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Some of us are just plain tired of winter.  The first frost occurred long before the Winter Solstice, 

and the Spring Equinox is still seven weeks away.  Indigenous societies, long before Christianity, 

lived closer to the cycles of the earth, and this time was often known as the starving time, when 

last year’s food stores were depleted and yet it was too early to plant for the next year.  The Celts 

called it Imbolc, a time for thinking on the shadow side of life, for noticing plants and animals 

beginning to regenerate new life, and hoping your dwindling food supplies will last until the first 

harvests of the spring.  Sometimes the mother’s milk from baby lambs was the only feast of this 

season.  When Christianity came to northern Europe it renamed this season Candlemas, a cold 

dark time when those with more than enough are responsible for helping those in greatest need 

survive until spring. 

 

An old English saying goes: “If Candlemas be fair and bright, come winter have another flight; If 

Candlemas bring clouds and rain, go winter, and come not again.”  Or the Celts: “If Candlemas 

Day is bright and clear, there’ll be two winters in the year.”  But it was the newly Christianized 

Roman legions, when conquering German tribes, who taught them that if the sun made an 

appearance on Candlemas, the hedgehog would cast a shadow, thus predicting six more weeks of 

winter weather.  It was 19
th

 century German immigrants in Pennsylvania, thinking our 

groundhogs resembled the German hedgehog, who gave Americans the tradition of Groundhog 

Day on February 2
nd

.  Even if our New England winter is only 2/3 over, New England farmers 

used to check their feed supplies on February 2
nd

, and if less than half their hay was left, they 

would worry about their cows starving before the spring green hay was available to eat.  This 

was New England’s version of the starving time, the worried time of late winter hoping for an 

early spring. 

 

19
th

 century America adopted Groundhog Day.  The groundhog is also known as a woodchuck, 

whistle-pig, or land beaver, and is the largest rodent in the squirrel family.  Groundhogs live a 

feast and famine lifestyle, gorging themselves on food all summer, to build plentiful reserves of 

fat, then hibernating all winter, drawing sustenance from their accumulated body fat.  I’m told 

they hibernate from October to March each winter, but in temperate years might emerge earlier 

in response to an early thaw.  Hence the notion that if the groundhog is emerging from 

hibernation early it might be a particularly mild winter or a particularly early spring.  This 

possibility of checking the weather out on February 2
nd

, to decide if it is indeed a mild winter, 

explains the American tradition of Groundhog Day.  But consider the groundhog: most of its 

accumulated body fat has melted away, leaving it cold and groggy this midwinter morning.  The 

new buds of spring are still not plentiful enough to rebuild its food stores, and yet it feels a call to 

come forth, if only to confirm winter is still here, and the hoped for spring is still six weeks 

away.  This is groundhog spirituality, to come forth with optimism, even if feeling groggy and 
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cold, to greet a new day with hope and expectation.  To recognize one’s shadow, to take it in as 

part of our being, and yet to embrace the world anew in your fullness of being. 

 

A profound story is told about the Buddha on this theme.  It seems a passionate young woman 

came to learn his teachings about awakening, carrying her dead baby.  She loved this baby as 

dearly as life itself.  Even though it had died some time before she refused to accept its death.  

She asked the Buddha for help.  The Buddha said, “I will make a potion to bring your baby back 

to life, if you bring me a special mustard seed.”  She rejoiced because she had a task before her.  

The Buddha said, “This mustard seed must come from a house which has never known death.”  

The woman hurried off to find such a household.  Yet everywhere she went she found death: 

each household had lost someone to war or old age, disease or poverty, murderous acts or foolish 

accidents.  There was no household free of pain, suffering, and death.  Seeing her mistake this 

young woman relinquished her dead baby with an appropriate burial, and devoted her passionate 

nature to being a student of the Buddha, and she eventually rose to be one of his greatest 

disciples, a teacher of great insight and wisdom, and an enlightened human being. 

 

I return this weekend from a week spent on a vision quest in the high sierra of Shulbamba, 

Ecuador, with an indigenous Quichua shaman who used rituals in a pre-Columbian Inca dialect: 

fasting, sweat lodges, and various plant medicines to help me discover what to leave behind in 

order to better embrace my authentic self.  Life is a mystery!  Last Sunday morning I awoke 

early to the sight of a roaring fire heating the rocks for my initiation ceremony, in this high desert 

valley used for thousands of years for such ceremonies, perhaps the oldest surviving religious 

ritual of all.  The rocks are heated to a red hot meteor likeness.  The sweat lodge is sort of like 

taking a sauna, in absolute darkness, with a few friends, and a lot of drumming, chanting, 

singing, blessings and ritual.  Then the shaman dumps a pot of water on the hot rocks and the 

small womb-like room fills with steam and red hot smoke.  When one of your ministers goes on 

retreat for a week, you can never be quite sure what we are up to.  I offered 29 prayers each day, 

for the three days and nights I spent fasting alone in the desert, and this experience left me 

changed in at least 29 different ways. 

 

I return I hope with humility to face my limitations; optimism in the face of pain and loss; 

openness to whatever comes; willingness to make it happen; and grounded in my authentic self.  

I hope I will more often find the courage to state my truth; the confidence to pursue my dream; a 

deep curiosity about the nature of reality; and patience in the face of failure; steadfastness to see 

it through; and thankfulness for whatever may come.  I definitely saw my shadow, and found 

new enthusiasm for the spirit; am more ambitious for meaning, hungry for experience, and 

grateful for what my failures teach me.  I bring a new willingness for cooperation; for showing 

kindness to strangers; a deep love of life; a vision for the possible; renewed strength of character; 

seeing the divine in everything; greeting all with an open heart; thinking beyond categories; 

believing beyond boundaries; feeling beyond pain; and for following my intuition.  I am 

prepared to accept what is and so to accept all.  This is why I undertook austerities in the desert 

of Ecuador. 
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Thomas Moore says: “Every human life is a profound mystery.  Deep and invisible currents 

make us who we are.”  Too many of us, too often, hold up to each other only the sunny side of 

our lives, of our nature.  As Moore says, “Moralizing, intellectualizing, and defending 

[ourselves] to such an extent that [our] real purpose is obscured.”  So I went on a vision quest to 

discover: Where is the depth of our spirituality?  How do we become happy with what we have 

rather than yearn to have more?  Can we recognize that despite our best efforts we cannot avoid 

disaster and loss simply through order and careful preparation?  Too often the winter will be long 

and completely exhaust our emotional reserves.  We need to learn the spiritual depths of 

emptiness, this emptying out of self, before we can learn to plumb depths of what life has already 

given us.  This is a path of late winter, groundhog spirituality, when “our explanations, our goals, 

our habits, and our anxieties” fall away, leaving only our inherent nature, including our shadow 

self, there to be finally reconciled.  The question is, will we be reconciled to our shadow? 

 

Moore says this spirituality is often accompanied or triggered by a great loss or fall from grace.  

We each need to dwell in this experience, this feeling of loss, for a while, to see how it affects 

our sense of self, before we move too quickly to closet it away, or weave it into our stories of 

trials and triumphs on our life’s journey.  Only if a crisis leads us to inner reflection, to plumbing 

the depths of our soul, will the crisis help us to integrate these experiences into becoming our 

most fully human self.  A spiritual teacher can help discern the lessons within your losses, the 

shadow side of our nature that is only exposed in those moments, and which we must confront to 

become fully human.  Yet the spiritual teacher must also be comfortable dwelling in the 

experience, suffering with each of us, not moving too quickly into stories of weaving these 

experiences into our lives together, but simply recognizing our loss, seeing the shadow, and 

embracing what life brings with a greater sense of true self, a larger sense of being, and greater 

compassion for life. 

 

I used a Mary Oliver poem in this month’s Jim’s Jottings, and I want to use just the final lines of 

that poem here, she writes: “Every year everything I have ever learned in my lifetime leads back 

to this: the fires and the black river of loss whose other side is salvation, whose meaning none of 

us will ever know.  To live in this world you must be able to do three things: to love what is 

mortal; to hold it against your bones knowing your own life depends on it; and when the time 

comes to let it go, to let it go.”  This is no small task.  To paraphrase Henry David Thoreau, we 

must suck the very marrow out of life.  And if it is mean and ugly, to revel in its meanness and 

ugliness, so as not when we come to die, to discover we have never really lived.  This is to live. 

 

So as you embrace late winter, even if you do so somnolent and groggy, remember we must see 

our shadow to have hope of fully embracing spring when it eventually comes again.  And if you 

find yourself today with more than half your hay still in your barn, help those with the greatest 

needs, for the starving time need not bring us down.  Embrace the profound mystery of your life, 

and every person’s life, for deep and invisible currents make us who we are.  If you have losses, 

or pain and suffering, look to how they might change you, perhaps breaking you open for greater 

compassion and experience of life.  To be willing to see your shadow, to really see it, despite our 

anxieties and fears, in order to integrate it into your experience of the returning spring.  
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Everything we experience in our lifetime leads back to this: we must travel through the fires and 

black river of loss in order to reach the other side which we call salvation. To love what is mortal 

and transient, to embrace it with our entire being, and when the time comes to let it go, to simply 

let it go, for to hold on too long is to hold only onto death.  The spirit calls us to life!  I love you 

all dearly.  Amen and Blessed Be. 


