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Tend to the Bend 

By Joseph Bednarik 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship via videoconference on September 27, 2020 

 

It has been a hard year the world over, and one word that has been written and sung, shouted and 

prayed millions of times over the past several months—and rightfully so—is the word “justice.” 

 

The word also begins the second principle of Unitarian Universalism:  Justice, equity, and 

compassion in human relations. 

 

Let us dedicate this morning’s service to the short, sweet, and powerful Second Principle. 

This morning let that principle—and especially the word “justice”— steep in your heart and in 

your mind, and while steeping, take a good long look at your hands and realize that 

justicevibrant, living justice—requires those hands. 

 

If only our words could manifest the justice we desire in the quote-unquote real world… 

 

Alas… 

 

In this era of carefully worded pronouncements and reckless tweets, and with deep respect and 

abiding concern for every sentient, beautiful, complicated human being—each and all deserving 

justice, equity, and compassion in their relations—who has ever been loved or ignored or harmed 

for whatever reason, this Sunday morning, let’s elevate the word “justice” and place it with 

twelve other words of the English language—given voice within the virtual sanctuary of this 

congregation actively practicing a creedless religion—and ask:  “What, exactly, do we hear?” 

 

Here are the words: 

 

“The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”   

 

With: 

• Peaceful protests and marches calling for the dismantling of systemic racism; 

• with polarized politics roiling like a back-alley gang fight;  

• With wildfires burning;  

 

• with smoke billowing, gathering, and blanketing our late summer skies;  

• with a legendary Supreme Court Justice dying weeks before a Presidential election, and a 

new judge nominated by an unpopular President who did not win the popular vote;  

• with 200,000 Americans gasping their final breaths and finally dying from a novel virus 

in our global pandemic—200,000 of our neighbors and friends and family so far—  
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let us listen, closely, once again, to the words of a modern prophet and martyr, and ask: “What, 

exactly, do we hear?” 

 

“The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”   

 

This is one of those sentences that combines certitude and hope, places our discrete time-defined 

human lives in relation to the shape and age of a Universe. The Moral Universe. It also admits, in 

no uncertain terms, that justice has not yet fully arrived here, where we live our lives.  

 

We are not there yet.  

 

But rest assured, justice exists. Just as a moral universe exists. 

 

When I listened to a recording of that sentence, delivered in the cadences and rhetorical power of 

Martin Luther King Jr.’s preaching, I was swept away, confident in the progressive arc and 

buoyed in the imperfect present by the promise of a just future.  

 

Beginning in the late 1950s, King used the line in sermons and speeches and prepared 

statements, from the Montgomery bus boycott to a sermon entitled “Remaining Awake Through 

a Great Revolution.”  

 

A sermon delivered in the National Cathedral; a sermon delivered less than a week before his 

assassination. 

 

If you believe this sentence, then you believe in the existence of justice, that we live in moral 

universe, and also that justice, per se, does not exist completely in the here and now, though the 

good news is that it is bending in that direction. 

 

And you are free to not believe this sentence, or at least be deeply skeptical, with a “devil’s 

advocate” counterargument:  If the moral universe bends, who says it bends in a specific 

direction?  

 

Why can’t the arc bend toward injustice, while providing abundant examples from current events 

to bolster the case. 

 

Regardless of how you respond to this quote this morning, these words from King have lived a 

profoundly influential life for those who have worked—with their hands, within their life—to 

ensure that the arc bends toward justice. 

 

To “tend to the bend,” as it were. 
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President Barak Obama used the quote frequently in speeches, and so loved those thirteen words 

that he had them woven into a carpet in the Oval Office.  

 

According to Mychal Denzel Smith, a fellow at The Nation Institute: “Often, Obama used [the 

quote] to temper the hope his presidency inspired, to remind those who had placed their faith in 

his message of change that it would not be one singular moment, such as the election of the first 

Black president, that would usher in a new and just society.” 

 

That concept is key: While there may be profound moments, there will likely not be a singular 

moment, no vast cosmic switch thrown to instantly create a world drenched in justice.  

 

More aligned with the spirit of progress is a succession of smaller steps, improved ideas, clearer 

vision, deeper thinking, and decisive actions accumulating over time, often in preparation for a 

swift and massive change. 

 

A perfect example is the work of Unitarian minister Theodore Parker, a committed Abolitionist 

who helped dismantle slavery in this country. While he did not live long enough to witness the 

Emancipation, it is Parker’s sermons and activism that helped prepare the way for the end of 

slavery. And from a pulpit in a Unitarian church he preached a sermon that serves as the deepest 

taproot for the quote made famous by King, for the quote woven by Obama.  

 

Hear these lines, preached years before the Civil War, in a country where Black human beings 

were owned, enslaved, bought and sold by white human beings. These words published in 1853: 

 

“Look at the facts of the world. You see a continual and progressive triumph of the right. 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. But from what I see I am sure it bends towards justice.” 

 

Again, an incredibly hopeful message in a dire time given voice from a pulpit.  

 

I love the beginning: “Look at the facts of the world.”  

 

Little did Parker know that a century and a half later—when people would carry supercomputers 

called “phones” in their pockets and trips to outer space would become commonplace—“facts” 

would become malleable in modern life, that political leaders with awesome powers and reach 

would claim to have in their possession “alternative facts,” and conspiracy theories would, could, 

and willfully did twist facts to create narratives that would, could, and does erode trust in 

communal reality, and sow suspicion within huge swaths of society. 
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So sad, for example, that this bumper sticker needs to exist, its bold white letters on a black 

background: “Facts Exist.” 

 

So sad, for example, that just yesterday I saw another black-and-white bumper sticker that read 

“Facts Matter.” 

 

Facts exist. Facts matter. As if we needed to be reminded by neighbors driving cars. 

 

And yet just this week, a friend told me a story of a person—a literate adult living within a five-

mile radius of where I am standing—asking my friend—genuinely asking—to explain how the 

earth is not flat.   

 

Long pause. Deep breath. 

 

This man discovered a site on the internet called “The Flat Earth Society” and began watching 

some videos online. Compelling videos, apparently, as this man wanted someone in his town to 

tell him why the Earth wasn’t flat. 

 

“When I jump up,” the man said, “I land in the same place. If the Earth is round and rotating so 

fast, why don’t I land in a different spot?” 

 

What is horrifying is that this was a genuine question from a person old enough to buy a six-pack 

of beer, a legal joint, to operate a motor vehicle, to purchase ammo and an AK-47, and, alas, to 

vote. 

 

And while we can shake our heads in despair, we are also invited to reflect upon the Second 

principle and practice “compassion in human relations,” and respond to the questioner with 

respect and patience and—as requested—explain some basic science, trusting that he is asking a 

genuine question.  

 

Hard as that may be… 

 

So after hearing this depressing story, I sought out the site for The Flat Earth Society to see for 

myself, fully expecting to find some serious tongue-in-cheek comedy, similar to that wacky band 

of atheists honoring their God called the Flying Spaghetti Monster.   

 

Someday I will write a sermon on the “Pastafarians”! 

 

What I found out was that I, like billions of people around the world, are part of the massive and 

pervasive “round Earth conspiracy.” 
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Let that settle in. 

 

With the Flat Earth Society in mind, can we imagine certain actors trying to bend arc of the 

moral universe away from justice? Methinks that is entirely possible, and MLK’s hope-filled 

sentence begs the obvious questions: 

 

• What is a moral universe? 

• How does it arc? 

• Where is justice? 

 

Welcome to church. 

 

Better yet, welcome to thinking in church.  

 

Better better yet, welcome to a place and a space where justice and facts are core to our religious 

practice. 

 

Welcome to thinking in church, where the largest and most difficult questions of human 

existence are confronted and considered by every person through generations, over hundreds of 

years.  

 

Questions that humans have been wondering about since the dawn of civilization, fueled by a 

desire articulated by Socrates in ancient Greece, who said: “Nothing is to be preferred before 

justice.”  

 

“Nothing is to be preferred before justice.”  

 

Which of course begs the question, “What is justice?” and thus begins one of the great pursuits 

of philosophy, recorded in one of the foundational books of the Western canon, The Republic, 

where Socrates and his fellow citizens dialogue their way into the question, with lots of twists 

and turns along the way.  They never arrive at a crisp, universal definition, though they have 

thought-provoking dialogues that are still provoking conversations over 2000 years later.  

 

And thus we continue the dialogue—recontextualized for modern times—and, more importantly, 

try to move from talk to action, and beam justice onto specific arenas of deep and urgent 

concern, such as: 

 

• Racial justice 

• Economic justice 
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• Climate justice 

 

And truth be told, those are just words. 

 

To put a finer point on this list, to animate every element of that list with blood and bones, to 

breathe life into the need for our big beautiful round world to bend toward justice much sooner 

than “someday,” and to broaden our concerns outside the United States:   

 

This morning, poor women and girls in Africa and India and Latin America spent hours 

searching for and fetching water. 

 

Tomorrow morning, poor women and girls in Africa and India and Latin America will spend 

hours searching for and fetching water. 

 

Will it be the case that a hundred mornings from this Sunday, poor women and girls throughout 

our round globe will spend hours searching for and fetching water? 

 

They spend four hours a day, on average, fetching water.  

 

Day after day after day after day. Fetching water becoming a dominant activity in your life. 

 

While we cannot see into the future, I predict that in a thousand days poor women and girls in 

Africa and India and Latin America will spend hours searching for and fetching water. 

 

“Justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.” 

 

There is so much to do… 

 

To close, when you turn on the tap later today, and the clean water starts to flow, be mindful that 

you did not spend four hours trying to find the main ingredient for your cup of tea. 

 

You are free to take those four hours you saved and consider what you can do to help “tend to 

the bend” in the here and now, in your community, in your country, and around the world. 

 

One possibility is to read and reflect on the seven principles of Unitarian Universalism, and listen 

to yourself to discover which principles make your heart sing. 

 

Another idea, if you want to focus your efforts on racial justice—specifically racism and white 

supremacy as it exists within Unitarian Universalism—is to download a free copy of “Widening 
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the Circle of Concern,” which is the recently published report of the UUA Commission on 

Institutional Change.  

 

Since I prefer physical books in my hand, I ordered a copy from the UUA website.  

 

Perhaps OUUF is doing work with this report already, and if so huzzah huzzah.  

 

If not, I would encourage you to do so. 

 

“Widening the Circle of Concern” is deeply thoughtful, impressively strategic, incredibly 

thought provoking,  and filled with a variety of recommendations accompanied by concrete, 

tangible actions.  

 

The word “justice” appears everywhere throughout.  

 

Theodore Parker would be proud. 

 

And if you believe in the power and potential of Unitarian Universalism to help bend the arc of 

racial justice within our country and culture, you will find “Widening the Circle of Concern” a 

revelation.When I first got my copy, I was advised that a good place to begin was at the end, to 

read the Appendix first.  

 

While I usually move through books in a linear beginning-to-end way, I decided to follow this 

suggestion, and so to begin your journey into the “Widening the Circle of Concern,” we shall end 

today with the word “justice” embedded in the final call to action: 

 

“The relationships between the Unitarian Universalist Association Board, president, staff, and 

congregations”—that’s us!—all need examining as true transformation is needed at all levels to 

move toward justice-making and liberation and fulfilling the aspirations of the Unitarian 

Universalist faith.” 

 

Repeat:  “Fulfilling the aspirations of the Unitarian Universalist faith”—our creedless religion 

that finds life here—those aspirations are embedded in the seven principles, the second of which 

reads:  Justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.  

 

Let us all live that aspiration as well as we possibly can today, with our bare hands firmly 

gripping that arc and helping it bend toward justice. 

 

Amen 
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Tend to the Bend  

 

A modern prophet and martyr once said in a speech, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it 

bends toward justice” In this—our—historical moment, when multiple crises are erupting and 

overlapping, how do we, as individuals and a religious community, tend to the bend?   
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