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Living in the New Dark Ages  
by Charles Colson 

History pivots on the actions of individuals, both great and ordinary 

• The Courage to be Different, by Bruce Yocum  
• Costly Grace, by Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

• Heroes of Faith: The Witness of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, by Donald Bloesch  
• Mary of Bethany, by Jeanne Kun 

• Receive the Crown of Life: A Tribute to Dom Peres, by Aroon Fernandes  
• Remembering Dom, by Tony D'Souza 

• Back to the Future, by Mike Shaughnessy  
• Called to Freedom, by Miguel Vargas 

• The Pearl in My Hand, a poem by Blanca Morales  
• Lord, Enkindle Me, a song by Ed Conlin 

Living Bulwark is committed to fostering renewal of the whole Christian people: Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox. We especially want to give witness to the 
charismatic, ecumenical, evangelistic, and community dimensions of that renewal. Living Bulwark seeks to equip Christians to grow in holiness, to apply Christian 
teaching to their lives, and to respond with faith and generosity to the working of the Holy Spirit in our day.
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I believe that the decades since Eliot wrote those words have tipped the balance. Vestiges of Christian influence still 
remain; but those Christian absolutes that have so profoundly shaped Western culture through the centuries are being 
consciously rejected by the men and women who direct the flow of information and attitudes to popular culture: 
communicators, educators, entertainers, and lawyers. As Eliot put it, “Paganism holds all the most valuable 
advertising space.”1 

This cultural crisis is all the more sinister because it is invisible to those who have already become captive to its lie. 
Radical individualism, which has brought us to this critical juncture, blinds most people to the fact that there is a 
crisis. Freed from the archaic impediments of family, church, and community, these men and women cannot see how 
their liberty has enslaved them to alienation, betrayal, loneliness, and inhumanity. 

They’ve grown so accustomed to the dark, they don’t even realize the lights are out. 

G.K Chesterton accurately described their plight: “There are commonwealths, plainly to be distinguished here and 
there in history, which pass from prosperity to squalor, or from glory to insignificance, or from freedom to slavery, 
not only in silence, but with serenity. The face still smiles while the limbs, literally and loathsomely, are dropping 
from the body. These are people that have lost the power of astonishment at their own actions.”2 

Will the great nightfall soon be upon us?  
Whittaker Chambers, the skeptic turned Christian who saw the 20th century first as a Communist spy and then as an 
impassioned defender of the West, died despairing: “It is idle to talk about preventing the wreck of Western 
civilization. It is already a wreck from within. This is why we can hope to do little more now than snatch a fingernail 
of a saint from the rack or a handful of ashes from the fire, and bury them secretly in a flower pot against the day, 
ages hence, when a few men begin again to dare to believe that there was once something else, that something else is 
thinkable, and need some evidence of what it was and the fortifying knowledge that there were those who, at the 
great nightfall, took loving thought to preserve the tokens of hope and truth.”3 

Perhaps the barbarians have already won. Perhaps the great nightfall will soon be upon us. Theologian Donald 
Bloesch proposes that it may be out of the utter destruction of culture that the church will emerge, phoenixlike, from 
the ashes. We don’t know. 

But one thing we do know: it isn’t necessary that such predictions comes to pass. As Christians we cannot be 
historical determinists. There are no inexorable elements propelling history. God is sovereign over human events. 

Yet it is men and women, under his jurisdiction, who write the pages of history through the sum of their choices. We 
never know what minor act of hopeless courage, what word spoken in defense of truth, what unintended 
consequence might swing the balance and change the world. “The death of a man at a critical juncture, his disgust, 
his retreat, his disgrace, have brought innumberable calamities on a whole nation. A common soldier, a child, a girl 
at the door of an inn, have changed the face of fortune, and almost of Nature,” said Edmund Burke.4 

Burke was referring to historical figures. The man who died at a critical juncture was Pericles, the Athenian general 
who shaped his culture; the man who retreated was Prime Minister Pitt on his retirement from public life. The child 
was twelve-year-old Hannibal, taking an oath to one day attack Rome; and the girl at the inn was Joan of Arc.            
> Go to Next Page  
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Living in the New Dark Ages, by Charles Colson, cont.

How barbarism was overcome in the dark ages  
Before Rome’s fall, its citizens had lost the characteristics that had made them distinctly Roman: discipline, respect, 
and obedience. Incest and adultery had invaded families, breaking the natural bonds of love and commitment and 
setting yokes of bitterness, disdain, and hatred in their place. Moral education had been supplanted by indolence, 
corruption, and decadence. 

Thus damaged from within, Rome was unable to resist direct barbarian assaults from without. The once great empire 
fell in the fifth century, and Rome was sacked by the Visigoths, a Germanic tribe whose cavalry proved superior to 
the foot soldiers who had sustained and advanced the Roman empire for centuries. During the next few centuries, 
chaos ruled Europe. Warring bands of illiterate Germanic tribes opposed and deposed one another. Cities and 
cultural centers disappeared as inhabitants were scattered across the land in crude huts and rough towns. Literacy, 
law, and order – the pillars of civilization – crumbled, and the aristocratic culture of the ancient Western world 
nearly disappeared. Early medieval Europe seemed destined for complete barbarism. 

One force prevented this. The church. 

Instead of conforming to the barbarian culture of the Dark Ages, the medieval church modelled a counter-culture to 
a world engulfed by destruction and confusion. Thousands of monastic orders spread across Europe, characterized 
by discipline, creativity, and a coherence and moral order lacking in the world around them. Monks preserved not 
only the Scriptures but classical literature as well; they were busy not only at their prayers but in clearing land, 
building towns, and harvesting crops. When little else shone forth, these religious provided attractive models of 
communities of caring and character; and in the process they preserved both faith and civilization itself. 

It is important to note that the church challenged not only the values of the barbarians but those of the Roman 
Empire as well. Living by a value system dictated by the kingdom of God, they rejected both Roman and barbarian 
lapses of character, uprooting such attitudes as the aversion to physical labor predominant among the Roman masses 
and the barbarian love of violence. As points of light in a dark age, they called attention to the values of an endless 
age. And in so doing, they saved their civilization. 

Though the world now appears far more sophisticated than when the Visigoths overran Rome, it’s only because 
today’s barbarians wear pinstripes instead of animal skins and wield briefcases rather than spears. Like the monastic 
communities of the Middle Ages, the church today can serve as outposts of truth, decency, and civilization in the 
darkening culture around us. For even though the church itself is shot through with an individualism that cripples its 
witness, even though the church today – like the medieval monastic communities – is made up of sinners like you 
and me, it is the one institution in society that still has the capability to challenge culture by bearing witness to God’s 
transcendent standards of absolute justice and righteousness. 

Why? Because the church has an independent locus of authority beyond itself, beyond the state, beyond the tides of 
passing fashion. The church cleaves to the absolute standards of Scripture and is infused with the work of the Holy 
Spirit to guide it.     > Go to Next Page 

[Excerpt from Against the Night © 1999 by Charles Colson. Published by Regal Books, www.regalbooks.com. Used by permission. All rights 
reserved.]  
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Out of the gray blue dusk he came  
Like a light shining in the darkness  
A light darkness could not overcome  
"Come," he said.  
And I followed.  
Scared, reluctant, curious.  
Hoping for something more. 

He talked, I listened.  
I talked, he listened.  
With every step, I grew wise  
As I walked by his side. 

"See what I see," said he.  
Beyond the empty darkness  
Beyond the tumult and the waves–  
A glimpse of a far off place,  
Between time and space,  
A beacon, a haven. 

"Meet me there," he said.  
I paused, for a moment,  
Remembering the pearl in my hand,  
The beloved pearl. 

"Let it go," he told me,  
"If you want to meet me there,  
Let it go." 

I was reluctant. 

It was mine. All mine.  
I couldn't give it up. 

And while the sun set and rose again  
Warm rays resting on my cheeks  
Melting away my fears  
All my woes disappeared 

And it suddenly became very clear:  
That pearl in my hand  
Was nothing more than a grain of sand.

  outh ministry and St. Paul's Outreach progra
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illustration by Jamie Treadwell 

“Lord, Enkindle Me” 

song by Ed Conlin

 
  

Click  to listen to an MP3 audio clip of Lord Enkindle Me   
written by Ed Conlin and sung by Deborah Mantel

Our hearts are restless until they rest in thee" - St. Augustine of Hippo

Ed comments on his song ... 

There is a space formed by the particular shape of our life. It is meant for God himself to indwell. This 
must be felt as a lack... and it comes about through daily circumstamces. It may be caused by the 
cavern of a lonely heart, the ache of a lost one, the yearning that comes from "not yet being home." In 
truth we are to glory in this emptiness -- for it is the price we pay for such an immense dignity. To wait 
in courage for God to fill our particular emptiness is one of the most profound of love's acts. 

[The song Lord, Enkindle Me is included in a Music CD entitled, "Held by Love", produced by In His Presence. The CD and sheet 
music can be ordered from Tabor House or from In His Presence.]   
  

Ed Conlin is a member of the Servants of the Word, a missionary brotherhood of men living single for the 
Lord. He lives in community in the inner city of Detroit, Michigan, USA, and works as a licensed substance 
abuse counselor and chaplain with the Capuchin Franciscan Ministries in Detroit.
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