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Ritual in the Dark is a participatory liturgy composed, arranged, and performed by liturgist Travis Poling and artist Craig Goodworth, exploring
darkness as a place·not of evil or sin·but of divine mystery, creation, and
transformation in and for the world. As in ritual, the meaning is in the doing. Our content is generated from the overlapping fields of theology, liturgics, contemporary art, and poetry.
* Craig Goodworth is an interdisciplinary artist whose practice lies on the boundary
between landscapes of theology and poetics. Working in drawing, installation, performance
and poetry, core themes in his art are the experience/idea of the body, and place. Goodworth holds masterÊs degrees in sustainable communities and fine art and has received fellowships in art and writing as well as serving as an artist-in-residence in various contexts.
Currently he is doing research under a Fulbright Grant on a project addressing ancestry
and land in the Slovak Republic.
Travis Poling is a liturgist who approaches worship with attention to poetic language
and ritual in ways that empower us to dwell within creation on behalf of ChristÊs liberating
reign. Examining the work of Stafford for the past eight years near StaffordÊs childhood
territory of the Midwest, he incorporated StaffordÊs poetics into a MasterÊs thesis entitled, Poetic Worship: The Renewal of Liturgical Language. Poling holds an MDiv and MA
from Bethany Theological Seminary. He writes poetry and teaches college English in Richmond, Indiana.
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Outline of Liturgy
Performed during Joint Chapel
at Bethany Theological Seminary & Earlham School of Religion
Richmond, Indiana; October 19, 2012

STEPPING INTO DARKNESS
Invocation
„Blessed Through the Darkness‰
Darkness in the Beginning Selections from Genesis 1
A Reading from William Stafford
„Watching the Jet Planes Dive‰ & „Traveling through the Dark‰
Silence

THE DEPTHS OF DARKNESS
Darkness Covers the Land Selections from Matthew 27
A Reading from William Stafford „Circle of Breath‰
Choral Reflection
„Thank You for the Night‰

BLESSING THE DARKNESS
A Ritual of Blessing
Receiving the Blessing:

Where there is darkness,
let us find life.
Where we are close to the earth,
let us dwell with God.
Returning the Blessing:

Where there is darkness,
may you give life.
Where you are close to the earth,
may you dwell with God.
A Reading from Rainer Maria Rilke
Selection from „I Have Many Brothers in the South‰
Sending „Blessed Through the Darkness‰
Postlude
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Documentation of the Event

71

Goodworth and Poling | Ritual in the Dartk

72

THEOPOETICS vol. 1 no. 2 (2015)

73

Goodworth and Poling | Ritual in the Dartk

Selections from the Liturgy
INVOCATION: „BLESSED THROUGH THE DARKNESS‰
Come stand in the dwelling place of God, and lift your hands into the
night.
Bless God, Creator of all, and be blessed through the darkness.

Lyrics by Travis Poling, Adapted from Psalm 134
Sung to the tune of „The Kingdom of God‰ by the Taizé Community
DARKNESS IN THE BEGINNING: SELECTIONS FROM
GENESIS 1
In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth.
Now the earth was formless and empty,
darkness was over the surface of the deep,
... and the darkness was called „night.‰
And God said, „Let there be lights in the vault of the sky
to separate the day from the night,
and let them serve as signs to mark sacred times,
and days and years,
and let them be lights in the vault of the sky
to give light on the earth.‰
And it was so.
God made two great lights·
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the greater light to govern the day
and the lesser light to govern the night.
⁄And God saw that it was good.
READING FROM WILLIAM STAFFORD

„Watching the Jet Planes Dive‰ and „Traveling through the Dark‰
TRAVIS & CRAIG stand on opposite ends of liturgical space.
TRAVIS reads lines from „Watching the Jet Planes Dive.‰
CRAIG reads lines from „Traveling through the Dark.‰
Slight pause between lines from alternating poems.
Traveling through the Dark
Traveling through the dark I found a deer
dead on the edge of the Wilson River road.
It is usually best to roll them into the canyon:
that road is narrow; to swerve might make more dead.
By glow of the tail-light I stumbled back of the car
and stood by the heap, a doe, a recent killing;
she had stiffened already, almost cold.
I dragged her off; she was large in the belly.
My fingers touching her side brought me the reason·
her side was warm; her fawn lay there waiting,
alive, still, never to be born.
Beside that mountain road I hesitated.
The car aimed ahead its lowered parking lights;
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under the hood purred the steady engine.
I stood in the glare of the warm exhaust turning red;
around our group I could hear the wilderness listen.
I thought hard for us all·my only swerving·,
then pushed her over the edge into the river.

Watching the Jet Planes Dive
We must go back and find a trail on the ground
back of the forest and mountain on the slow land;
we must begin to circle on the intricate sod.
By such wild beginnings without help we may find
the small trail on through the buffalo-bean vines.
We must go back with noses and the palms of our hands,
and climb over the map in far places, everywhere,
and lie down whenever there is doubt and sleep there.
If roads are unconnected we must make a path,
no matter how far it is, or how lowly we arrive.
We must find something forgotten by everyone alive,
and make some fabulous gesture when the sun goes down
as they do by custom in little Mexico towns
where they crawl for some ritual up a rocky steep.
The jet planes dive; we must travel on our knees.
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CHORAL REFLECTION: "THANK YOU FOR THE NIGHT"
Adapted from original score (Verses 2 & 3 by Travis Poling):
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BLESSING THE DARKNESS
CRAIG & TRAVIS approach the table, pick up a small bundle
of roote roots, and cut apart/untie the bundle. Each takes half
of the roots, then turn toward the congregation.
We introduce the ritual, saying:
TRAVIS: Each of you have received a root.
(If your neighbor did not receive one,
please share with them.)
If you are able, please stand,
and lay a hand on the person next you.
In this way, we will form clusters, webs,
root masses with our bodies.
Notice how your arms and your bodies
branch out and connect,
how your legs and feet connect to the ground.
Know·with your bodies·that we are rooted
to the earth, to one another, and to our Creator.
Craig: The roots that we hold, that connect us together,
have spent their lives surrounded by the good earth
in the mountains of North Carolina,
enveloped in darkness.
These roots have known the touch
of soil that comes from death and rot,
and life that comes from the flow
of water through their stalks.
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Travis: These roots are vessels
that both symbolize and embody
life in the midst of darkness,
And yet we do not often regard roots as holy,
as coming from the God of creation.
Our own traditions have spoiled the divine
that dwells within roots like these,
and the life that they support.
We have treated their dark dwellings
as places of sin and evil.
But we know that
what God made,
God has blessed
and proclaimed to be good.
Craig: Through these roots,
let us receive the blessing
of the deep, dank earth,
as we read the words of RECEIVING THE BLESSING
in the bulletin.

RECEIVING THE BLESSING:
In unison with the congregation:

Where there is darkness,
let us find life.
Where we are close to the earth,
let us dwell with God.
Travis: Having received the blessing
of darkness and the good earth
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from these roots,
let us now return the blessing
to the roots, and through them, to the earth,
as a reminder that
wherever we go, and whatever we touch
in God's good creation,
there is always the potential
to both receive and pass along this blessing.
Let us now proclaim to these roots
the words of RETURNING THE BLESSING.

RETURNING THE BLESSING:
In unison with the congregation:

Where there is darkness,
may you give life.
Where you are close to the earth,
may you dwell with God.
Travis: A month from now,
we will take these same roots
to repeat this ritual in Chicago.
They will go with your blessing,
and those blessings will be added to
by those present there.
In order to take these with us,
we will come by now and collect the roots.

80

THEOPOETICS vol. 1 no. 2 (2015)

Collect roots, Travis & Craig down either side.
Meet at the table, bundle them back together, and tie.
Lay roots on table.
Craig: A Reading from Rainer Maria Rilke

Selection from „I Have Many Brothers in the South‰
...Yet no matter how deeply I go down into myself
my God is dark, and like a webbing made
of a hundred roots, that drink in silence.
I know that my trunk rose from his warmth, but that's all,
because my branches hardly move at all
near the ground, and just wave a little in the wind.
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