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“You have a place in this world. It is a place where awkwardness dissolves and you are most 

fully alive, therefore most fully human. You know this place very well, though you may feel far 

from it. Take a deep breath and hold it briefly. Exhale slowly. You know this place. You may not 

always know how to get to it but you recognize it every time. 

 

“Likely you first sensed its existence in early childhood. Over the subsequent course of your life, 

you may have stumbled into—and out of—this place of aliveness many times, especially during 

periods of significant upheaval or transition. These were brief moments of awakening when 

something way down inside suddenly leapt to attention and cried, “Home!” Yet much of the 

time, you may feel far from home. You are closer than you realize. Much of the time you may 

feel more like Pinocchio, woodenly meandering through life, hoping to be alive one day. That 

day could be today.”1 

 

Today, as we begin a new era in the life of Niles Discovery Church moving out of our comfort 

zone into hybrid worship, we are starting a new worship series. It’s called “The Gifts of the Dark 

Wood,” and it’s based on a book of the same name by the Rev. Dr. Eric Elnes, a United Church 

of Christ minister serving a UCC congregation in Portland, Oregon.  

 

Rev. Elnes’s book—and our series—is about “finding [our] place in this world at the very point 

where [we] feel furthest from it. It’s about recognizing the fierce beauty and astonishing blessing 

that exists within experiences that most of us fear but none of us can avoid. Ultimately this 

[series] is about […] recognizing that experiences of failure, emptiness, and uncertainty are as 

critical for finding our way through life as they are unavoidable. These experiences frequently 

offer clues, in fact, to what the ancients would name our ‘calling’ or ‘path in life.’ A number of 

these clues come through experiences of spiritual awakening that present themselves not in the 

absence of struggle but deep in the heart of it.”2 The key to being able to discover that calling in 

times of struggle is a willingness to step outside of our comfort zone and walk forward, even 

when we can’t see the path. 

 

The disciple Peter discovers his calling in the midst of struggle over and over in the gospels. In 

our text this morning, Peter—who is known as Simon to Jesus and the other disciples—has the 

experience of stepping outside his comfort zone. It’s in the middle of a crazy storm, he and the 

disciples are terrified, and here’s Jesus, walking on water toward them. They don’t know what to 

think or believe at this point. But Simon boldly steps out of the boat and comes toward Jesus—at 

least for a few steps. I imagine it was a little like one of those old cartoons when the cartoon 

 
 1 Eric Elnes, Gifts of the Dark Wood: Seven Blessings for Soulful Skeptics and Other Wanderers (Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 2015), 1. 

 2 Ibid., 2. 



2 

 

character runs off the edge of the cliff: he paddles his legs a few times before he realizes he’s out 

of road. “When it dawns on [Simon] exactly where he is and what he’s doing, [he] sinks like a 

rock, reaching desperately for Jesus crying, ‘Save me!’ Jesus [takes] Simon’s hand and draws 

him back to the boat.”3 

 

A couple of chapters later, Jesus declares that he has a new name for Simon. He announces that 

he will change his name to Peter—Petrus—which means “rock.” Following so closely on the 

heels of the previous story, I can imagine that there might have been some laughter and teasing 

among the disciples at this point. Yes, a rock can be a firm foundation, but a person can also be 

as thick-headed as a rock, and then there’s Simon’s spectacular sinking like a rock. 

 

But Jesus is serious. He says, “On this rock I will build my church.”4 It makes me ask, what kind 

of church is built upon a sinking rock? Perhaps Jesus is acknowledging that being willing to step 

outside our comfort zone and being willing to flail in the water and stumble around in the dark is 

the only way to find our true calling. In other words, perhaps right failure is more important a 

value to Jesus than right belief.5 

 

It seems that Jesus wants to build his church on a sinking rock. Perhaps by doing this, Jesus is 

acknowledging that it takes us journeying into darkness, losing our way, stumbling and 

struggling, in order to truly awaken to “the grandeur, mystery, and freedom of the world that 

awaits [us]. Sometimes, even, [we] need to step away from the security of [our] boat onto the 

stormy sea of [our ]own awakening to discover that a sinking stone is a far firmer foundation 

than [we] have imagined.”6 

 

The book and our series title, “The Gifts of the Dark Wood” takes its name from a line by the 

poet Dante Alighieri. In his famous work The Divine Comedy, Dante writes, “In the middle of 

the road of my life I awoke in a Dark Wood where the true way was wholly lost.” Dante—and 

Christians throughout the last millennium—saw the Dark Wood as a place of confusion and 

emptiness. He understood it as a place of stumbling and struggle that one enters because of one’s 

sin. […] In Dante’s universe, you don’t step into the Dark Wood if you can avoid it.  

 

But there is another side to the tradition of the Dark Wood. Christian mystics—people like St. 

John of the Cross, Teresa of Avila, or Julian of Norwich—“understood struggle [and stumbling] 

not as punishment for sin, but as the central context in which revelation takes place. [For the 

mystics,] the Dark Wood is a place where one receives strange and wondrous gifts whose value 

vastly exceeds whatever hardships are encountered there.”7  The Dark Wood is none other than 

the place where we meet God. 

 

For the mystics, the Dark Wood is where “you discover who you are and what your life is all 

about. […] in the Dark Wood you bring all your shortcomings [and flaws] with you, not in order 

to purge them or be judged by them, but to embrace them in such a way that your struggles 
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contribute meaningfully to the central conversation God is inviting you to have with life.”8 In 

that conversation, we not only meet God, we meet ourselves, as well, and we awaken to the 

calling that God has for us. 

 

Throughout the summer, we’ll be exploring seven unusual gifts found in the Dark Wood: the 

gifts of emptiness, uncertainty, getting lost, being thunderstruck, temptation, disappearing, and 

becoming a misfit. These are gifts that the mystics knew and explored but that our society views 

more as curses than blessings—more as experiences to be feared rather than embraced. 

Hopefully, we’ll discover the blessings that the mystics know: that we don’t have to be perfect to 

find our place in the world. All we really need to be is struggling.9 

 

In Peter’s struggles, we see our own. We, too, have been called on to move outside our comfort 

zones. We’ve stepped outside the boat onto a whole new path, and we, too, have sunk into the 

sea. We’ve flailed around and felt we were losing it. We’ve called on Jesus to take our hands. 

We’ve felt like a sinking stone. And I don’t know about you, but I have certainly felt as dumb as 

a rock sometimes.  

 

As Peter’s story continues in the gospels, he will continue to struggle. He will fail to truly 

understand Jesus’s ministry and mission. He will deny that he even knows Jesus as Pilate 

sentences him to death. He will struggle to believe the women’s stories of resurrection. He will 

stay locked in a room, fearful of moving forward. He will feel empty, uncertain, lost, 

thunderstruck, tempted, and like a disappearing misfit. And despite all this—or perhaps because 

of it, he will be the foundation of the church. 

 

If we can see ourselves in Peter’s story, we can “discover that our lives are more intimately 

bound up in God’s story than we ever realized. And because we are bound up in God’s story, 

there is hope beyond our failures and struggles. In fact, our failures and struggles themselves 

may become our most powerful allies in becoming most fully alive.”10 If sinking-stone Peter can 

build the church, then so, by God, can we! 

 

Our struggles are not our enemies. When we embrace them and learn from them, we become 

more ourselves, we find our place in the world, and we find the calling God is offering us. Amen. 

 

 

 
 8 Ibid., 6-7. 
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