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PRAYER AT NIGHT IN THE BIBLE
INTRODUCTION: GENESIS 1

Gen.1:2
“...and darkness covered the face of the deep.” God begins by creating light and separating light from darkness (the separation is akin to the separation of the child from its mother - it creates identity and the possibility of relationship). God gives both light and darkness names - Day and Night. Both have their place in the divine schema. And “day and night shall not cease” (Gen.8:22) - until the very last page of Scripture (Rev.22:5). 

1
THE AMBIVALENCE OF DARKNESS IN THE BIBLE

Yet from the start there is an ambivalence about night and darkness. The dark watery chaos of Gen.1:1 is pure potential - for either good or evil, depending on whether we allow God to continue to speak his Word into it. And the chaos - the potential for both good and evil - exists within each one of us as well as out there in the world. 

THE PSALMS

In the Psalms the night is both a time of terrible dereliction and a time at which God speaks. Thus e.g.:



Ps    1:2  “They meditate on his law day and night.”

Ps 6:6
“Every night I drench my pillow and flood my bed with my tears.”

Ps 16:6 I will bless the Lord who has given me counsel: and in the night watches he instructs my heart.

Ps 17:3 Weigh my heart, examine me by night: refine me, and you will find no impurity within me.

NB especially Ps 30:5 
Heaviness may endure for a night:





But joy comes in the morning.

Ps 88:14
Shall your wonders be known in the dark



or your righteous deeds in the land where all is forgotten?

Cf Michael Mayne, The Enduring Melody (p46): on being told he has cancer he writes: “6th July. Wake at 3 am (the nadir of the night). Splitting headache. The reality hits you afresh every day on waking...”  

Prayer in the night is a time to pray with, and for, all those (which probably includes all of us) who wake in the night and feel stressed, helpless and alone.

NB that (as Ps 88 says) in the dark we feel both alone and forgotten. 

On the one hand the night is the hour of the demons: in John’s Gospel Nicodemus comes to Jesus by night but in Jn 19 he comes in full view to the cross: he has moved from being a spectator to being a participant. Later in John Jesus says 


“We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming when no one can work...” (9:4). Cf also 

          “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the light of this world. But those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them...” (John 11:9-10). 

Cf also Rom 13:12
“For salvation is nearer to us than when we became believers; the night is far gone, the day is at hand. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armour of light...”

And John 14:30 “So, after receiving the piece of bread, [Judas] immediately went out. And it was night. When he had gone out, Jesus said, ‘Now the Son of Man has been glorified...’”

This latter text underlines the ambivalence of the night in Scripture: it is both a time of our greatest weakness and exposure to the demonic, and a time when (precisely because of our sense of helplessness) we can come closer to God in Christ. The connection is the fact that our redemption was accomplished precisely in the heart of darkness, overcoming the devil when he is at his strongest. Jesus is born in the night (“and there were shepherds keeping watch over their flocks by night”, Luke 2:8) and was raised “while it was still dark” (John 20:1) - and darkness covered the earth as he died. 

Furthermore our central act of worship, the Eucharist, is rooted in remembrance of the Passover - and is itself a recapitulating of the Passover meal Jesus shared with his disciples at the Last Supper. In every Eucharist we repeat the words  “on the night he was betrayed” (1 Cor.11:23). 

2
GOD SPEAKS IN THE NIGHT

Despite this ambivalence there is a long Biblical tradition of God speaking to individuals during the night. 

God frequently speaks to people in dreams (e.g. St Joseph). Jacob’s encounter with the angel. In Gen.26 God appears to Abraham in the night. In Gen.46:2 “God spoke to Israel [Jacob] in visions of the night” and tells him to prepare to go to Egypt. An angel speaks to (St) Joseph by night to tell him to take his wife and child to Egypt. 

Ps 42:10
The Lord will grant me his loving-kindness in the daytime:



through the night his song will be with me,



a prayer to the God of my life.

Mark 1:35
“While it was still very dark” Jesus goes alone to pray. 

Worth noting that we traditionally close our eyes to pray, thereby entering the dark but in order to meet and hear from God. 

The story of the Canadian Bishop Quayle who received clearer guidance than usual during a vigil of prayer at night.

Luke 6:12
“And Jesus] spent the night in prayer to God...”

3
WORSHIP AND PRAYER AT NIGHT

OLD TESTAMENT

A key text is Exod.12:42 “That [the day of the Exodus] was for the Lord a night of vigil to bring them out of the land of Egypt; that same night is the Lord’s, one of vigil for all the children of Israel throughout the ages.” The Heb. root sh-m-r (here “shimurim”) comes from a word meaning “watch, guard, observe.” The sense is that thereafter the night will be a time for the people of God to keep vigil in thanksgiving for the Exodus and in anticipation of God’s continued work of protection and deliverance. 

There are many other references to the people of God praying during the night:

Lam. 2:19
Arise, cry out in the night, at the beginning of the watches! Pour out your heart like water in the presence of the Lord! Lift your hands to him for the lives of your children, who faint for hunger at the head of every street.

Dan 7:13
As I watched in the night visions, I saw one like a human being coming with the clouds of heaven...

Joel 1:13
Put on sackcloth and lament, you priests; wail, you ministers of the altar. Come, pass the night in sackcloth, you ministers of my God!

Ps 63:7
When I remember you upon my bed:



and meditate on you in the watches of the night.

Ps 77:6
I commune with my heart in the night:



my spirit searches for understanding.

Ps 91:5
You will not be afraid of any terror by night...

Ps 104:22
You make darkness that it may be night:



in which all the beasts of the forest creep forth.

Ps 134:1
Come, bless the Lord, all your servants of the Lord:



you that by night stand in the house of the Lord.

Ps 139:11
Even darkness is no darkness with you: the night is as clear as the day:



darkness and light to you are both alike.

Is. 21:11
One is calling to me from Seir, “Sentinel, what of the night?”...The sentinel says: “Morning comes, and also the night. If you will inquire, inquire; come back again.”

Is. 26:9
My soul yearns for you in the night; my spirit within me earnestly seeks you.

The key text is PSALM 119

3 key verses: 

119:55 “I have thought on your name in the night, O Lord: and so I have kept your law.” Augustine comments in his sermon on this verse: “Our night is our humiliated estate, where we taste the bitterness of being mortal; our night is the pride of those who behave very wickedly indeed; our night is the disgust that possesses us at the sinners who abandon God’s law; finally, our night is the pilgrimage in which we must trudge along until the Lord comes...We will not keep [the law] by any righteousness of our own. Each of us will keep it to God’s glory, since any righteousness we have is not ours but God’s and is conferred on us by God” (Enarr. in Pss., Sermon 15 on Psalm 119 section 7). 

** 119: 62 “At midnight I rise to praise you because of your righteous judgments.” The Jewish custom of tikun hatzot, or offering special prayers at midnight, derives from Ps 119:62. For Augustine the “midnight” refers to “the most severe phase of [the Church’s] tribulations. But [he goes on] the psalmist says, ‘I arose’ at that hour, for it did not so daunt him as to cast him down; rather did it challenge him to rise up. He used the distress itself as a spur to confess God more valiantly” (ibid. Sermon 16 on Psalm 119 section 6). 

This tremendous defiance of the powers of darkness precisely when they appear at their strongest is characteristic of much Christian prayer at night: it is not just solidarity with those who suffer, but proleptic anticipation of Christ’s ultimate victory over the powers of evil. 

THE TIKUN HATZOT

Getting up at midnight is essential for every Jew, to weep and lament over the destruction of the Temple, and to afterward recite the praises of the Jewish People who are afflicted with great tribulation. My cherished friend, you should know that all of the sorrows that our holy Jewish People suffer in the violent and bitter exile, indescribable horrors and grave sicknesses that strike with a frightening constancy, and especially the carnage and murder of our time, all of this stems from the fact that we dont feel in our hearts the need to rise at midnight to participate in the anguish of the Shechinah.

Alas at the shame and reproach when a mother is suffering and gravely ill, and her son sleeps peacefully in his bed, luxuriating in a deep slumber, not at all concerned with his mothers plight. The behavior of a son like this towards his mother borders on a grave transgression, seeing that she slaved and sacrificed herself days and nights for his sake, in caring for all of his needs, and what is her reward? Close to nothing! (Eliyahon Leon Levi, Kabbalist writer). 

The same principle is found in the Zohar: 

At midnight, all of the true tzaddikim rise to study the Torah and to sing its praises. Behold, it has been said that the Holy One Blessed Be He, and all the tzaddikim in Gan Eden, listen to their voices, and a thread of grace is drawn over them by day, as is written, The L-rd will command his grace in the daytime, and in the night His song shall be with me. (Tehillim, 42:9) Therefore, the praises that ascend in the night before Him, this is the most perfect praise. (Zohar, Bereshit 82b)

The tikun hatzot is used by devout Jews as a way of praying over sexual transgressions and other sins, of identifying oneself with the tragedy of the Exile and the Holocaust, and of praying for God’s renewing and forgiving love to sustain his people. 

119:164  “Seven times a day I will praise you for your righteous judgments.”

For Augustine (bearing in mind the 7 days of creation in Gen 1) “seven” means “always” (Ennar. in Pss., Sermon 31 on Psalm 119 section 4).

NEW TESTAMENT

ACTS 12:12

Peter is freed from jail by an angel during the night and goes to “the house of Mary the mother of John whose other name was Mark, where many had gathered and were praying.”

ACTS 16:25

Paul and Silas, in prison “were praying and singing hymns to God” at midnight. This text is similar to the injunction of Psalm 119 and underlines the early Christians’ defiance of the evil powers by praying and praising God just when the evil powers were believed to be at their strongest. 

THE EASTER VIGIL

This, together with the later Christmas Midnight Mass, forms the locus classicus of Christian night prayer - proleptic celebration of the resurrection. It derives its impulse from the Exodus text about the Passover (see above). In the early church the practice of keeping vigils on the eve of a local saint’s feast day (e.g.) became very popular. In Orthodoxy the vigil service or ἀγρυπνία retains its importance esp in monasteries. The first part of this, called the ἀπόδειπνον (lit. “after supper”) is in the W called Compline (Lat. completorium, from compleo lit. that which is complete or finished). Many individual Christians, as well as cathedrals and other churches, anticipate a feast by keeping first Vespers or Evening Prayer the night before. The Exsultet or Paschal Proclamation from the Easter Vigil contains perhaps the finest and most complete theology of prayer at night to be found in early Christianity. 

4
PRAYER AND WORSHIP AT NIGHT IN THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION

Just time for two examples:

THE RULE OF BENEDICT AND THE MONASTIC LIFE

Key text is 1 Thess 5:17 about praying without ceasing. This was very influential in the early Church (Tertullian, Origen &c). In justifying the night office of Compline, St Benedict cites Ps 119: 164 “Seven times a day I will praise you for your righteous judgments” and Ps 119:62 “At midnight I rise to praise you because of your righteous judgments” (Rule of Benedict [hereafter RB] 16). For the monks, praying without ceasing was rooted in this sevenfold common prayer. 

For Benedictines, night is first and foremost a time for silence (RB 42 “That No One Speak after Compline”), and for expectant hope, watching and waiting - as in Advent (cf Hab.3 &c). Rising before dawn or during the night and praying is an act of purification and expectancy. Dom Adalbert de Vogüé OSB speaks of monks as living “in advance”, anticipating heaven.

THE APOPHATIC TRADITION

Exod.20:21
“Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was”.  

This text became very influential in one particular strand of Christian spirituality, which stressed apophasis (lit. “away from appearance”), and based this on Exod.20:21. By contrast to the religion of the golden calf, for early theologians like St Gregory of Nyssa God was to be found precisely in the darkness of the cloud-covered mountain - it was there that Moses was given the Ten Commandments. Gregory wrote “the divine is beyond all knowledge and comprehension” (Life of Moses - citing Exod.20:21). Later the Pseudo-Dionysius (5th century Syriac monk) wrote this opening prayer at the start of his Mystical Theology:


O Trinity!


Higher than any being, any divinity, any goodness!


Guide of Christians in the wisdom of heaven!


Lead us up beyond knowing and light,


up to the farthest, highest peak of mystic scripture


where the mysteries of God’s Word lie simple, absolute, unchangeable


in the brilliant darkness of a hidden silence.


Amid the deepest shadow they pour overwhelming light


on what is most manifest.


Amid the wholly unsensed and unseen


they completely fill our sightless minds


with treasures beyond all beauty. 

In this tradition, the nearer you come to God the less you have to say; God is found precisely in mystery and darkness - but attractive mystery and darkness. This tradition includes the late medieval The Cloud of Unknowing and deeply influenced St John of the Cross among others. 

5
CONCLUSION: CHRIST IS OUR LIGHT
Despite the positive dimensions of darkness mentioned above, the Bible is clear that we must finally choose between light and darkness. Nowhere is this clearer than in the Gospel of John:

1:5
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness could not overcome it.

3:19
And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.

8:12
I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.

11:10
Those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them.

12:35-6 Jesus said to them, “The light is with you for a little longer. Walk while you have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake you. While you have the light, believe in the light, so that you may become children of light.”

John 9 offers us a wonderful theology of Christian understanding of night and darkness. We begin (with the blind man) in total darkness, helpless, dependent (9:1). Jesus enters his (and our) darkness, invites us (while still in the darkness) to step out in faith (“Go and wash” 9:7) - and we begin the journey towards the light. But this only pitches us into a costly journey of discipleship - on the one hand, someone who used to be in darkness and can now see, who has been touched by Jesus but doesn’t yet know who Jesus is; on the other, those who are so certain they can see that they don’t need Jesus and end up opposing him. The man holds to the little faith he has, holds to the mysterious God who has given him light and a new future, is driven out from those who choose darkness, and when Jesus appears again in his life recognizes him and worships him as Lord (9:38). So worship at night is our response in love and gratitude to the one who has set us free and en-lightened us - and it’s also our defiant challenge in his name to all the powers (including false religions) that are convinced they alone can see while in fact oppress and terrify others. 

So prayer at night

-
is offered in solidarity and company with those who suffer and wake feeling helpless and alone

-
keeps watch with the Christ who had no one to keep in company in the darkness of Gethsemane

-
draws close to the God whose mysterious beauty and presence is found in deepest darkness

-
celebrates the God who delivered his people at the Passover in the night, redeemed us by sending his Son to be born in the night and to die in the darkness, and to rise again before it was light

-
anticipates the coming reign of Jesus Christ over the powers of darkness and celebrates that reign precisely when it feels as though darkness is triumphant (i.e. during the night).

Ps 139:10-11
If I say “surely the darkness will cover me:



and the light around me turn to night,”



Even darkness is no darkness with you;



the night is as clear as the day;



darkness and light to you are both alike.

2 Cor. 4:6
For it is the God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness” who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 

Gordon Mursell

March 2008
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