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The Wilderness as Midwife 
A poet once wrote: 
In the middle of our life journey, I found myself in a dark wood. I had wandered from the straight 
path. It isn’t easy to talk about it: it was such a thick, wild, and rough forest that when I think of 
it, my fear returns…. I can’t offer any good explanation for how I entered it. I was so sleepy at 
that point that I strayed from the right path. 
These words, from Dante’s Inferno, capture a fundamental human constant: the forest, the 
wilderness, the jungle, is a metaphor for a formative place of fear. We all have internal journeys 
that we dread. Countless books, movies and fairy tales recount the adventures of the hero 
through the wilderness, or the dark night of the soul. Whether we call it sadness, loss, or failure, 
it is tempting to rush out of this place, if we can. But here is a great truth: ironically it is only by 
learning to live in the darkness that we can find our true selves. 
The setting here in the Woodlands of Texas is beautiful and amazing but in traditional lore of 
fairy tales the woods are often a dark place filled with foreboding and great personal challenges. 
As Joseph Campbell wrote every culture has a story of a hero who must find herself or himself 
only through travel in the dark woods. 
Our lives are made up of darkness and light. Right now, sitting here at synagogue, you may be 
living in the light. Or in the darkness. I promise you that, wherever you are, this too shall pass. 
As Susan Sontag once wrote of sickness but it could also be any challenge: “Illness is the night 
side of life, a more onerous citizenship. Everyone who is born holds dual citizenship, in the 
kingdom of the well and in the kingdom of the sick. Although we all prefer to use the good 
passport, sooner or later each of us is obliged, at least for a spell, to identify ourselves as citizens 
of that other place.” (Illness as Metaphor) 
Be it sickness, depression, frustration, failure, we all carry both passports. 
As Americans we are famous for solving problems. But not all problems can be solved. 
Happiness is not the goal of life. And sometimes the wilderness is exactly where we need to be. 
Hemingway observed that “life breaks everyone; many are strong in the broken places.” 
I believe an important message of Yom Kippur is to embrace the darkness as a gift. We may not 
like it, but it is part of who we are and if we cannot dispel it then at least we can learn to learn 
from it. 
Think of how Jonah, in tomorrow afternoon’s reading, is first in the bottom of a ship then in the 
belly of a big fish. He certainly knew about darkness and yet his journey ends with God’s love 
and compassion for him. His journey inspires us because his dark tale resonates with us as well. 
How tempting it might be to run away from God when life is difficult. But Jonah’s story teaches 



us that God is not so ready to let us go. Jonah in the darkness of the belly of the fish is like one 
who meditates mindfully. There are no distractions. Nothing but the darkness and the 
paradoxical illumination that such darkness can bring. 
Camus once said that, “In the midst of winter I discovered an invincible summer.” Likewise, it is 
only in the darkness that our inner light can be revealed. 
A question asked by ancient Jewish sages: Why was Torah revealed in the wilderness? Why not 
in the center of Jerusalem? One answer: To remind us that revelation comes from emptiness. 
Rabbi Shefa Gold says this of the wilderness: 
The wilderness is the place of our journey…The harsh inner reality of the wilderness purifies 
whatever traces of enslavement we still carry. This wilderness is the midwife of our new life, 
after long and hard labor. The wilderness forces us to face the resistance, ambivalence and self-
delusion that has kept us from whole-heartedly receiving our birthright: the promised flow of 
milk and honey that is given to us, and through us, with each moment of life. The wilderness will 
scare out all our old ghosts and send them forth from the shadows into the emptiness. 
A great teacher of the power of light in darkness was the Baal Shem Tov. Born in the backwaters 
of the Carpathian mountains, in what in the 18th century was part of Poland and is now in 
Ukraine, his teachings are an invitation inward, a map that allows us access to pre-modern and 
even prehistoric modes of religiosity, and the transforming secrets of the Jewish esoteric 
tradition. The Besht, which was his nickname, believed that we find God in the ongoing story of 
one’s own life, and he believed in the value of each individual life − a recipe for an engaged 
mystic, one who is of the world rather than withdrawn from it. Following his lead, even our 
struggles are to be seen in the context of the godly. Difficulties do not come from God, but God 
is part of our struggles with them. 
The Baal Shem Tov did not leave behind many teachings but there are numerous stories told 
about him. Here is one: After he had been teaching for quite some years, his followers asked him 
– “Rebbe, What is different since you have come and shared your wisdom with us?” And he 
replied, “Before I came, when a thief tried to enter the house they would shout and scream and 
try and scare the thief away. Now that I have come” – the Baal Shem Tov went on to say – 
“when a thief tries to enter the house, they lie in wait. They trap the thief and they hand the thief 
over to the proper authorities.” So that’s the change: Shouting and trying to scare the thief away 
or letting the thief in before turning the thief over to the proper authorities. 
Of course, this is not an argument about literal thieves and literal houses. Rather it is a question 
about the nature of the human soul. What is going on in this parable of the Baal Shem Tov? Well 
the house is the body – me, or you. And the thief? In Jungian terms the thief is our shadow – our 
messy stuff – our failures, our shortcomings, our embarrassments. Our inner darkness. Our fears. 
Our vulnerability. 
It is the stuff we often keep hidden from our conscious minds. It’s not just the things we have 
done, but also the things we are drawn to do; the thief is the temptation to do unhealthy acts, our 
lusts and our temptations to hurt ourselves and others. It is also our sadness, our frustration, our 
failures. Our fears. 



The ancient rabbis saw the thief as the yetzer hara – the evil inclination. In Yiddish we might call 
it the “schmutz”. Schmutz is a synonym for something dirty, like garbage, or it can be used in a 
sentence, like: “Those were some good ribs. Hey Tony, you've got some schmutz on your 
face.” So, in essence the Baal Shem Tov is saying this: Before I came, when people felt the evil 
inclination coming upon them, they would try and scare the evil inclination away. Now I have 
come, he says, we let the schmutz in, we acknowledge that it can’t be scared away, and we hand 
it over to the authorities. We work it over, and we own our schmutz. This is the great 
contribution of the Baal Shem Tov – helping us to “own our schmutz.” Shouting and screaming 
and trying to scare the thief away is an immature attitude, and it won’t work – the thief will duck 
‘round the corner and plot another heist. We are instead asked to admit that there is something to 
learn from letting the thief in. You see, there is always something to learn from our evil 
inclinations, from all of our actions, even the failures. Not to mention our fears and our 
vulnerability. Of course, mindfulness is more than paying attention to the world. It is specifically 
about how we work so hard to avoid our inner truths, our schmutz, and how we might learn to 
confront our schmutz instead. 
I have tried mindfulness meditation throughout the years. The basic discipline in this meditation 
is to concentrate on your breath and let your subconscious come to the fore. I always found it 
hard to do because it’s hard to let go of one’s conscious ego. Finally, I found myself more 
successful at the practice, but I was in for a nasty surprise. My meditation did not make me feel 
relaxed or good. Indeed, it seemed to be bothering me. I felt worse, not better, after meditation. 
Then I read Jeff Roth’s book on Judaism and meditation and his words helped me. (Jewish 
Meditation Practices for Everyday Life: Awakening Your Heart, Connecting with God) He 
observed that mindfulness meditation often is unpleasant precisely when it works. For him, the 
practice is like revealing all the garbage under the kitchen sink. It stinks. But here’s the thing: 
when you see the garbage, and you deal with it, you take it out of the house, and you dispose of 
it. And that’s a good thing. After all, it’s better when it smells outside the house than inside the 
house! 
Another Chasidic text to share, from the Tanya of Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi. In it he writes, 
“As you arouse your heart by facing your shadow you may find yourself engulfed in a deep and 
troubling sadness. If so, do not be alarmed. Such sadness arises from and operates within the 
shadow of self, yet it draws energy from your innate yet hidden desire for God and godliness and 
thus kindles your passion for self-transformation. To work with sadness, say to yourself: ‘I feel 
utterly removed from God, yet within me is the light of God desiring only to return to God…. 
Therefore, I will cry out to God and God will end the exile of my two related selves. Shalom will 
come.’” 
Yom Kippur is about seeing ourselves in all the shadows. And still being in the light. 
Thomas Moore writes: 
The dark night is the soul shining through with its lunar luminosity. It is the deep, dark discovery 
of roots and cellars, the opposite of enlightenment, but equally important and equally divine. It is 
the pulling apart of meaning so that mystery can be revealed. It is the disappearance of an ego 



so that life can eventually move in its own time and its own way. (Dark Nights of The Soul, p. 
311.) 
In short, The Woodlands are a metaphor for the journey to truth we all must take if we are to live 
lives dedicated to reality, to growth, to lasting maturity, to repentance. To honor and integrity. 
In the 18th century the Rhine River in Germany became a popular place for romantics to walk the 
trails, enjoy the river and contemplate the meaning of life. One Rhine obsessed Count built a 
deep, dark cave with both an entrance and an exit. The idea was to go through the dark tunnel 
and think about your life and then come into the light and a gorgeous view of the hills around 
and the Rhine River below. The moral is that the woods are scary but also life affirming. I went 
into this cave last month and I would be lying if I said that all my cares and fears disappeared 
when I exited the darkness. If only! But when I saw the view and the light at the end, it was so 
inspiring. In the middle of the cave there was a hint of the light to come with the singular rooftop 
opening. Amid total darkness, that light brought me comfort, even joy. That crazy Count was 
onto something important! 
And I do believe that the cave’s message should not be lost on us: to be human is to know the 
darkness but it’s also to remember the light. Someone once said that religious people believe in 
hell, but spiritual people have been through hell. 
This I know: the darkness is real but so is the light. 
The woods hide us from the world, but paradoxically they also reveal the light within us. 
As we sang at the beginning of our worship: Or Zarua Latzadik: Light is hidden for the 
righteous. Sometimes we only find it in the darkest of places. 
Sometimes the light only comes after the darkness. 
As the great poet Aeschylus wrote: 
  
“He who learns must suffer. And even in our sleep pain that cannot forget falls drop by drop 
upon the heart, and in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom to us by the awful grace 
of God.”. 
And as the great Leonard Cohen sang, “There’s a crack in everything. That’s where the light gets 
in.” 
This is our lot. 
This is our blessing. 
May it be our destiny. 
Amen. 
 


