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In the journey of contemplative prayer, the visual field—though not always consciously 
attended—often becomes a canvas upon which spiritual transformation is silently rendered. 
Many contemplatives report visions of color, movement, or light in early stages of prayer, only 
to later encounter a void-like blackness. This paper explores the transition from vibrant imaginal 
forms such as green nebulous light to the complete visual blackout sometimes described as 
“holy darkness.” Drawing on mystic theology, apophatic traditions, neuroscience, and the lived 
experiences of modern practitioners, we examine how this sensory change may reflect a 
profound shift in consciousness, spiritual maturity, and the surrender of expectation. Rather 
than being interpreted as absence or failure, the loss of form and light can instead be embraced 
as a deepening into divine mystery—a liminal threshold where language, symbol, and vision fall 
away. We consider theological interpretations of darkness as womb, cloud, or veil; psychological 
perspectives on mental imagery and sensory withdrawal; and metaphysical framings of 
unknowing. This interdisciplinary inquiry affirms the legitimacy and richness of blackness in 
visual prayer, proposing that this space of apparent nothingness is, paradoxically, a place of 
sacred fullness and encounter. 
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1. Introduction: The Visual Dimension of Prayer 

1.1 The Unexpected Importance of Inner Sight 
While prayer is often imagined as a verbal or silent mental activity, many contemplatives 
discover that prayer unfolds as a richly perceptual experience—one that includes the visual 
field, even with eyes closed. This inner sight is not always deliberate or sought out, but emerges 
spontaneously during deep states of attention, surrender, or stillness. For some, colors or 
shapes begin to appear behind the closed eyes, evoking a sense of presence, mystery, or 
movement. This is not merely imagination but a perceptual echo of a deeper orientation of the 
self toward the sacred. The visual elements—whether nebulous, luminous, or dark—can mirror 
stages of interior transformation, acting as non-verbal indicators of where one stands in relation 
to the divine silence. 

1.2 Visual Changes as Part of the Contemplative Journey 
As prayer deepens, the inner visual field often shifts. Early stages may feature swirling colors or 
amorphous light—green being one of the most commonly reported. Over time, these 
perceptual forms may dissolve, replaced by stillness or blackness. Such transitions may feel 
unsettling or disappointing to the ego, which seeks feedback, signal, or confirmation. But from a 
spiritual standpoint, the disappearance of light and form may signal not regression but progress. 
The soul may be moving from a symbolic engagement with God toward a more direct and 
unmediated form of communion. Each stage of the visual journey reflects a different mode of 
presence—first through symbol, then through silence. 

1.3 Why Blackness Deserves Attention 
In much of Western culture, blackness is associated with absence, ignorance, or fear. But in the 
contemplative traditions, blackness can mark the entrance into mystery, into the unknowable 
aspects of the divine. To those unfamiliar with mystical theology, the shift from light to darkness 
may seem like a failure of prayer, a loss of contact. Yet for mystics across traditions, this very 
darkness is sacred. It represents not emptiness but fullness beyond comprehension; not the 
absence of God but the veiling of God’s essence from the grasp of finite mind. This paper begins 
from the premise that blackness in visual prayer is not only acceptable—it is a vital and 
profound threshold. The loss of inner imagery may be the soul’s way of laying down even its 
most cherished signs, in order to behold the formless truth beyond them. 

 

2. Green Light and Its Symbolism in Prayer 

2.1 Color Perception in Meditative States 
Across spiritual traditions, altered states of consciousness—such as those induced by deep 
meditation, breathwork, or contemplative prayer—often bring with them vivid perceptual 
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changes. Among these, colors are frequently reported as arising in the inner visual field, 
sometimes spontaneously and without conscious control. This phenomenon has been 
documented in both ancient mystical texts and contemporary psychological studies of 
meditative experience. While the physiology of closed-eye visualizations may be partially 
explained by neural activity in the visual cortex, many traditions treat such colors as symbolic 
messengers, representing stages of inner transformation or resonance with certain energetic 
states. These inner colors are not hallucinations in the pathological sense, but rather part of a 
rich imaginal landscape that opens up as the self quiets. The visual field, even in darkness, 
becomes a responsive canvas—an interface between the praying consciousness and the 
ineffable beyond. 

2.2 Green as Heart, Healing, and Life-Force 
Among the colors most commonly reported in early stages of contemplative prayer is green. 
Mystics, yogis, and Christian contemplatives alike have described a soft, shifting green glow or 
nebulous presence. In symbolic frameworks, green is traditionally associated with the heart: it is 
the color of balance, love, compassion, and healing. In Christian contexts, green is also the 
liturgical color of "ordinary time"—the period of growth and spiritual maturity. From a chakra 
perspective, green corresponds to the Anahata (heart) center, where divine love and personal 
openness meet. For many contemporary practitioners, the emergence of green light signals a 
gentle reassurance: a nonverbal confirmation of spiritual alignment, emotional integration, or 
the activation of an inner sanctuary. Its organic, flowing quality suggests not a static vision but a 
living process—perhaps even a kind of divine respiration within the visual field. 

2.3 Case Studies: Recurring Green in Early Spiritual Practice 
Numerous case studies reveal a striking pattern: the presence of green light frequently marks 
the onset of a more dedicated contemplative practice. In testimonies from both trained spiritual 
directors and lay practitioners, a green glow often appears within the first weeks or months of 
sustained visual prayer. One individual described it as "a living cloud that shimmered with 
breath," while another noted that it would "gather and pulse gently in time with my heartbeat." 
For some, the green form coalesces into a shape—an orb, a mist, or a fractal spiral—while for 
others it remains formless, gently oscillating between clarity and fog. In nearly every account, 
the color conveys a felt sense of safety, welcome, or heart-deep presence. Notably, as prayer 
matures and shifts toward formless communion, the green often fades—sometimes abruptly—
giving way to complete blackness. This transition, rather than indicating regression, may instead 
point to the soul’s readiness to release even beautiful symbols in order to pass into deeper 
silence. 
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3. The Transition to Blackness: A Threshold Experience 

3.1 The Moment of Change: From Light to Void 
For many contemplatives, the shift from colored light to blackness is not gradual but sudden. 
The inner green cloud, once a comforting companion, may vanish in an instant. What remains is 
not a visual distortion or muddiness, but a deep, uniform black—smooth and complete, as if the 
canvas of perception has been wiped clean. This moment can feel like the crossing of a 
threshold. It often arises unannounced, and the practitioner may not recognize its significance 
until after reflection. The suddenness can be jarring, as the soul moves from the familiarity of 
beauty and symbol into what feels like a formless unknown. Yet this movement may be less 
about loss than invitation—a beckoning into a new dimension of prayer where the visual faculty 
no longer mediates the sacred. The soul is not abandoned but rather stripped of its 
intermediaries, so that it may encounter what lies beyond all representation. 

3.2 Immediate Reactions: Fear, Peace, or Emptiness 
Responses to this blackness vary widely. Some experience fear—a reflexive recoil from what 
feels like a void or a sensory shutdown. The mind, conditioned to associate darkness with 
absence, may interpret it as failure or spiritual danger. Others report an almost shocking sense 
of peace, a stillness more profound than anything encountered through color or form. The 
blackness, though visually "empty," may feel saturated with presence. There are also those who 
feel emotionally neutral or blank, unsure how to interpret the shift. This ambiguity is itself 
significant. It reveals how much expectation shapes spiritual perception. The absence of visual 
stimulation confronts the practitioner with the question: Can I remain present without signs? 
Can I stay in relationship without images? The answer—if pursued patiently—often unlocks a 
deeper intimacy, one that is no longer contingent on perception, emotion, or mental 
commentary. 

3.3 Letting Go of Form: Psychological and Spiritual Interpretations 
From a psychological perspective, the disappearance of inner imagery during contemplative 
prayer may mark a descent from imaginative engagement into more silent, non-conceptual 
awareness. The mind begins to decouple from the symbolic and enters a state sometimes 
described as “open monitoring” or “pure awareness.” In spiritual terms, this is a letting go of the 
need to see, know, or understand. It is a surrender of the interpretive ego. In the apophatic 
tradition, such a shift is essential—it allows the soul to dwell not in what it can grasp, but in 
what it cannot. Blackness becomes the veil through which no form is visible, precisely because 
form is no longer the medium of encounter. Instead, presence is known in its most elemental, 
most unadorned expression. This letting go is not easy. It may feel like a kind of death—the 
death of images, of narrative, of comfort. But for those who endure, it becomes the threshold 
to a deeper life. The blackness no longer conceals God; it reveals that God cannot be seen. 
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4. Holy Darkness in Apophatic Traditions 

4.1 The “Cloud of Unknowing” and Dionysian Negation 
One of the most enduring contributions to Christian mysticism is the anonymous 14th-century 
text The Cloud of Unknowing, which teaches that God cannot be approached through thought, 
image, or intellect, but only through love grounded in surrender. The titular “cloud” is not a 
metaphor for confusion or lack of faith, but a spiritual darkness in which the soul releases all 
attempts to grasp God with the mind. This idea echoes the theology of Pseudo-Dionysius the 
Areopagite, a 6th-century Christian Neoplatonist who argued that the divine essence transcends 
all categories and therefore must be approached through apophasis—the language of negation. 
In this tradition, to know God is to unknow all that is not God. Every image must be discarded, 
every concept abandoned. Dionysius described the ascent of the soul as a journey “into the 
dazzling darkness,” where all light is overwhelmed by the uncreated mystery. The darkness is 
not a lack of God, but the saturation of divine being beyond comprehension. To enter the cloud 
is to move past every ladder of knowledge and rest in what cannot be named. 

4.2 John of the Cross and the Dark Night of the Soul 
Saint John of the Cross, the 16th-century Carmelite mystic and poet, gave the Christian world its 
most emotionally resonant account of spiritual darkness. His concept of the “dark night of the 
soul” describes a profound stage in the journey toward union with God in which all former 
experiences of sweetness, insight, and divine closeness are withdrawn. This is not punishment, 
nor is it depression—it is purification. God removes all consolations so that the soul can be 
united not with gifts, but with the Giver. In this stage, the faculties of sense, imagination, and 
intellect are stripped of their role as intermediaries. The soul is plunged into a darkness that 
burns away attachment, ego, and the illusion of self-sufficiency. John’s darkness is deeply 
painful, yet paradoxically full of grace. It is in this desert that the soul is refined into pure 
receptivity. In his Ascent of Mount Carmel and Dark Night, he writes that God is “more 
incomprehensible the more He is desired,” and that the soul must become “nothing” in order to 
be filled with divine all. The visual blackness of contemplative prayer echoes this journey: not a 
void, but a crucible. 

4.3 Eastern Christian Hesychasm and the Luminous Void 
In the Eastern Orthodox tradition, the mystical path of hesychasm—from the Greek hesychia, 
meaning stillness—presents another articulation of divine darkness. Practiced primarily among 
monks of Mount Athos and developed through the writings of figures such as Saint Gregory 
Palamas, hesychasm emphasizes inner stillness, repetition of the Jesus Prayer, and withdrawal 
from the senses. As the practitioner descends into the heart, external and internal distractions 
fade, and the uncreated light of God may begin to shine—not as a visual phenomenon per se, 
but as a presence felt beyond sensory channels. The darkness encountered in hesychasm is 
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paradoxically full of light—it is the “luminous darkness” of Sinai, where Moses entered the 
cloud to meet God. It is also the silence from which the Logos speaks. In this tradition, the 
blackness of prayer is not the absence of vision but the overcoming of the visible. The luminous 
void is not empty—it is the fertile ground where vision ceases and communion begins. The 
hesychast does not seek visions but seeks to become visionless, so that the heart may behold 
God directly. Thus, the dark field of contemplative prayer becomes the mirror of divine radiance 
concealed by mercy. 

       

5. Psychological Perspectives on Visual Prayer 

5.1 Inner Imagery and the Default Mode Network 
Modern neuroscience offers valuable insight into the visual dimension of contemplative prayer 
by examining the brain’s intrinsic activity. The default mode network (DMN), a system of 
interconnected brain regions including the medial prefrontal cortex, posterior cingulate cortex, 
and angular gyrus, is known to be active during inward-focused mental states such as 
daydreaming, autobiographical memory retrieval, and moral reflection. Importantly, the DMN is 
also involved in the generation of spontaneous inner imagery—including the kinds of closed-eye 
visuals often reported during early meditative or prayerful states. In contemplative prayer, 
especially in the early phases, the brain’s natural proclivity to produce inner landscapes may 
give rise to shifting clouds of color, light, or form. These visuals are not hallucinations, but part 
of the mind’s intrinsic symbolic vocabulary—a blending of memory, affect, and anticipation. 
Green light, for instance, might emerge not because it is willed or imagined, but because it 
represents a deeply embedded archetype of peace, heart-centeredness, or transcendence, 
expressed by the DMN’s spontaneous orchestration. 

5.2 Dissolution of Imagery in Deeper States 
As contemplative practice deepens, a shift often occurs from active or symbolic mental content 
toward stillness and emptiness. Neuroimaging studies of advanced meditators and mystics 
suggest that sustained interior silence is correlated with decreased activity in the DMN and 
related visual processing regions. This downregulation is not merely the cessation of thought—it 
is the quieting of the mental machinery responsible for generating form, story, and image. The 
visual blackness that arises in this state reflects not pathology, but a different mode of 
consciousness. The mind ceases to project, and in doing so, creates space for unmediated 
awareness. Some theorists describe this shift as a kind of de-automatization of mental habits—
where the normal reflex to “see” or interpret is suspended. This matches the spiritual narrative 
of apophatic traditions: to reach divine intimacy, one must pass through the undoing of form. 
Psychologically, the transition from green light to blackness may therefore indicate a reduction 
in narrative self-reference and an opening toward pure presence. 
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5.3 Darkness as Mental Reset or Altered Awareness 
From a cognitive standpoint, the appearance of visual blackness in contemplative prayer can be 
understood as a liminal state—a phase between active cognition and unconsciousness, where 
consciousness remains alert but unhooked from ordinary sensory or narrative inputs. This is not 
sleep, nor is it imagination. It is more akin to a mental reset, where the brain enters a low-
stimulation but high-attunement mode. In this state, time may feel suspended, and the 
boundary between self and space may begin to dissolve. The darkness becomes more than 
visual—it becomes atmospheric, saturating the inner field with a felt sense of depth or 
presence. In some traditions, this state is associated with neurochemical balance, especially in 
the regulation of serotonin and GABA pathways, which promote calm, focus, and dissociation 
from ego-driven mental chatter. While science cannot explain the spiritual significance of 
blackness, it affirms that such states represent authentic shifts in awareness. Rather than being 
interpreted as void or failure, the blackness of visual prayer may thus be seen as the 
psychological threshold where mental noise ends and silent openness begins. This altered 
awareness is not escapism—it is receptivity in its most refined form. 

 

6. Metaphysical Reflections on Darkness and Divine Encounter 

6.1 The Womb, the Veil, and the Fertile Unknown 
In metaphysical and mystical traditions, darkness is not simply the absence of light—it is often 
conceived as a generative space, a matrix from which all form and meaning arise. This darkness 
is symbolically akin to the womb: a hidden, protected enclosure where new life gestates before 
it emerges into visibility. In this framing, the blackness encountered in deep contemplative 
prayer is not sterile emptiness but the fertile unknown—a sacred space where transformation 
occurs beneath conscious awareness. Likewise, darkness is also described as a veil—not to hide, 
but to preserve the mystery of divine presence from premature or superficial grasp. The veil 
both conceals and reveals; it allows the presence of God to be approached, but not possessed. 
This metaphysical darkness invites surrender, not decoding. The human soul, like a seed in soil 
or an embryo in a womb, must consent to be changed in darkness. In this state, one does not 
create or interpret; one waits. And in the waiting, something divine takes shape—not in image 
or word, but in being. 

6.2 From Revelation to Reverence: Truth Beyond Vision 
The modern mind, shaped by scientific and technological paradigms, often associates truth with 
clarity, visibility, and certainty. Revelation is assumed to be a kind of unveiling, a sudden access 
to knowledge or insight. But mystical metaphysics inverts this expectation. Revelation, in the 
deepest sense, may not be about illumination but about reverence. In contemplative darkness, 
the soul is not given answers—it is shown the limits of knowing. The truth that emerges in this 
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blackness is not propositional; it is experiential. One does not leave such a space with a theory, 
but with a softened will, a humbled posture. This is the movement from vision to veneration, 
from seeing to kneeling. It affirms that God is not an object to be grasped, but a mystery to be 
abided with. In this way, darkness teaches a sacred epistemology: that what matters most 
cannot be visualized, named, or resolved. It must be received in silence. Thus, the metaphysical 
function of darkness is not to obscure truth, but to preserve it in a form that elicits reverence 
instead of reduction. 

6.3 Darkness as the Ungraspable Presence of God 
Theologically, the blackness encountered in contemplative prayer may be the most accurate 
metaphor for the divine. Whereas light is bounded, traveling in waves or particles, darkness is 
without limit. It cannot be contained, measured, or defined. In this sense, it aligns with the 
ungraspability of God—whose essence is beyond every category, every image, every 
formulation. Scripture itself affirms this paradox. God is described as dwelling in “thick 
darkness” even while being the source of all light. The Israelites at Sinai saw only smoke and 
cloud; Moses entered the darkness to meet God face to face. This motif recurs across traditions: 
the divine is shrouded not because it is absent, but because it is overwhelming. The 
metaphysical blackness of prayer is thus not a place of divine withdrawal, but of divine 
proximity without interface. It is a felt sense of presence that defies all sensory and conceptual 
means of access. God in darkness is not unknowable because God is far, but because God is too 
near to be seen from without. To remain in such darkness without fleeing is  to rest in pure 
faith—faith not as belief in doctrine, but as radical trust in the invisible nearness of the Real. 

 

7. Contemporary Witnesses: Lived Experiences of the Black Field 

7.1 Modern Mystics and Spiritual Practitioners 
While historical mystics provide foundational insight into contemplative darkness, many 
contemporary practitioners report remarkably similar experiences. Across spiritual traditions—
Christian, Buddhist, Sufi, and even non-theistic meditative paths—individuals engaged in 
sustained contemplative practice often describe an eventual shift toward inner visual blackness. 
Some frame this as a personal milestone, others as a spiritual mystery they never sought but 
came to recognize as sacred. Modern mystics, writing in blogs, journals, or reflective essays, 
speak of blackness not as a lack but as a fullness they could not articulate. One Christian 
contemplative writes, “The light faded, and for a time I thought I had lost God. But in the 
blackness, I felt something more stable than vision—a kind of holy density, like I was in the 
center of God’s chest.” Another, a secular mindfulness teacher, notes that the absence of light 
brought with it a strange freedom: “When the colors stopped, so did my need to interpret. I 
could just be.” These voices, dispersed across time zones and belief systems, converge on a 
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common recognition: blackness, far from negating spiritual life, becomes its most silent and 
abiding form. 

7.2 Patterns of Color and Darkness in Extended Practice 
Among those who maintain long-term visual or imaginal prayer practices, discernible patterns 
often emerge. In the early months or years, practitioners frequently encounter color 
phenomena—particularly greens, blues, purples, or golds. These experiences may come during 
moments of emotional openness, stillness, or fervent invocation. The visual field becomes 
dynamic, layered, and symbolically charged. However, with continued practice and spiritual 
maturation, the luminous forms tend to dissolve. Blackness appears not as a rupture but as a 
culmination—a phase in which the inner senses quiet and the reliance on symbolic mediation 
diminishes. This transition is not necessarily linear; some report cycles in which light reappears 
briefly during times of renewal, grief, or breakthrough, only to give way again to still blackness. 
In group settings, such as contemplative retreats or monastic communities, the pattern often 
repeats across individuals—suggesting not idiosyncrasy but a shared phenomenological arc. 
Blackness, then, is not an anomaly. It is the natural unfolding of a process by which the soul, 
once nourished by light, learns to rest in the absence of all form. 

7.3 The “OK-ness” of Black: Peace Without Image 
Perhaps the most striking feature of contemporary testimonies is the deep acceptance that 
often accompanies the black field. Practitioners initially shocked by the disappearance of light or 
color frequently describe a second moment of realization: that the blackness is OK. More than 
that, it is peaceful, anchoring, even holy. This peace is not a passive resignation but an active 
settling—a spiritual consent to abide without demand, without stimulus, without interpretation. 
Some speak of the blackness as a kind of sacred quiet, like entering a vast cathedral with the 
lights turned off. Others feel enveloped, as if resting in an unseen presence too intimate to 
display itself. The “OK-ness” is not merely psychological—it carries the weight of encounter. It is 
as though, in giving up the expectation of divine signs, one begins to dwell in divine being. 
Peace without image does not mean absence of relationship; it means the relationship has 
deepened past the need for visual confirmation. This peace is quiet but resolute. It is not born 
of clarity but of trust. The black field is not something to be escaped or corrected—it is 
something to be inhabited, honored, and perhaps, in time, loved. 

 

8. Conclusion: Seeing Without Seeing 

8.1 Why Darkness Is Not the End 
For many, the emergence of visual darkness in contemplative prayer might feel like a loss—a 
final erasure of spiritual vitality, a disconnection from the warmth of divine communication. But 
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this conclusion misreads the nature of the contemplative path. Darkness is not the end of the 
journey; it is the opening into its most intimate phase. In this state, the soul is no longer 
sustained by images, symbols, or even interior consolation. It is held instead by the formless 
presence that underlies all experience—the one who cannot be seen because He is everywhere 
and nowhere at once. In this black field, the soul is not abandoned; it is entrusted. The external 
confirmations have been removed, not because the relationship is ending, but because it is 
ripening into something deeper: a union that no longer depends on form. In this lightless 
terrain, God ceases to be an object of awareness and becomes the ground of being itself. To see 
without seeing is to live by faith in its purest expression—faith that does not demand signs, faith 
that abides in silence and is nourished by stillness. 

8.2 The Paradox of Sacred Absence 
The spiritual life is full of paradoxes, but few are as potent as the experience of presence in 
absence. The blackness encountered in contemplative prayer is one of the most profound 
instances of this paradox. It feels like nothing—and yet it is not empty. It does not communicate, 
and yet it speaks to the soul. It is invisible, yet unmistakably real. Sacred absence is not the 
negation of God; it is the veil drawn by love, the silence chosen by the divine to deepen the 
soul’s hunger and trust. Just as lovers may fall silent in the presence of each other, so too does 
God withhold image, voice, or illumination—not to create distance, but to invite surrender. In 
this paradox, the practitioner learns a new kind of sight: not with the eyes of the body or mind, 
but with the awareness that emerges when all else is still. This absence refines desire, purifies 
attachment, and makes possible a knowing that is deeper than cognition—a knowing rooted in 
being-with, not in grasping. 

8.3 Final Thoughts: The Invitation Into Mystery 
To dwell in the blackness of prayer is to accept an invitation into mystery. It is to walk past the 
edge of understanding and remain, open-handed and open-hearted, in a space that resists 
description. This is not a space of failure or confusion, but of sacred potential. Here, one does 
not seek to master the divine but to be mastered by love. The darkness encountered in 
contemplative states becomes a teacher—one who says nothing, but whose silence is eloquent. 
It invites the soul to release control, to shed even the most cherished visions, and to rest in 
what cannot be seen or named. In this way, the blackness is not the absence of revelation but 
the maturation of it. It is a summons to a deeper fidelity, a trust that endures even when light 
recedes. To remain faithful in this darkness is to honor the mystery that undergirds all things. It 
is to consent to love without form, presence without proof, and grace without grasping. And in 
that consent, the soul discovers what it could not have asked for: the quiet joy of seeing without 
seeing. 
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