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Setting Our Sights on the Stars
Rev. Joe Cleveland
July 16, 2017. 

Who remembers Leggo my eggo!?  Today we’re going to try to Leggo our ego! 
And instead, look to the stars.

When Jiminy Cricket sings: When you wish upon a star… what is the song about?  It’s 
about getting what you want.  Anything you want can be yours, if only you want it 
enough.  I love you people and I want your dreams to come true, but you might not be 
the center of the universe.  It might not be all about just your dreams.

Instead of wishing upon a star, what if we set our sights on the stars?  What 
would that mean for our lives?  

Years ago I was a graduate student in English at Syracuse University, and I was 
studying the history of English as an academic discipline in the United States.  Two of 
the things that affected what scholars of English did in was the 1957 launching by the 
Soviet Union of the Sputnik satellite and President Kennedy in 1961 setting the goal of 
putting a man on the moon.  

You might think that this wouldn’t have affected the study of literature much, 
but English departments and the disciplines of the humanities in general started to use 
we’re just like a science arguments to justify themselves in the face of the funding and 
preference that the hard sciences were getting.  Scholars started developing these sort of 
scientific ways to read literature.  Or they started arguing that their scholarship was 
emphatically not science, but established a field of knowledge and expertise that was 
just as, or, no, MORE important than the knowledge and expertise that scientists 
developed.  They were trying to protect themselves, hold onto what territory they 
could. There was much wailing and gnashing of teeth.  

Arguably, we as a country didn’t set our sights on the stars as much as we set our 
sights on beating the Russians.  And literature folks set their sights on beating, or at 
least meeting, the folks in the hard sciences in the legitimacy game.  In lots of ways, we 
didn’t let go of our ego.  Maybe it would have been better to really set our sights on the 
stars.

It’s difficult to set our sights on the stars.  Our egos keep asserting themselves.  
We keep thinking the world—the universe—revolves around us.

What would it be like to commit to the stars?

I am fascinated by the “Earthseed” novels written in the mid-1990s by the science 
fiction writer Octavia Butler.  The main character of the novels, a young woman named 
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Lauren Olamina lives in a post-apocalyptic America.  The environment is ravaged by 
global warming, economic inequality is out of control, the police only work for you if 
you can afford to pay them.  And someone named Jarret, head of a very conservative 
Christian denomination called “Christian America” is running for President of the 
United States with the slogan: “Make America Great Again”.  

Lauren Olamina’s father is a Baptist preacher, but Lauren doesn’t find in her 
father’s version of Christianity a framework that helps her both to make sense of and to 
survive in the world.  So she wonders what kind of a religion might make sense to her.  
So what does she do? She takes kind of a scientific approach.  She says “All I do is 
observe and take notes …”. Instead of starting with a notion of God and then making 
sense of the world, she observes the world, looking for God.  She says,

“I wasn’t looking for mythology or mysticism or magic. I didn’t know whether 
there was a god to find, but I wanted to know. God would have to be a power 
that could not be defied by anyone or anything.”

And the conclusion she comes to is that God is change, Change, with a capital ‘C.’
All that you touch 
You Change. 
All that you Change 
Changes you. 
The only lasting truth 
Is Change. 
God Is Change.
Lauren Olamina names her new faith “Earthseed” and since as she says, “Name 

plus purpose equals focus to me,” she set out to look for a purpose for her belief system.  
The ultimate goal or heaven of her system.  The insight that comes to her on her 16th 
birthday is this:

The Destiny of Earthseed
Is to take root among the stars.

In a very literal, actual way, her belief system sets its sights on the stars—or at least 
interstellar travel, and setting up Earthseed communities on other worlds.  She knows 
that this sounds a little ridiculous.  She knows that:

Right now, it’s also impossible. The world is in horrible shape. Even rich 
countries aren’t doing as well as history says rich countries used to do. […] No 
one is expanding the kind of exploration that doesn’t earn an immediate profit, 
or at least promise big future profits. There’s no mood now for doing anything 
that could be considered unnecessary or wasteful. And yet,

The Destiny of Earthseed
Is to take root among the stars.
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She says
I don’t know how it will happen or when it will happen. There’s so much to do 
before it can even begin. I guess that’s to be expected. There’s always a lot to do 
before you get to go to heaven.1

There is a lot about these “Earthseed” ideas that I find appealing—a focus on 
observation and education, for instance, and the idea that God is change. But this 
destiny of interstellar, extra-terrestrial colonization—that’s what it sounds like, right? 
I’m a little wary of that.  It seems like ego could be creeping back in again.

Neil DeGrasse Tyson celebrates what he calls the “cosmic perspective” that a 
discipline like science in general and astrophysics in particular offers.  In his new book 
Astrophysics for People in a Hurry, he celebrates the cosmic perspective because of its 
ability to de-throne and de-center ego.  The cosmic perspective offers us “ego softeners” 
like how science tells us that it’s a tiny difference in our genes between us and 
chimpanzees.  In Tyson’s words, the cosmic perspective tells us:  “we are one with the 
rest of nature, fitting neither above nor below, but within.”2

What we need is perspective, and maybe setting our sights on the stars can help 
us gain that perspective.

A political advisor named Tad Daley wrote a piece in 2007 called “Why 
Progressives Should Care about Human Destiny in Space.” In it, he shares reflections of 
astronauts:

"The first day or so we all pointed to our countries," said the Saudi astronaut 
Sultan bin Salman Al-Saud. "The third or fourth day we were pointing to our 
continents. By the fifth day, we were aware of only one Earth." "The Earth was 
small, light blue, and so touchingly alone," said the Russian astronaut Aleksei 
Leonov, "our home that must be defended like a holy relic." "From out there on 
the moon, international politics look so petty," said Edgar Mitchell, one of only 
12 humans to have walked on the surface of another world. "You want to grab a 
politician by the scruff of the neck and drag him a quarter million miles out and 
say, 'Look at that, you son of a bitch.'"3

Neil DeGrasse Tyson comes to a similar conclusion when he describes his vision of an 
ethic of exploration, saying:

During our brief stay on planet Earth, we owe ourselves and our 
descendants the opportunity to explore—in part because it’s fun to do. But 

 All of these quotations are from:  Octavia Butler. The Parable of the Sower.1

 Neil DeGrasse Tyson. Astrophysics for People in a Hurry. 2

 Tad Daley. “Why Progressives Should Care about Human Destiny in Space.” August 10, 2007. < http://3

www.alternet.org/story/59310/why_progressives_should_care_about_human_destiny_in_space >.
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there’s a far nobler reason. The day our knowledge of the cosmos ceases to 
expand, we risk regressing to the childish view that the universe figuratively 
and literally revolves around us. In that bleak world, arms-bearing, resource-
hungry people and nations would be prone to act on their “low contracted 
prejudices.”4

 At the same time, Neil DeGrasse Tyson is concerned that his focus on the stars, 
on the work of astrophysics, can let him forget about the suffering and oppression and 
violence that is too much a part of so many lives. He admits:

Yet the cosmic view comes with a hidden cost. When I travel thousands of miles 
to spend a few moments in the fast-moving shadow of the Moon during a total 
solar eclipse, sometimes I lose sight of Earth.5

Perhaps the discovery of an early astronomer can enlighten us again:  Over and over, 
you have to do a Copernican Revolution on yourself.   We are not at the center.  We need 
to de-center ourselves.  

Right now, we as a congregation are trying to center on the needs and the rights 
and the dignity of the immigrants in our community.  You probably already know about 
the multiple raids in Saratoga Springs by agents of Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement in the month of June and have heard that something like 30 people have 
been disappeared from our community.  We are a community traumatized and this 
congregation has been working with other congregations and secular organizations to 
minister to this trauma.  We’re starting to develop plans to educate the greater 
community about immigration law and policy.  We’ve been advocating for and will 
continue to advocate for the rights and dignity of immigrants regardless of their 
immigration status.  Our community’s vitality —even the vitality of our businesses and 
industry—depends on immigrants.  So here at the Unitarian Universalist Congregation 
of Saratoga Springs, we are trying to center on those of us who are immigrants.  

If we’re not ourselves immigrants, we have to de-center and re-center ourselves.  
And de-centering and re-centering is hard work.  Copernican work is hard work. The 
details of our daily lives can so quickly become all consuming. 

Tyson compares our earthly concerns to the concerns of a child.  

 Tyson. 4

 Tyson.5
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As adults we know that kids have no clue of what constitutes a genuine 
problem, because inexperience greatly limits their childhood perspective. 
Children do not yet know that the world doesn’t revolve around them. 

As grown-ups, dare we admit to ourselves that we, too, have a collective 
immaturity of view? Dare we admit that our thoughts and behaviors spring 
from a belief that the world revolves around us? Apparently not. Yet evidence 
abounds. Part the curtains of society’s racial, ethnic, religious, national, and 
cultural conflicts, and you find the human ego turning the knobs and pulling the 
levers.

I'm nervous about the paternalism that could be in Tyson’s words.  I'm a little nervous 
about how quickly he moves to saying that if we all just adopt a cosmic perspective we 
can grow out of these problems. Adoption, as some of you no doubt know, is a difficult 
process.

It is true that all the problems of earth look small in comparison to the universe, 
the cosmos.  But well, it’s possible to do astrophysics in a Ptolmeic way even if you are 
thinking about dark energy and a multiverse.  

What we need isn't one moment of realization, but a more religious mode of 
being, in that we set up a regular practice of reminding ourselves and practicing again 
and again to recommit to a more Copernican way of living. Octavia Butler doesn't make 
her character Lauren Olamina into a scientist. She's an entrepreneurial minister.  She 
works with others to set up schools and farming and communities — This is what it 
means to her to set her sights on the stars.  And the religiosity of Earthseed is in its 
dedication to keep recommitting to the stars.

Take this week to ponder what a wondrous place the cosmos is.  Take this week 
to marvel at how, as Tyson says, “We do not simply live in this universe. The universe 
lives within us.” And take some time to wonder at what it is you are centered on.  What 
is the Copernican revolution that you are in need of? What if you had the courage to 
truly set your sights on the stars? May you have the courage to make it so. 


