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In his book When God Comes Down, author and theologian James Harnish makes note of the fact that, “Pastor Evans began supernova hunting in the 1950’s, but he didn’t make his first official discovery until 1981,”
 thirty one years later.  I don’t know about you, but thirty-one years strikes me as a very long time to peer into the dark!  It’s unreasonable by almost any standard!  But, there you have it.  For thirty-one years, Robert Owen Evans peered into the dark, training, “his eyes to watch empty spaces in the sky so that at just the right moment, by looking at just the right place, he [might observe] a burst of light that the rest of us –- too busy to wait, too anxious to watch, too immersed in the present to peer into a light coming from the past – are unprepared and unable to see.”
 
Today is the third Sunday in a Christian season known as Advent.  Advent is a wonderful season in which people of the Christian faith watch, wait, and prepare to receive a different light than the one Pastor Evans was watching for, though I suspect the season of Advent would find him likewise engaged!  The light Christian people watch, wait and prepare for is different from that of a supernova, but it is none-the-less surprising.  Waiting as they were, over two millennia ago, for someone to come bearing a light that would chase away the poorly illuminated times they were living in.  
For Jews living at the turn of the first century of our Common Era the times were difficult indeed.  They had fallen to the Roman Empire and were living as an occupied people.  Their Temple, once a place dedicated to their one true God now served two masters – God of the Israelites and the Holy Roman Empire.  Their Temple Priests could secure their comfortable positions only by conceding their ultimate authority to Roman officials.  The backs of the Jewish people were being broken financially by Rome’s imposed taxes, and their spirits were being broken by random and vicious acts of violence carried out as part of Rome’s State sponsored campaign of terrorism.
Standing before you today I can’t help but be struck by the similarities between that ancient time and our own.  When I look at our nations government and governing bodies, it seems to me that we too are living as an occupied people of sorts.  Where once the dream of a great democracy stood as a light and a beacon unto all nations, now this dream seems to stand in the shadow of corporate power and greed.  When I look to our Temples – our liberal churches and denominations – I hear  echo’s of Dr. King’s words from his Birmingham jail and I wonder if we have become too much a part of the social order to effectively challenge it.  Financially Wall St. seems to have recovered quite nicely from our last economic disaster…but the bulk of Americans have not…and the chasm between rich and poor just seems to grow larger and larger with each passing season.  And the violence that permeates our lives today?  It is legion!  Standing before you today I find myself painfully aware of the similarities between our time and place, and those of the very first century.  
And I don’t think I’m alone.  In both professional and casual conversations, I have become acutely aware of the yearning in your hearts, and the hearts of others, for a time very different from the one we are currently living in.  A time in which, perhaps, our environment and all that was a part of it, would be well cared for.  A time in which the goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all, might actually be realized.  A time in which the right of conscience was practiced alongside democracy.  A time in which a free and responsible search for truth and meaning was met with something other than scorn.  A time in which acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth might transcend particular faith practices.  A time in which justice, equity and compassion in human relations, was the practiced norm.  A time in which the inherent worth and dignity of every single person was realized.

Standing before you today, I am powerfully aware of the fact of our waiting and watching for some kind of light to dawn, some sort of twinkle to appear in any one of those places that would otherwise remain lightless.  We are a people in waiting, not unlike those Israelites who lived so very long ago. We are, as they once were, watching - and we are hoping for something like “a peace which passes all understanding.”
  “From where shall our help come”?

The theists among us, and I include myself with this lot (!), may be tempted like the prophet Isaiah to shake our fists toward the heavens and shout to the God of our understanding;
 “If only You would tear open the heavens and come down!  Mountains would quake before You…If You would make Your name known to Your enemies, the nations would tremble in Your presence.”
  
The non-theists among us may shake their fists at the social systems of disorder and injustice and be tempted to grasp for economic, political, or military power to shake things up and set things right.
Sadly, neither of these strategies has proven to be very effective over the course of two thousand or so years of recorded history.  Neither strategy has produced a lasting peace, a peace that is so much more than the absence of war but is the very real presence of justice.  The theists who shake our fists at the heavens and demand God come down right now and make things right have to concede, after all, that while we may have a clear and present experience of God, we will never know the mind of God.  So, how do we know God’s enemies are our enemies?  (It’s like, once upon a time it was written that “God created humanity in the image of God”, and ever since, humanity has been trying to repay the favor!)
And the non-theists?  This approach doesn’t fair much better in creating peace.  We may be successful in grasping hold of financial, political or military power in the hopes that by sheer will and force we can set this world right, but even then we are often disappointed. We find that the reality falls short of our expectations.  We seek to correct injustice everywhere, only to find out that we have made things right only for our own lives, our own culture and/or our own nation.
We want peace.  We want peace badly. We hunger and yearn for it in the deepest regions of our collective souls…but shaking our fists at God, or grasping for what passes as power in this world is probably not going to work any better now than it has for the last two thousand years or so.  
If we truly want peace - peace like a world that works for everyone with no one and nothing left out – if we want a peace like that than I’m afraid we’re going to have to make a concerted effort to set aside time to prepare for it.  We will need to develop praxis, spiritual discipline, the capacity to live out the values of our faith.  Pastor Evans didn’t discover his first Super Nova without preparing to see it.  He practiced, he was disciplined, it was important to him and people who knew him probably knew this because of his praxis…how he lived his life, how he prepared.   
So, I began thinking about a spiritual practice that might work well for a bunch of UU’s who were interested in preparing the way for peace.  I know many of you have spiritual practices that you regularly engage in.  Some of you sit meditation.  Some of you journal.  Some of you practice Kirtan here at the church, or yoga.  But I was looking for a practice that would unite a whole bunch of us so that, you know, like all those Christians who are collectively practicing waiting together in this season of Advent, we’d be united in our spiritual practice.  I was wondering, what might constitute a practice that would be enticing to a wide swath of UU’s.  
I waited and watched for the answer.  I prepared to receive it.  And then it came to me. We could take up a seasonal practice of being unreasonable!  That ought to be attractive to many of us!   We could engage in an annual practice in which we take time to prepare to be totally unreasonable… unreasonable like a grown man who stares off into the darkness for thirty-one years hoping to catch a glimpse of light from a star that exploded at an incomprehensible distance from earth.  Unreasonable like a man who stares into the darkness for thirty years and three hundred sixty-four nights without seeing anything at all, and who still gets up on the three hundred and sixty-fifth night to peer into that same darkness in the hope that he might just see that distant twinkle of light in a particular spot in the sky that would otherwise be left in darkness.  Unreasonable like a Black Baptist Minister who had a dream about a world in which his, “four little children [would] one day live in a nation where they [would] not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.
If we want peace , real peace, lasting peace, and I believe we do,  than let’s take time and prepare for it.  Let’s work on being completely, utterly, and totally unreasonable.  Let’s kick our comfort zones to the curb this season and rise up, like a five foot tall Albanian Catholic nun and missionary who decided to make it her life’s work to care for the most destitute souls on the streets and in the alleys of Calcutta, let’s be unreasonable.  If we want peace, want it in our bones, and I believe we do, than let’s get unreasonable like a 15 year old Pakistani girl who got shot in the head for having the gall to want an education, and who arose from that near-death experience to become an international advocate for girls education and a Nobel Prize winner, even while the Taliban still threaten to kill her, let’s you and me get that unreasonable.  Let us, you and me and UU’s across the globe, manifest the unreasonableness captured in author Alice Walker’s definition of “womanish”, as in, “Mama, I’m walking to Canada and I’m taking you and a bunch of other slaves with me.  Answer: It wouldn’t be the first time.”  
Let’s get unreasonable because friends, it may well be that the reasonableness we think of as a necessary stepping stone for peace has become, in fact, a stumbling block.  In his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” which we read earlier, we heard the late Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King assail the liberal reasonableness of his day.  How many of us have heard some of the same crippling “reasonableness” dolled out on Black Americans, Latino Americans, Poor Americans, Sick Americans, Female Americans, Trans-Americans, Muslim Americans and all those other huddled masses yearning to be free in our day?
I want a new order.  I am so ready for peace.  But the peace I seek, the peace you seek, isn’t likely to be adjudicated in our nations courts, and it isn’t going to walk forth from the hallowed halls of our nations capitol.  The peace we seek isn’t going to be achieved by military force or, in all likelihood, even be brought about by shaking our collective fists at God…because history teaches us that that’s not how the peace we seek comes down.  The peace we seek tends to come down quietly, in out of the way places, like a manger or a cave in a no place town like Bethlehem.  The peace we are seeking is generally born among the powerless folks who dwell quietly, but prayerfully, at the bottom of the social, political and economic ladder.  The peace we seek is a back-door kind of peace, a peace that makes itself known by the subversive and often hidden power of self-giving love.  
And because this peace we seek has historically come down among the powerless people – people at the bottom of the socio-economic ladder- we may need to concede that we UU’s are not, in all probability, going to lead the charge towards it.  It may well be that the peace we seek is going to be something we discover growing in an unexpected place.  And it may be difficult to understand.  And it may call for us to sacrifice much.  And it may take time for us to wrap our heads and hearts around the confounding new order emerging there.
During this month in which we are exploring our third UU Principle, acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations, maybe taking some time to practice waiting, watching and preparing might not be such a bad idea.  We could take time to prepare being unreasonable.  We could work at it, like the supernova seeking pastor, Robert Evans.  We could use this season of long nights and short days to train our eyes to look deeply into the dark places where injustice dwells, so that when the light of peace emerges from some unexpected place, we will see it and we will recognize it and we will be completely unreasonable in our efforts to make that light shine.  
And by so doing, may we there be found, dwelling together in peace, seeking  the truth in love, and to helping one another, for these things we have also affirmed to do in the fold of this beloved community.
Won’t you pray with me?
Spirit of Winter be with us now,
Blanket our Earth Mother for her long winters sleep,
And shroud us in the loving arms of Your sacred night.
Drive us inward to the quiet places, where we learn to listen for ancient tides of wisdom.
Teach us, in this time, to see in the darkness that which cannot be overcome by it.
Teach us, in this time, to wait.
Let these long nights be to us like soil in which the roots of our unreasonableness might sprout,
So that when the dawn finally breaks and Spring sees fit to thaw the earth, we might rise alongside the rest of Your creation to be of service in this beautiful but broken world. 
Blessed be, Ashay, Namaste, and Amen.
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