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Feeling the Fall of Dark 

Patrick Claffey 

I wake and feel the fall of dark, not day. 

                                                     (Gerard Manley Hopkins) 

Job, Hopkins and desolation 

It is a sad fact that one in five people in Ireland may suffer from depression at some stage of 

their life, indeed at any stage.1  Evidence, both scientific and more anecdotal, from doctors  

throughout the country in recent times shows that there has been a marked increase in 

clinical depression as the economic crisis has led to a more existential crisis in people ’s lives; 

plans have been disrupted, dreams of been broken, people’s security has been 

compromised.  There are, of course, many reasons why people get depressed but a general 

social malaise at the present time is surely an important contributory factor.  

What exactly is depression?  It is clearly more than simply being a “bit down”.  Anybody who 

has suffered from it will know only too well the long-lasting feelings of sadness and often 

hopelessness, the unexplained aches and pains, poor sleep, anxiety, a reluctance to engage 

with people, and a more general lack of interest and energy. There are several useful ways 

of measuring it, going from the mildest form to the most severe.  In any case in all of these 

cases, to use a popular expression, it is not a nice place to be. 

The poet and Jesuit Gerard Manley Hopkins spent his last, rather unhappy years, living here 

in Dublin.2  It was a time when he experienced deep spiritual anguish, which today we 

would probably describe as depression.3    It was during this period that Hopkins, struggling 

with his doubts and demons, wrote a series of great poems that came to be known as the 

Desolation Sonnets, in which he describes in searing language the depths of his loneliness, 

anguish and deep depression.  

 I wake and feel the fall of dark, not day. 

 What hours, O what black hours we have spent 

 This night! What sights you, heart, saw; ways you went!  

 And more must, in yet longer light’s delay. 

                                                             
1 See http://www.leanonme.net. (accessed 05/02/2012)  This is a very helpful website on various aspects of 

depression. 
2 For an authoritative study see, Robert Bernard Martin,. Gerard Manley Hopkins - A Very Private Life, London: 
Flamingo/HarperCollins Publishers, 1992. 
3 There is some discussion as to whether Hopkins suffered from either bipolar disorder or chronic unipolar 
depression but many psychiatrists hesitate to form a post-mortem diagnosis based almost entirely on second 
hand evidence (Dr Anthony Carroll, retired consultant psychiatrist, Galway, personal communication).  The 
most compelling evidence, of course, is to be found in the poems where the complexities of his personality are 
very evident. 
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  With witness I speak this.  But where I say 

 Hours I mean years, mean life.  And my lament 

 Is cries countless, cries like dead letters sent 

 To dearest him that lives alas! away.4  

These are indeed the words of an anguished soul and a great poet but anyone who has 

suffered from depression will not have any difficulty in understanding them.   

Hopkins came to mind on a recent Sunday5 when I was reading the first reading for the day, 

Job 7; 1-7.  In this very human and moving text, Job sees life as “no better than hired 

drudgery.  He is “a slave” suffering through “months of delusion”, tossing and turning 

through “nights of grief”, and then, no doubt, suffering the infernal agitation of what Robert 

Graves describes as those “laggard dawns”6. If he does manage to rise, time passes slowly as 

he “frets till twilight falls” and then his day “like a weaver’s shuttle” is gone, “leaving no 

hope behind” and with the dark realisation that “[his] life is but a breath,/ and that [his] 

eyes will never again see joy.” It is indeed a dark picture and yet one that is not uncommon.  

Job’s depression has much in common with Hopkins’ and indeed that of all those who are 

pursued by what Winston Churchill called the “black dog”. 

Desolation and faith 

Depression, in one form or another is probably one of the most common ailments of our 

time.  Fortunately it is treatable either through medication or therapy or both.7  But the 

healing depends to a great extent on the person who is suffering and also on those around 

him or her, as it makes no distinction between the sexes.8  And, faith is undoubtedly a great 

support in coming to terms with it, in whatever form that faith takes whether in God, a 

significant Other or an unnamed higher power.  For the Christian believer the Psalm speaks 

of “the Lord who heals the broken-hearted” (Ps 147:3), those who live in a place where 

everything seems dark and often hopeless. 

On this same Sunday the gospel (Mk 1:29-39) continues the accounts of the miracles of 

Jesus in his ministry.  He treats the woman who was brought to him with “a fever” and “all 

who were sick, and those who were possessed of devils”.  The terms may have been 

different but surely there seems little doubt that many of those who Jesus cured with his 

                                                             
4 W.H. Gardner (Editor), Gerard Manley Hopkins: A Selection of his Poems and Prose, London: The Penguin 
Poets, 1953, p 62. 
5 The Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B 
6 Robert Graves, ‘Symptoms of Love’ in More Poems London: Cassell, 1961.  “Laggard dawns;/Are omens and 
nightmares -/Listening for a knock,/Waiting for a sign:..” 
7 For a very helpful initial self-help book see David D. Burns, Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy, New York: 
Harper Collins, 1999 (updated edition).  Despite a rather lightweight title this is a very popular and helpful 
work for coming to an understanding of depression 
8
 While some statistics in the US show that twice as many women suffer depression the same study suggests 

that men are more likely to hide the illness. See http://depressionsymptoms.net/statistics/ (accessed 05/02 
/2012.  
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healing word or healing touch were suffering from mental illness of one form or another; 

anxiety, depression, hopelessness and other forms of psychological debilitation.  And he 

cured them.  Depression is certainly an illness that requires treatment but for those of us 

who have been given the gift of faith, that faith is part of the cure.  Part of the healing 

comes from putting our faith in the God who saves us, from trusting in him and handing 

over to him the burdens that weigh us down. 

Gerard O’Collins in his impressive Christology writes: “By being truly and fully one of us, 

Christ can communicate very concretely and show us how to live, act, suffer, and pray, show 

us what human life before God should really be.” His humanity included suffering the 

depths of human isolation, to the point of feeling abandoned by God (Mt 27:46). As 

Emmanuel Levinas expresses it, in human suffering “there is no refuge….no possibility of 

flight or retreat…It means being confronted with life and being.”  This is what Jesus did. 

Levinas offers consolation, however, when he adds that: “In that sense it represents the 

impossibility of nothingness.”9  All the more so for the believer who in Christ’s victory over 

death and nothingness finds hope even in the darkest night of the soul10. 

Levinas, Baldwin and the unbreakable toughness of being 

But what of those of us who live in what Charles Taylor usefully calls the experience of 

“unbelief”, “buffered”, as he puts it, from any sense of the ganz andere and for whom the 

“fullness” one finds in this world is about as good as it gets?11 This is certainly not 

uncommon in “a secular age” and it can be argued that we all, postmodern believers and 

unbelievers, share in this to a great or lesser extent.  Where do they find their hope, where 

do they find the power to carry on?  Or do they simply suffer on in a Beckettian absurdity?12 

Many years ago when in my early twenties, living for a summer abroad, I ran into one of 

those moments of crisis where faith had run into the sand and what Levinas calls le “je” or 

the  I of the self, was on shaky ground.  All that seemed to be left was a deep sense of 

isolation, loneliness and even hopelessness.  It is far from a unique experience for young 

men of that age but I subsequently came to see it as a moment that fundamentally shaped 

my view of the world and my own place in it. As Levinas put it, the experience came to 

represent “the impossibility of nothingness.”  Looking back with the knowledge we now 

have of the psychology of young adult males, I came understand that the outcome might 

well have been very different and sadly often is.  

                                                             
9 Emmanuel Levinas, Le Temps et l’autre, Paris: Quadrige/Presses Universitaires Françaises, 1983 pp 33 ; 55-56. 
My translation and emphasis. 
10 San Juan De La Cruz (1542-1591), La Noche Oscura Del Alma. 
11 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, London: Belknap, 2007. See his Introduction for a full development of these 
terms. 
12

 According to biographer James Knowlson, “it was on the key issue of pain, suffering and death that 

Beckett’s religious faith faltered and quickly foundered.” James Knowlson Damned to Fame:The Life of 
Samuel Beckett, New York: Simon & Schuster, 1997, p 67. 
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It was at this point that I first encountered the work of James Baldwin, the homosexual 

African-American who like Joyce, Beckett and many others had gone into a quasi-exile in the 

polyglot literary circles of Paris, seeking to escape both personal and artistic suffocation. He 

was in several ways was the archetypal outsider.13 In his essay ‘Down to the Cross’14, which 

he addresses to his nephew and subtitles as “a Letter from a Region of my Mind”, Baldwin 

writes of “a prolonged religious crisis” that he had when he was only fourteen.  He writes: “I 

use the world ‘religious’ in the common, and arbitrary, sense, meaning that I then 

discovered God, His saints and angels, and his blazing Hell.” Unsurprisingly, the experience 

was life-changing and he threw himself into the life of being a successful, highly persuasive, 

young minister in the Fireside Pentecostal Church in Harlem, competing directly with his 

father David who was also a minister in another church.15 His biographer James Campbell 

tells us, however, that over time “there was the growing realisation that the passion of his 

sermons came not from a pure heart, but from vanity and ambition.”16 This led to Baldwin’s 

angry rejection of Christianity as he developed an increased awareness of and commitment 

to the history and suffering of his own people, and the radical politics that would eventually 

give rise to the American civil rights movement.  Baldwin embraces the suffering involved in 

being both black and gay in a society where there was almost no tolerance for either, and 

which was indeed marked by the most intolerable rejection of both, and it was here that he 

found his salvation.  In what is probably the most striking passage in the book, written with 

the crisply angry tone many African-American intellectuals, he declares: 

The Negro past of rope, fire, torture, castration, infanticide, rape death and humiliation fear by day and 

night, fear as deep as the marrow of the bone doubt that he was worthy of life, since everyone around 

him denied it sorrow for his women, for his kinfolk, for his children, who needed his protection, and 

whom he could not protect rage, hatred and murder, hatred for white men so deep that it often turned 

against him and his own, and made all love, all trust, all joy impossible – this past, this endless struggle 

to achieve and reveal and confirm a human identity, human authority, yet contains, for all its horror, 

something very beautiful.  I do not mean to be sentimental about suffering – enough is certainly as 

good as a feast – but people who cannot suffer can never grow up, can never discover who they are.  

The man who is forced every day to snatch his manhood, his identity out of the fire of human cruelty 

that rages to destroy it knows, if he survives his effort, and even if he does not survive it, something 

about himself and human life that no school on earth – and, indeed no church – can teach.  He achieves 

his own authority, and that is unshakeable.  This is because, in order to save his life, he is forced to look 

beneath appearances, to take nothing for granted, to hear the meaning behind the words.17 

The force of these lines for an existentially tested twenty year old should be quite obvious. 

The boat of self was lifted by the wave and moved off the sands. Baldwin, like Levinas, is 

                                                             
13 James Arthur Baldwin (1924-1987), African-American novelist, essayist, playwright, poet, and social critic. In 
his work the subtle and not so subtle discourses of  racial, sexual, and class distinctions in society, notably in 
the USA, probing implications for personal identity, assumptions, uncertainties, yearning, and questing.  
14 James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time, London: Penguin Books 1963, 19-89. 
15 His well-known play The Amen Corner, is set in a shop-front Pentecostal church and critiques the church's 
role in African Americans’ lives. 
16 James Campbell, Talking at the Gates: A Life of James Baldwin, London: Faber, 1991, p11 
17 Baldwin, The Fire, p 84. 
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reaffirming “the impossibility of nothingness”, but even more perhaps, he is declaring his 

belief in the indestructability of the human spirit even in the face of the greatest “misery-

desolation.”18  

Towards a conclusion 

It appears to me that we are living through a moment of collective doubt and even depression at this 

point in our history.  We have come to question or even reject our church, perhaps even our faith, 

our politics and our social structures, perhaps in a perverse way even ourselves.  It is hardly 

surprising that this finds expression in individual lives as we struggle to make sense of it all.  The 

rediscovery of faith, religious or humanist is central to our recovery, as a society or as individuals 

since only faith can give rise to hope and only hope can give birth to new life. 

 

Patrick Claffey SVD is a curate at St Mary’s, Haddington Road in Dublin.  He also lectures in subjects 

related to faith and culture at All Hallows College Dublin and University College Cork. 
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18

 This term la misère-désolation which describes a situation that is beyond simple poverty is borrowed from 

André Corten, Misère, religion et politique en Haiti, Paris: Karthala, 2001, p 34. 

 


