just a few days prior to hearing this poor lady’s sad story, I encountered another female employee who was seeking help because her husband had an addiction to pornography. I cannot relay the details here because it was one of the worst scenarios I have heard in decades. What he did was so disgusting and vile that the memory of her story causes me to be repulsed.  

 I think you can see what led to my tears. Looking back now, I realize it was not that these situations were new. I’d been in private practice for many years and had heard other gut-wrenching stories. I think it was not only the nature of these situations but the accumulation of the three events so close together. 

The human psyche, no matter how well trained and experienced to help wounded souls, sometimes reaches its limits. And mine was beyond its breach. The tears I shed did help, but they were only a temporary fix. All day long I functioned as though I were impervious to the burden of these stories of bruised and battered souls. 

As I was traveling home that night, these life events repeated themselves in my head and demonstrated just how cruel the darkness in life can be to its victims. It is deep, dank, and sinister. It knows no boundaries and equally assaults man, woman, and child. Darkness gives no quarter and seeks unbridled punishment with a vengeance. It surrounds us all throughout our lives and sometimes takes life before leaving the womb. We are not aware of this darkness as we are growing up from infancy, but it seeks to devour us when we begin to leave the protection of our parents. Then, as we explore life on our own, the menace is there to embrace us as a villain waiting to steal our souls. 
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There are two types of darkness that are entwined in our lives. First, there is the darkness of the external world in which we live and breathe. Second, there is darkness from within our hearts. 

 

The External Darkness 

I find it interesting that we continue each day as though nothing were wrong in our lives while, in reality, we live in external darkness. My mind returned to some of my casual greetings at work. Did that lady I just passed and exchanged hellos with experience the darkness of spousal abuse last night or this morning? Why is she wearing long sleeves on a hot day like this? Could it be she is hiding something?  

An oncoming vehicle’s lights flashed in my eyes, and I pondered how we can deal sanely with so much darkness in this world. The darkness rolls over all in its path like a tsunami, engulfing, overpowering, and refusing to release its grip. Each person I attempt to help has his or her own unique external darkness. And as a matter of fact, I have my own external darkness that surrounds me each day. At times I have found myself unable to cope with it.  

 

External Darkness: Shared and Unique 

I then realized that we all share external darkness in unique yet simultaneous experiences. For example, Americans are now facing terrorism in our homeland—something much of the world has experienced for thirty years or more. When it happens on our soil, we do not share the exact same external darkness that much of the world has. Since September 11, 2001, we know to some extent what it is like to lose loved ones to terrorism; however, one major difference is that 
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American civilians have not had to protect their own homes and fight terrorists firsthand. 

Americans have not had to band together in small groups and develop counter-insurgency strategies to protect their children. In general, civilians have not faced ambushes or kidnappings or had to place sandbags on the floors of their cars in case they hit a land mine. They don’t have to patrol their properties in either rural or urban communities, and they don’t have to examine their homes from the standpoint of possible homestead attacks, developing strategies to guard their homes against AK-47 rifles or rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs). So yes, we do share a common external darkness but not in the same way.  

 

External Darkness: Individual Experience 

Even though this darkness is shared, it becomes unique to the experience of each individual; hence, we cannot understand each other’s external darkness or how the other person experiences it. For example, there is an image burned into my memory from 1976. I see the event just as clearly today as I did then, many decades ago.  

My wife Valerie and I had been on a Christian mission in southern Africa for about a year when terrorists moved into the farmland district surrounding where we lived. The twelve farms of our quadrant held a meeting to map out how to communicate and how to protect against terrorist attack on individual homes. We called this meeting a laager, which is an Afrikaans term we Americans would express as “circle the
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