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THE ETHEREAL LIGHT

Psalm 40:1-3a, 11

Romans 8:35-39

“In a dark time, the eye begins to see.”  Theodore Roethke

(Final quote from Julian of Norwich)

It started raining Thursday afternoon before Matt and Shawn arrived.  That night, as I lay in bed mentally preparing for the caving trip the next day, I was at first lulled by the steady drumming on the rain on the tin roof.  But then, as the hours slipped by, and the downpour did not stop, but grew only stronger, I began to worry.  Would the road out from the cabin be flooded, or worse yet, would there be too much water in the cave?  Morning proved that the Creek was indeed rising, up at least a foot from the night before, and it was still raining.  

When we arrived at Organ Cave, I was amazed to see how much water the enormous entrance was taking.  The owner had real misgivings about us entering, but trusted my judgment.  After putting on all our gear, trying to stand under the back lift gate of my truck to stay dry, we entered the cave descending the stairway into the huge Chapel Room.  The water was roaring under the bridge – more than I had ever seen before.  

At the end of the commercial walkway, we entered a side passage, sat awhile in the dark, and I led the three of us in a preparatory meditation to let go of the things of the surface and journey into the darkness of the cave, and into our inner beings.

Back at the end of the tourist trail, we ducked under the guardrail and stepped into the muddy, rushing water.  The first twenty minutes wasn’t too bad, feeling our way along in the water with some dry rocks to hop across on.  But, and this what I was concerned about, soon in the distance we could hear a mighty roaring sound – the Ten Foot Waterfall, over which, from a huge side passage, all the surface water we had seen coming from the entrance was pouring into our passage with a deafening, thunderous blast.

Below that point the fifty foot wide passage was filled with a series of rapids, small falls, and as we peered into the darkness beyond, a mind-numbing din.  

My better instincts were yelling at me to “turn back now!”  But, something else led me to try that first crossing.  It wasn’t too bad, but the current was strong and the footing uncertain.  I knew if we could make it down to the Discovery Passage, a high hole up on the left hand wall, we would be above and out of the water.  We finally made it, though the last two crossings were difficult with the depth of the water and the tugging strength of the current.  

Deep down inside me the old fear of drowning in a cave was beginning to surface – taking me back so many years to that night of hell in flooding Fuller’s Cave when we had given up all hope of getting out alive.  

But when the three of us finally climbed up into the Discovery Passage, it was dry and quiet!  The absence of sound was comforting, like a soft blanket gently laid over us.  And so, we agreed to travel in silence, without talking.  Passing through the T-Room, the A-Trail, and the Throne Room, we began our long trek South down the Upper Stream Passage toward our distant destination, the Waterfall Room.  

I was glad that we were only three and that we were not carrying on the usual jabbering that goes with caving.  I found myself listening to the cave, and hearing little trickles of water here and there that I know are not usually present.  And I listened to the Silence, and it was good!

Finally, in the dark distance, we could begin to hear, or actually feel, a deep throbbing of pounding water – the Waterfall Room.  I knew it would be impressive – the cathedral-sized room has two fifty foot waterfalls peeling off a high ledge.  Usually they are only a trickle or a shower, but today…

Matt and Shawn had never been there and were as keyed up with anticipation as I was.  As we drew nearer, the deep pounding became palpable.  The air was vibrating with ferocious power.  The energy in the cave was dynamic.  Matt had wanted to lead part of the trip, so I decided to let the two of them enter and explore the Waterfall Room on their own.  We climbed up a twisting passage with lots of water rushing down, ducked under a ledge and looked up.  To my right one of the falls was hitting the breakdown and the mist and spray made the higher reaches of the room invisible.  Talking was out of the question, so I ducked back down and motioned them to go on and climb up the massive rock pile to the top of the room.  We had already agreed that I would retreat back down the passage a little way and wait while they explored on their own.  

And so I backtracked, happy to have some alone-time and feeling good at how excited they were to explore something without having to follow me.  I figured they would be gone an hour or so, so I found a comfortable gravel bar to wait on, put down my ensolite pad to sit on, took off my helmet and put on a nylon hat for warmth.  Thus settled, I reached over and clicked off my headlamp.  

Ah, the instantaneous blackness; darker than the darkest night, but after all these years of caving, an old friend.  But instead of the utterly silent stillness of dark I am used to in caves, the air was alive with the energy of rushing water.  The small stream where I sat was gurgling, and downstream I could hear it pouring over some rocks as it disappeared into a hole in the floor.  Underlying all of that and seemingly surrounding me was the pulsing deep base note of the mighty falls up in the Waterfall Room above.  It was as if the air itself were dancing, as though the rocks themselves were awakening from their timeless slumber.    

As I sat there in the eternal night, a smile crossed my lips.  There was indeed a majesty and a Presence here, like never before.  And then, in the midst of all that glorious sound, from the deepest, gut-felt throbbing to the highest treble hiss of seething liquid, I began to see it.  Creeping in from the edges of my peripheral vision it came.  Subtle, wispy, ghostly it came.  Greenish blue was the Ethereal Light.  Not that I could focus on it.  Not that it appeared as a solid thing or a distinct image, but a warm, enveloping glow.  And with that heavenly light a sense of deep peace and joy stole over my being – sitting there muddy and wet, hundreds of feet below the surface of the earth, dark in a flooding cave, and yet I knew, somehow, that “all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.”  
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