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 “In Praise of the Unreasonable”

This poem we just heard, to me these amazing words,

Are not simply warm, breezy sentiments about morning light

And sunny optimism.

Context is everything.

Kathy Sheeder-Bonnano is a high school English teacher who writes poetry on the side.

She is also one of us, a Unitarian Universalist who attends

The Unitarian Society of Germantown in Philadelphia,

A place and a faith, she says, that saved her.

And she is a mother.
In 2003 her 21 year-old daughter Leidy had just graduated from nursing school 

And had begun working as a nurse in West Reading, PA,

About thirty minutes from where Kathy and her husband live.
After trying to phone Leidy for a few days and not getting an answer,

Kathy and her husband called her work and learned from her supervisor

That she had not been there in two days.

In a poem about this moment called “How to Find Out,’

She writes: “this is the time for your throat to thicken, for your fingers to get rubbery,

For you to call the police saying ‘please, please, go to her apartment,
 and if it’s locked,
Please knock down the door.’

After calling them, she and her husband were in constant contact, 

Kathy saying ‘have you found something?

What’s going on? 

Why haven’t you called back?

And then finally they were told:

Please just drive up here right now, they said.
Just drive up here.

And I knew then, she says,
We all knew that something must be very, very wrong.’

After driving there – I can’t imagine that drive, those thirty minutes – 

They arrived to a scene of ambulances and police cars, 

And many, many people on front porches, people with their arms folded,
Kathy describes,

People waiting very silently until we arrived,

Like they were keeping vigil in a way.
And then the awful discovery;

Kathy and her husband learned that Leidy had died,

Killed by her ex-boyfriend, Joseph Eddy.
And before you wonder: why, Nathan, are you telling us

This awful story on such a beautiful morning?

Isn’t this first sermon of the year supposed to be an uplifting one?

Let me hurry up and tell you the context of the poem,

A Poem About Light.

Let me tell you why she wrote it.

“After being found guilty of first degree murder,” Kathy says
“we essentially knew that his punishment would be life in prison 

Without parole. 

So he was convicted and then, maybe a week or two later,

We went in for sentencing.

He had to listen to us, as murderers do.
When they are found guilty, they’re required to listen to the victim’s statements.

So my sister spoke, my brother-in-law spoke, Leidy’s best friend spoke,

And finally I spoke.

“A Poem About Light,’ says Kathy Sheeder Bonanno,

Is a poem I wrote for Joseph Eddy and it’s what I read to him as my victim statement

That day in court.”

So let’s imagine that scene, Kathy looking Joseph Eddy right in the eye

And saying: Joseph Eddy: You cannot choke a light.
You can try; you can use your hands.

And you think you’ve found the throat of it

But you haven’t.

You could use a rope or a garrote or

Maybe even a telephone cord

But the light, amorphous,

Implacable,

Will make a fool of you in the end.

She said to him, her voice unwavering:

You could make it your mission

Even, to shut it out forever,

To crouch, deliberate, in the dark

With the blinds pulled tight

And a towel stuffed under the door.

And still, in the morning,

A gleaming little ray

Will betray you,

Poking its optimistic finger through

A corner in the blind,

And then more light,

Clever, nervy, impossible spilling out from crevices,

Warming the shade.

This is the stubborn sun,

Choosing to rise,

Like it did yesterday,

Like it will tomorrow.

You have nothing to do with it.

The sun makes its own history;

Light has its way.

“In Praise of the Unreasonable” is the title of this sermon I jotted down

After hearing this poem and the story behind it this summer on the radio.
In praise of impossible, unreasonable defiance against darkness.

In praise of someone affirming life and light when they have every good reason

Not to.
In praise of the opposite of a pragmatic, reasonable response.

In praise of someone writing and then reading a poem to their daughter’s killer.

Who does that?

In praise of not losing oneself to the hate, the despair, the anger, all reasonable.
In praise of a church and a faith that Kathy says helped her family move forward,

Even when it’s said by some that ‘reasonable people’

Don’t need religion, don’t need faith, don’t need religious community.
In praise of not watering down or ratcheting down or qualifying or making reasonable

The claim that love is stronger than death, that the light in a person cannot be stolen.
You cannot choke a light, Kathy says.

You can try, but it will make a fool of you in the end.
In praise of these impossible words that speak to us of our possibilities;
That speak to us of a broken world that is not completely broken, 
In the end.

I’m easy with the praise, you can tell, 

but I don’t know if I could have written that poem.

I don’t know if I could speak from the place that Kathy speaks from.
Maybe you feel in you a similar uncertainty. 

So this is why I bring Kathy’s story to us this morning, 
Because it challenges us to hold what some would say
Is an unreasonable faith in the Light, the Good, the Just, and the True
Over against the dark, the wrong, the unjust, and the false.
I’m wondering, in these opening Sundays back in church,
How this kind of faith plays out for us.
I’m wondering what it means to call ourselves a people of faith
And not simply a people of reason, a people of evidence, 
A people who see it like it is.

I wonder what will help us accept the challenge given us by our faith

To resist and dissent the status quo,

That will help us hold a candle of light against things like

That most ironic of phrases: jobless recovery;

Or the frequently sickening debate this summer over health care,
Or the signs waved in D.C. last week telling our President to go back to Africa.
How to keep from despair against these things, from cynicism, or worse, 
From joining the fray in a race to the bottom? 

We can choose, says Rebecca Parker, to curse or bless the world with our gifts.
And perhaps this is why we come here to sanctuary,

 Maybe this is whey we don’t just sleep in on Sunday mornings,

Because faith teaches us to choose blessing, choose light.

Feed the hungry, we say.

Welcome the stranger, we say.

Praise what is sacred, we say.

Do the work of justice, we say.

Offer love even when it may not be offered in return, we say.

How unreasonable, we might say.  How impossible.  

How necessary.

In the coming weeks and months of this church year

I’m looking forward to our nurturing this light of our faith together.
But in order for us this to happen I think we need to make 

An important first step.

I think we need to begin to recast how we see ourselves as religious people.

On this point a colleague of mine in ministry tells this story:

Of the UU minister of almost 50 years who was once asked by a parishioner

To explain what we Unitarian Universalists –

With all of our differences in background, opinion, and spiritual orientation – 

Have most in common.

I hope we will recognize this as the most dangerous question for a UU minister to answer,
And still hope to keep his or her job.

He thought about it and said, “Well, skepticism, I guess.”

And immediately the parishioner shot back, “I don’t believe that!”

So on the way to the end let me offer a guide, let me witness to how
How I seek to affirm our faith this year, balancing light against darkness,

Balancing what we’re called to do against what’s reasonable to do.
On matters of theology, or what in laymen’s terms we might call 

those most persistent questions of life and death and meaning: 

On the one hand I say we should question the most simplistic 

Answers, and we should be skeptical of the most rigid creeds.
I say we value doubt as an asset and not an enemy of our faith.

I say we should always, always use our gifts of intellect and experience

To judge the pronouncements of the church and its often preachy ministers.
But on the other hand I say that questioning and skepticism and free thought

Are not (as my colleague John Buehrens says) our chief characteristic.

I say at our best our chief characteristic as Unitarian Universalists
Is that we strive to show an affirming flame,

That as Kathy demonstrates in her poem,

We affirm light over dark, 
We preach a religion of hope and not hell,

Of redemption and not revenge,

And we say to those who may try to kill the light,
The naysayers, the cynics, the realists who like to despair at the news:

No and No and again No; you cannot choke a light.
Light has its way.

And on matters of justice, on ministries to those in need,
On issues that at some point always turn political.
On the one hand I say I understand the impulse to negotiate and compromise.
I say I get that health care reform is complicated.

I get that rebuilding New Orleans is taking forever, and that it is messy.
I get that housing homeless families in our church 

Is but a scratch on the surface of the problem of homelessness.

I say I get that lobbying our politicians on issues like climate change

Is more an art of the practical than the art of the possible.

I get that it’s reasonable to say we ought not let the perfect 

be the enemy of the good.

But on the other hand I say that if we as religious people don’t hold firm
And hold fast for a vision of a beloved, whole, just community, 
then who will?

The politicians?  The pundits? The radio shock jocks?
I say, along with religious progressives like Rabbi Michael Lerner and

Catholic nun Joan Chittister and African –American pastor Graylan Hagler,

That for too long when someone talks about being reasonable

Or being pragmatic,
What they are really talking about is ratcheting down our expectations,
And limiting our vision.
How can you give someone, I wonder, a reasonable amount of justice?
How can you tell someone who is hungry:

“Here is a pragmatic amount of food.”

For someone in New Orleans, ‘here is an expedient home.’

Imagine MLK saying, “I have (just a little bit) a dream.”

So I say that as religious people we are called not to be reasonable

About some things.

“Our hard line in defense of the people in the margins,”

Said a Newsweek article this summer that got me thinking,

“forces the rest of us to reflect and maybe to revise.”

And finally, on matters more personal, 

on the hardship, illness, and loss

That at times confront us all in life

I say on the one hand, yes, here in these walls we do not pretend.

Suffering is a part of life, we say,
And contrary to the popular Hallmark wisdom,

I hope will never say to someone who is hurting: everything happens for a reason.
But whereas we might not offer explanations,

On the other hand I say that as a people of faith we do give a response. 
We say, ‘You are not alone.’

We say, ‘hold my hand; we say ‘here is my shoulder.’

Here in this church we feed you; 
We ply you with more home-cooked meals

Than is probably reasonable.
We reach out.  We reach in.

And in a hundred small ways we help you hold the light

Against your darkness.

Keep the faith, we say.  Hold the light, we say.

Fan the flame, we say.

My colleague John Buehrens reminded me this week of 

W.H. Auden’s poem “September 1st, 1939,” words Auden wrote

At the dawn of World War II and which echoed in me these themes

Of light and faith and praising the unreasonable.

With them we close:

“Defenseless under the night

Our world in stupor lies;

Yet dotted everywhere,

Ironic points of light

Flash out where the Just

Exchange their messages;

May I, composed like them

Of Eros and dust,

Beleagured by the same

Negation and despair,

Show an affirming flame.”

May it be so.  Amen.

