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A bitter Mary Oliver poem: “I believe you did not have a happy life.  I believe you were cheated.  

I believe your best friends were loneliness and misery.  I believe your busiest enemies were 

anger and depression.  I believe joy was a game you could never play without stumbling.  I 

believe comfort, though you craved it, was forever a stranger.  I believe music had to be 

melancholy or not at all.  I believe no trinket, no precious metal, shone so bright as your 

bitterness.  I believe you lay down at last in your coffin none the wiser and un-assuaged.  Oh, 

cold and dreamless, under the wild, amoral, reckless… [snowy] hillsides.”  Have we each 

experienced such bitterness?  Do we now?  In hundreds of poems Mary Oliver captures the 

fullness of life; so why do we often limit ourselves to the warm, glowing summery ones?  

They’re warmer. 

 

Imbolc is a turning point in the midst of winter.  No matter what the groundhog sees today, 

shadow or not, we are still in for six more weeks of cold and dark weather.  But something is 

stirring in the earth, if we do not die of cold, frostbite, or pneumonia, we will see another spring.  

Yet some of us, beaten down by the cold and dark, know exactly what Mary Oliver is talking 

about.  How can anyone be happy in the midst of a freezing winter?  We have been cheated!  

Loneliness and misery have become our reliable companions.  Joy is a game, one I often play, 

but today it may feel like an illusion, you can’t play without stumbling.  Where is comfort when 

it is always so cold?  Instead we find cold and quiet loneliness, bright bitterness, until we lay 

down, none the wiser, cold and dreamless, in the wild snowy hillsides. 

 

As my earth-based traditions teacher, Starhawk, said, Imbolc is a shifting time between the cold 

of winter and beginnings of new life in spring.  Earth-based religious traditions pay particular 

attention to the wheel of the year.  In the midst of summer some may happily frolic forth to roam 

freely, but in the midst of winter, we need community.  A warm fire, pleasant company, rituals to 

help us know the spring and summer will be here again soon enough.  Today we are no longer 

traveling north, but we are still traveling northeast, with the fresh air of spring and flowering 

forth of new life still many weeks away.  Our four directions are associated with earth, wind, 

fire, and water. We are leaving a time of rock hard earth, where everything feels dead, and 

beginning to experience the stirring of the air that marks spring, and we know the fires of 

summer cannot be far beyond.  This is a holy time, a time between two spheres, and it can lift us 

from any depression, any meanness or bitterness, as we begin shifting the wheel of life again. 
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Ancient religious traditions, those who formulated their essential message in the pre-modern 

axial age, or even those descendents who frame reality through the eyes of modernity and 

Newtonian physics, do not always serve us well in understanding the wheel of life.  Quantum 

physics suggests life emerges in recurring fractal patterns, the same above as it is below, but in 

each loop of the spiral dance which is our lives we co-determine with the universe whether it 

takes us higher or lower.  Our spiritual lives are strange attractors in the unfolding life of the 

universe.  Only if we venture into the unknown and unknowable will our spiritual life attain 

anything like the truth and beauty we seek.  On this path we will experience a new relationship 

between autonomy and control, truth and facts, religion and the unfolding universe.  Imbolc is a 

time of disequilibrium, disorder, and entropy that foreshadows real changes and new possibilities 

for evolutionary growth.  Embracing our despair is the first step on this road to wisdom, 

encouraging us to sit in discomfort, to rest in not knowing, and open ourselves to the radically 

new.  There is no objective reality, but we are invited by the unfolding universe to co-participate 

in the shaping of our lives.  Leaving the well-worn paths of our past can be scary, but it can open 

us to emergence. 

 

Many people experience seasonal depression this time of year, or perhaps just a weariness of the 

bitterness of winter, and look forlornly towards the sweetness of spring and summer.  But our 

spiritual work is not to just wish for a different season, but to use this time of cold and dark to 

nurture the seeds of a future sweetness.  Over the last nine years I have heard from many of you 

about bitter times in our lives: failures, depressions, disappointments, illnesses, and every 

manner of bitterness that can darken our day-to-day existence.  All of us have survived such 

times in one form or another.  The sweetest joy though seems to be had by those who nurture the 

seeds of our future selves even while enduring the bitterness of our current situation.  We all 

have experienced bitterness in life, and not always only for a season, and it is important that we 

tend the seeds of our unfolding future even then.  For that is the lesson of Imbolc, preparing the 

way for our future. 

 

The year I turned 21 was a bitter time for me.  I had been a top student at a mediocre public high 

school, working long shifts at McDonalds to save money for college, and was accepted by Yale 

as part of an experiment to see if brilliant but poorly educated public school kids could handle an 

Ivy League education.  I dressed poorly, exhibited low self-esteem, and bathed once a week, as 

large families did growing up in a house with not enough bathrooms.  Freshman year I fell in 

love with knowledge, and a pretty, smart classmate, and so was engaged to be married by the age 

of 20.  Then I tore my hand open on a riot gate, unable to type with any proficiency, I fell 

hopelessly behind in all my classes, as my relationship with my fiancée completely fell apart.  So 

I got drunk on my 21
st
 birthday, feeling very alone in the world, and a complete failure, probably 

needing to drop out of Yale and return home to take an Assistant Manager job I had been offered 

at McDonalds; it would have been a very different life path for me.  But there were seeds of the 
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spirit to be tended even then.  My roommates called it my existential period, but my heart knew I 

was better than my temporary experience. 

 

The following year I met someone who thought I was the smartest, kindest, and sexiest man she 

had ever met.  Loretta was the daughter of Chinese immigrants and saw my potential where 

others saw failure.  With Loretta typing my papers from my scrawled notes, and my getting 

access to my first computer, I was able to not only graduate from Yale, by skin of my teeth, but 

then to graduate from Harvard Business School with highest honors.  We celebrated my 26
th

 

birthday at our new home in London, where I was now an international management consultant 

working for Bain, and Loretta was pregnant with our first child.  It can be in our darkest, most 

bitter hours that the seeds of our future selves are taking root and preparing the way for future 

flourishing.  That is to say, our most bitter times can be followed by some of our sweetest, if we 

tend to the seeds of our renewal and the patterns of our life’s story. 

 

Fractal patterns exist in the trillions of years of unfolding of the universe, the billions of years of 

emergence of life on planet earth, the millions of years creating the human species, ten thousand 

years of recorded history, hundreds of years of American civilization, and the unfolding of our 

lives.  Strange loops, as it is above, so it is below; as we live today, so is our life, today.  Each of 

us contains the entire cosmos within us.  Hindus say, “Thou Art That!”  Heaven and Hell, and 

everything else, come together in each of our individual lives.  Robert Grudin, in his book Time 

and the Art of Living, says we express fractal patterns in every week of our life.  He writes: “The 

seven-day week, with its regularized periods of work and play, sets up a psychological rhythm 

which is shared by most of us.  It is a roller-coaster of highs and lows, fast and slow, which gives 

immediate human meaning to the broader expanse of time but also distracts us from time’s 

natural sequences and inexorable flow…. 

 

“Monday, the day of wrath; Tuesday and Wednesday, the grind; weary Thursday, across whose 

fallowness Friday, a [vision] of inexplicably renewable freshness, beckons with a promise of 

unspecified fulfillment.  This promise is based on the lie that human nature, [if] unfulfilled by 

work, can be fulfilled by leisure.  Of course the promise is never kept; we spend Saturday and 

Sunday consecrating the week’s successes and failures to oblivion, in deepening dread of the 

Monday to come.”  Grudin is depressing, no wonder we don’t often admit this out loud, but keep 

our seasonal despair to ourselves.  Imbolc is a luminal time in which we are called to choose 

another path in the upward spirals of our life.  The cold and dark will be with us a little longer, 

but we can begin to plant the seeds of our renewal even now, and await their flowering. 

 

We choose joy and abundance, which may have been nurtured in the dark womb of potentiality, 

to follow a path that involves traversing this journey in community with people we love.  In the 

end, whichever path we follow, can bring us to peace and joy.  For it is in the dark that seeds first 

sprout.  So we can say, in the words of the Joseph Campbell poem: “The divine manifestation is 
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ubiquitous, only our eyes, [our hearts and our spirits] are not open to it.  Awe is what moves us 

forward.  Live from your own center.  The divine lives within you.  The separateness apparent in 

the world is secondary.  Beyond the world of opposites is an unseen, but experienced, unity and 

identity in us all….  Participate joyfully in the sorrows of the world.  We cannot cure the world 

of sorrows, but we can choose to live in joy.  [We] must return with the bliss and integrate it.  

The return is seeing the radiance is everywhere.  The world is a match for us.  We are a match 

for the world.  The spirit is the bouquet of nature.  Sanctify the place you are in.  Follow your 

bliss.”  I love you all dearly.  Amen and Blessed Be. 


