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In the Christian calendar, we mark the beginning of Advent: Ad-
vent is a time that speaks to all of us, no matter our religious tra-
dition, even us, especially us Unitarian Universalists. It is that 
time of waiting and anticipation, when at the darkest hour of the 
night, we anticipate the dawn. How many of us listen to the 
news and think, when will this be over? How many of us have 
not much to draw on except a faith statement, that this too will 
pass.  

I remember these oft-quoted words by Seamus Heaney: 

Human beings suffer, 
They torture one another, 
They get hurt and get hard. 
No poem or play or song 
Can fully right a wrong 
Inflicted and endured. 
… 
History says, don’t hope 
On this side of the grave. 
But then, once in a lifetime 
The longed-for tidal wave 
Of justice can rise up, 
And hope and history rhyme. 
So hope for a great sea-change 
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On the far side of revenge. 
Believe that further shore 
Is reachable from here. 
.… 
If there’s fire on the mountain 
Or lightning and storm 
And a god speaks from the sky 
That means someone is hearing 
The outcry and the birth-cry 
Of new life at its term. 

That is advent. 

We often think about the future and justice in the terms that 
Theodore Parker used: 

"I do not pretend to understand the moral universe; the arc is a 
long one, my eye reaches but little ways; I cannot calculate the 
curve and complete the figure by the experience of sight; I can 
divine it by conscience. And from what I see I am sure it bends 
towards justice.” 

Think about it. Parker says that somewhere out there, further 
than he can see, and beyond what he can figure or calculate, the 
moral arc of the universe bends toward justice. Somewhere out  
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there. It is a call to be patient and persistent in the long unfold-
ing of history.  

But listen to Seamus Heaney talk about justice and history in a 
different way.: “But then, once in a lifetime, there comes a 
longed-for tidal wave of justice, and hope and history rhyme.”  

The arc of the Universe bends somewhere out there, beyond 
where you can see; but tidal waves come to you. As a side note, 
one of the signs of a coming tidal wave is that the water goes 
out. So if you are standing on the beach and all the water sud-
denly goes out, do not take that as a sign you should look for 
shells where the water had been. You stand on the shore, and a 
tidal wave comes to you. And if you are not ready to turn and 
sail, or surf, or swim with it, as it tumbles toward you and breaks 
over you, you will be destroyed. {Gestures} 

There it is: that’s my whole sermon right there. I could sit down 
now.  


