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When deep-sea divers descend into the depths of the ocean, they often have some intense sensations. This experience can usually be divided into several stages:
When divers first begin to descend, they can still see sunlight shining down from the surface of the sea. The water is filled with light and schools of fish; this region is sometimes called the “school-of-fish zone.” Here the divers still feel relatively at ease, because the surroundings are clearly visible.
As the depth increases, sunlight gradually can no longer penetrate the seawater. The divers begin to enter a region that is almost completely dark. Because they cannot see clearly around them, divers instinctively feel danger.
If the divers remain calm and continue descending, after a period of time their eyes will gradually adapt to the darkness. At this point they may begin to notice faint light in the sea, glowing marine organisms (bioluminescence), and outlines in the darkness. The darkness that originally caused fear gradually becomes a mysterious and beautiful world.
After divers adapt to this environment, they feel that their hearts become calm, they have greater confidence in their surroundings, and they discover that the darkness is actually full of life and light. At this point they begin to “see” in a way different from the world on land.
From light → darkness → fear → adaptation → new sight, we use this experience as a metaphor for life or faith: sometimes we must first experience darkness and the unknown before we can slowly see new light.
In the Gospel of John, we often see the relationship between “seeing” and “believing.” In chapter 20, for example, when people see the risen Jesus, they believe that everything He said is true.
· Mary Magdalene saw that the stone of the tomb had been removed (20:1).
· The disciple whom Jesus loved ran to the tomb and saw the burial cloth lying there (20:4–5).
· Peter saw the cloth that had wrapped Jesus’ head (20:6–7).
· Then that disciple went in and “saw and believed” (20:8).
· At first Mary did not understand what had happened, but when Jesus appeared to her, she said to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord!” (20:18).
· When Jesus appeared to the disciples and showed them His hands and His side, the disciples rejoiced (20:19).
People see and then believe. Thomas did not believe the other disciples and said, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in His hands and put my hand into His side, I will never believe.” But Jesus said to him, “You believe because you have seen Me; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”
When we think we already understand Jesus, the Lord Jesus instead says “believe without seeing.” In another passage Jesus says, “I came into this world for judgment, so that those who do not see may see, and those who see may become blind.”
Sometimes in broad daylight we actually cannot see; yet in the darkness we begin to see.
A pastor from Georgia, Barbara Brown Taylor, who is also a writer, speaks in one of her books, Learning to Walk in the Dark, about how we can still faithfully walk the path of faith even when we do not have all the answers. She encourages us to lay aside fear and anxiety and explore the lessons God wants to teach us in the darkness.
In Christian history, people have often associated light with goodness and darkness with evil. But the Bible reminds us that God neither slumbers nor sleeps. This tells us that even in the darkness, God is still at work.
Psalm 139:11–12 says: “If I say, ‘Surely the darkness will cover me, and the light around me will become night,’ even the darkness is not dark to You; the night shines like the day; darkness and light are alike to You.” Darkness can also bring illumination.
Jesus even overturned the religious assumptions of that time: those who think they see are actually blind, while those who admit they cannot see begin to see. When people say, “We see very clearly,” this is often human pride.
True spiritual humility is to acknowledge that we do not know everything. We cannot see everything clearly.
The beggar who had once been blind said, “One thing I know: I was blind, but now I see.” He did not have all the answers, but he had a real experience.
Faith is sometimes like this—we do not follow Jesus in complete understanding, but follow His light in the darkness. The disciples were the same. They left everything to follow Jesus, yet did not know where He was going. They moved forward in the darkness, but His presence illuminated the road.
However, those who believe they should see most clearly sometimes cannot see. In the film Ray, the blind musician Ray Charles is playing music in a bar when a group of church people rush in and accuse him of blasphemy, saying he has turned music that belongs to God into something worldly. Ray Charles responds, “If you want me to keep playing, let me hear an ‘Amen’!”
The crowd immediately responds, “Amen!” Though he was physically blind, at that moment he had spiritual eyes.
However, seeing in the darkness is not easy. Ray Charles once said, “Do you know what it feels like to slowly go blind? Every day you pray, asking for just a little bit of light, but you receive nothing.”
Seeing in the darkness is not easy. But it is there that we learn to trust the One who said, “I am the light of the world.”
Many people prefer to see first and then believe, so we often say, “I’ll believe it when I see it.” “When I see it, I’ll know.” “Unless I see the nail marks in His hands and put my hand into His side, I will not believe.”
This is an experiential faith that connects seeing with believing—taking sensory experience as the basis of faith. But what if what we see and experience is only darkness and things unseen? Then fear, doubt, and uncertainty of faith may appear, because there seems to be no light before us.
Even a Christian may fear the dark night of the soul, because it seems that no light comes from within.
Sometimes what we feel is only emptiness—nothing at all, as if even God’s presence is not there.
When we cannot see, we are forced to face our fear of darkness, our fear of the unknown, and the true condition of our faith.
In the darkness, we see what we truly are. Before that awe-inspiring mystery (mysterium tremendum), we finally see ourselves clearly. As the Bible says, “Now we see in a mirror dimly” (1 Corinthians 13:12).
This is precisely the place to which God calls us—a place of not knowing and not seeing.
God sometimes uses darkness to point out our blind spots, help us grow, and enable us to truly see. In the darkness you may truly see who you are and who God is.
Many people fear the darkness of blindness, but God has His reasons that human reason can never fully understand. The meaning of darkness is precisely this: we do not know everything, nor can we see everything. We cannot.
In the pursuit of knowledge there is an ironic phenomenon: the more you know, the more you discover how much you do not know.
Not knowing. Not seeing. Not saying, “We see,” but acknowledging, “We have not seen.”
This is what the Christian spiritual tradition calls the via negativa (the negative way). It is a form of negative theology. It acknowledges one thing: God is not an object within the universe.
Therefore, using human language and concepts to describe God will ultimately be limited and incomplete. God’s nature is that He is not fully knowable (unknowable) and difficult to express in words (ineffable).
All human language is actually insufficient when describing God. God surpasses the limits of our understanding. Therefore, sometimes describing God by saying “what God is not” is closer to the truth, because all our definitions of God may ultimately be incomplete or even mistaken.
Human definitions cannot truly define the One who is immortal, invisible, the only wise God, who dwells in unapproachable light. Therefore, we can honestly say: “We have not seen.” “We are blind.” “We see in the darkness.”
This negative way (via negativa) is to know God through negation.
This apophatic theology stands in contrast to another kind of theology, cataphatic theology. Cataphatic theology makes explicit affirmations about God, such as the Incarnation and the attributes of God.
But there is also a danger here: we may speak many things on behalf of God that God Himself has never declared.
Cataphatic theology in some sense implies, “We have seen.” But apophatic theology reminds us to remain humble: we have not seen.
The Church Father Gregory of Nyssa once said that people often live in “incomprehensible darkness.”
The fourth-century bishop Cyril of Jerusalem also said, “In matters concerning God, acknowledging one’s ignorance is the best knowledge.” What we truly know is that we do not know. What we truly see is that we have not seen.
As the Bible says: “No one has ever seen God” (John 1:18). “He dwells in unapproachable light” (1 Timothy 6:16). “How unsearchable are the ways of God!” (Romans 11:33).
The Bible leads us toward the God who cannot be fully known, toward the unseen God, even into the darkness.
Yet Jesus seems to call for a kind of negative spiritual life—acknowledging that we do not know and that we have not seen. It is a vision that sees in the darkness, a faith that sees through negation.
Jesus calls us into the depths of the life of discipleship: not to see completely in the light, but to learn to see in the darkness. And God is in the darkness.
I know this because Jesus Himself walked this negative way. He walked the Via Dolorosa—the way of suffering.
The path He walked was the path of negation and the path of death. He entered the abyss of the cross and embraced complete negation. When He was crucified, He entered into the deep darkness of death.
Yet a hymn says:
“On a hill far away stood an old rugged cross, the emblem of suffering and shame;”
Yet the blood that flowed from that old cross—

Blood on the leaves
Blood on the roots
Blood on the bark

That blood is dark, deep, and shadowed. may we learn to see.


