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Me, Responsible? 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship by Joseph Bednarik on November 27, 2022 

 

This is one of those rare Sunday mornings when we’re going to do something a little bit 

different… something that you’ve likely never done in a religious setting: A pop quiz. 

And worry not:  Because “Universalist” is embedded right there in the name of our religion, and 

that one of the profound and activating messages of this religious practice is that Divine Love 

renders eternal damnation in a place called “Hell” a logical impossibility, the only reasonable 

result on this pop-quiz is “pass.”  

For those devout Unitarians in the room who need, want, and desire a grade, a specific measure 

of your abilities, and a clear, objective demarcation of your knowledge base against the Platonic 

Form of “Knowledge Base”… let’s agree that you get a B-plus—which is an honorable passing 

grade, with room for improvement.  

If you would, please take out your imaginary pencil and imaginary paper. On to top of your page, 

as you are so moved, please write the word “pass” or “B-plus” or both… 

And now take a very real centering breath, and listen carefully to these four words: 

• Meaning 

• Truth 

• Responsible 

• Free 

Now, please choose your favorite word from that group and define the term. You are welcome to 

use any mode of creative expression you wish:  human language, a drawing or sketch, graphs, 

tables, musical notations, math formula, whatever—for you—defines your favorite term.  

Since you’ve been living with these words and concepts for your entire life, and you’ve probably 

given the words some thought, you likely have a swift and ready definition for your favorite. So, 

again, in your own mode of expression, please define your favorite term among this list of four: 

• Truth 

• Meaning 

• Free 

• Responsible 

Let’s take ten seconds, starting…. now! 

[ten seconds] 

Annnnnnd…. Imaginary pencils down! 

The first question, of course, is:  Did you write “pass” or “B-plus” or both on the top of your 

page? 
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The second question: What was your favorite word in that list of four? There is, admittedly, a lot 

to choose from!  

For those of you who have been hanging around Unitarian Universalism for a while, you likely 

noticed that all these words have a starring role in the fourth principle: “A free and responsible 

search for truth and meaning.” 

Now that we’ve all passed our first-ever religious pop-quiz during a worship service, and now 

that we’re all reminded that you practice a religion where all the words in that list make up a core 

principle, let’s keep the quiz-mojo rolling and take another ten seconds to define the other three 

terms. 

Imaginary pencils and paper, and… go! 

[ten seconds] 

Excellent! Thank you very much.  

The good news is confirmed:  We all passed with flying colors because participation is the key. 

You are here and you tried, and that’s what’s truly important. And with this light-hearted yet 

profound quiz exercise behind us, we now face the real question:   

Do you have good working definitions for these four powerful and nuanced words: 

• Responsible 

• Free 

• Meaning 

• Truth 

My guess is that we each and all have a sense of what these words mean, that we have a feeling 

for how these words should mean, that each day we live these words as best we can in a 

complicated and complex human society, with shifting variables from micro to macro level. I 

think that’s the way it is with most quote-unquote “Big Concept” words, and the Fourth Principle 

is jam-packed with some marquee “Big Concept” words. 

That said, there is another word in that principle, a small word that is brimming with connective 

power and improvisational oomph and that’s the word “and.”  

The word sort of sneaks in there and can easily disappear amongst all the glitter and sparkle of 

the “Big Concept” words:  This conjunction appears twice in Fourth Principle, linking “free and 

responsible” as well as “truth and meaning.” 

This, of course, makes our defining project even more dynamic, because whatever word you 

chose as your favorite, it is fundamentally linked to another word.  

Freedom caught your eye? Well, please shake hands with responsibility because you folks are 

working together within this principle. 

Hopefully working in harmony. 
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Truth is what you reached for? That, my friend, comes in a deep and committed relationship with 

meaning. 

To my mind, that foundational conjunction—that stout and strong connecting word—is the most 

consequential word in the principle. What it creates is a necessary relationship between the “Big 

Concept” words. 

Put another way:  The word “and” may just be the most consequential word in Unitarian 

Universalism because it recognizes, creates, and highlights necessary relationships. It calls out to 

the word “interdependent” in the concluding principle, and by doing so profoundly recognizes 

that you are not alone in the Universe and understands that we’re embedded in interdependent 

relationships. Not just interconnected, inter-dependent.  

Hopefully good and healthy inter-dependent relationships. 

To practice the fourth principle, “a free and responsible search for truth and meaning,” you can’t 

simply be free in your search—to practice this principle religiously you must be responsible as 

well:  free and responsible. 

Come to think of it: We should have included the word “and” in our initial list of words to 

define. 

With this idea in mind, I re-took the quiz at home to define “and”—and I made a back-of-the-

envelope sketch—a basic Venn diagram, where the circle “free” and the circle “responsible” 

overlapped at the word “and.” And a similar diagram exists for “truth and meaning.” 

“And” is the touch point, the meeting place, the common unity, the inter-dependence. Let’s call 

this area “And Space.” 

And in staring at this sketch, the insight I’d like to share is this:  The religious calling for a fully 

realized fourth principle is to keep expanding the common unity, that overlapping area of 

“and”— Where “free and responsible” and “truth and meaning” are connected—and the ideal of 

the Fourth Principle is when “free” and “responsible” are so harmoniously aligned that the 

“Venn zone” disappears and that two circles become one.   

To add another image to the idea:  Let’s consider our sanctuary “And Space,” and that our work 

within the sanctuary is to expand the “And Space,” and make it ever larger, ever more 

welcoming, with values ever more aligned, both in ourselves and in our inter-dependent 

relationships. 

That’s easy to say, and a nice drawing to sketch on an envelope, but surprisingly difficult to 

realize in real life. 

The concept of a “free search”—for example—especially freedom of thought and exploration 

and expression—is a supreme value, and nothing should, could, or can encumber such a search. 

The suggestion that it might be productive and useful to constrain or curate “free” in a religious 

setting is not a welcome idea. Not surprisingly, this idea upsets a certain kind of fierce Unitarian. 

So supreme is the value of “free,” that it is causing upset in congregations across the country, 
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most notably when and where the sanctity of a quote-unquote “free search” bumps into the word 

“responsible.” 

Ouch! 

Case in point: I know a congregation that is struggling mightily with the relationship between 

“free” and “responsible” regarding the word “search.” Boiled down to a concrete example:  This 

congregation has an active adult education program, and there was a proposed class that caused 

offense to other folks in the congregation. A conflict of values erupted and caused profound 

upset.  

One group within the congregation was in full support of the “Big Concept” word “free,” while 

another group claimed that the classes risked causing harm within the community—essentially 

that the proposed search was not aligned with the “Big Concept” word “responsible” —and 

church resources should not be invested in helping support the classes. 

And to be sure, both these groups are teeming with good people—good-hearted, smart, justice-

seeking people—who want to live in and build a just and joyous society! 

Participants in both groups are pledging members of the same congregation, they meet in the 

same sanctuary on Sunday mornings, sing songs from the same hymnal, and listen to the same 

sermons. 

Yet “Group Responsible” is calling foul on “Group Free,” claiming their classes—forums for 

“Search”—has the potential to cause harm.  

I’ve been thinking about this issue for months, talking with congregants and ministers at multiple 

congregations, talking with friends and family—whether UU or not—and even re-reading the 

classic Dr. Seuss story about conflict called “The Zax.”  

Quickly reviewed:  The north-going Zax and the south-going Zax bump into each other in a wide 

open field and both refused to move to one side so that the other could continue on their way. 

The larger world continues to grow and develop while the Zax are willfully stuck in their stand-

off, and eventually the highway gets built around them, as these two Zax—who look almost 

identical—stand facing each other and refusing to move. The story is instructive and highly 

recommended. 

My internet research on this issue was such that my algorithms started feeding me articles, and I 

was prompted to buy Carl Sagan’s science classic The Demon-Haunted World, so I could focus 

special attention on chapter twelve: “The Fine Art of Baloney Detection.”  

The art of baloney detection is quite lovely, and I especially loved the guidance to “Spin more 

than one hypothesis. If there’s something to be explained, think of all the different ways in which 

it could be explained. Then think of tests by which you might systematically disprove each of the 

alternatives.” Sound advice for science, though I wonder whether the same method can work 

effectively in a religious setting.    
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I decided to “think out loud” this past summer and delivered a sermon here at Olympic UU 

Fellowship about the fourth principle of Unitarian Universalism called “Searching for Free and 

Responsible.”  

The response here at OUUF was enthusiastic, so I trusted your enthusiasm, developed the 

sermon a bit more, and delivered the sermon again. And again. While the responses at other 

congregations were mostly positive, several people challenged the sermon, because it focused 

more on the word “free” and not so much about “responsible.” 

I welcomed the feedback. 

One email I received cut straight to the point: “There was, for me, a missing element… I don’t 

think there are many among us who would argue against freedom of thought and expression… 

rather it is the matter of responsibility for that expression in a social context. Who decides what 

is responsible, and how is that enforced?” 

Those are three profound questions regarding the fourth principle:  

➢ Who decides? 

➢ What’s responsible? 

➢ How is that enforced? 

Sounds like yet another pop-quiz in the making! 

With these three “who / what / how” questions in mind, I offer a few responses, and welcome 

your feedback, refinements, disagreements, and observations: 

First, I think it is very important to remember that this discussion is within the context of 

religious practice involving real human beings, which makes it different than a purely scientific 

pursuit or purely intellectual exercise.  

The question “Who decides” is straightforward:  All parties. All parties help decide, and because 

we are all interdependently connected, there is no getting around this issue. Nobody is floating 

out in space as a self-sufficient monad. This does not mean that all parties agree. Far from it. As 

long as there is a Venn diagram between the circle “free” and the circle “responsible,” there will 

always be possible disagreement. And to maintain healthy relationships, disagreement can not be  

destructive—in a loving and dynamic environment, disagreement should, could, can be 

instructive. Tensions can be creative. In fact, in our complex and complicated society, they have 

to be creative. In the event that there is an impasse, and the two Zax are stuck—again, in a 

religious setting—I think the default position is that the decision tips toward “responsible.”  

The question “What’s responsible?” is also straightforward:  Responsible means behaving in 

such a way that is accountable, that has integrity, that behaves in an ethical fashion, and that 

aligns with the Hippocratic Oath: “First do no harm.”  

And yet now we have our finger on a slippery term:  Harm. What if someone claims to be 

harmed by another’s actions in a religious setting? Key phrase that: “In a religious setting.” 
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In a religious setting—especially the religious setting of a Unitarian Universalist congregation—

the goal should be to have everyone gathered in loving religious relationship—and meeting in 

the generous “And Space” of sanctuary—to feel safe enough to bring their authentic selves. And 

that we each and all have a role in helping create and expand that “And Space” called sanctuary. 

In doing so, you may have to compromise or constrain some of your deeply held secular beliefs 

and habits surrounding freedom.  

To give an example:  In my exploration of this issue, I posed the question about adult education 

classes that a Unitarian Universalist congregation would never support a class that advocated for 

Holocaust denial. “Why not?” responded a person who is a member of a Unitarian Universalist 

congregation.  

I was speechless to hear that answer. I tried not to judge their response, but rather to understand 

their response. 

A month or so later I was at dinner with a retired and non-religious scientist, and I raised the 

same point with her, that a congregation would never support an adult education class on 

Holocaust denial. Her response was the same question: “Why not?” The scientist continued: 

“You’re pre-supposing that there is a correct answer, a proper way to think about this issue. It 

could be intensely instructive to explore the theories and claims of Holocaust deniers and see 

whether their claims hold up. And if they don’t hold up, where your understanding about the 

Holocaust might deepen.” 

I heard echoes of Sagan’s “baloney detection,” but to my ears the process didn’t seem proper in a 

religious setting. 

Neither of these people answering the question were Jewish, and neither am I. Neither of these 

people had family worked to death in Auschwitz or Dachau or Buchenwald. Both were at a safe 

and privileged remove. The subject was abstract and did not touch a nerve. 

And for me, the phrase “touch a nerve” is a good phrase to consider—and I’d like to share the 

deepest “touch a nerve” story I’ve ever personally heard: 

This story was told to me by a twenty-something white man who visited the National Museum of 

African American History and Culture in Washington, D.C. There he was, standing in front of a 

glass-fronted display case that contained a bullwhip used by a plantation overseer. He was alone, 

quietly looking at the bullwhip and up walked a middle-aged Black woman, who glanced into the 

case—gasped “oh-my-god!”—and spun around and hustled away. 

The experience was profound for this young white man:  How a single historical object behind 

glass could elicit radically different responses within two human beings. 

The bullwhip touched a nerve for one person and was merely an interesting historical object for 

another. 

And so two questions, in the starkest of terms:   

One: Is it “responsible” to bring metaphorical bullwhips into our religious settings? 
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Two: If and when someone gasps—and you don’t—what do you need to learn?  

Because I want to help co-create a sanctuary where everyone genuinely feels welcome. If 

someone gasps or says “ouch”—for whatever reason—it is my responsibility to listen. And I 

fully recognize that I may not understand the source of the gasp, I am somehow protected from 

the nerve being touched, but I have to trust someone else’s gasp, their visceral reaction.  

The co-creation of a successful sanctuary—of welcoming “And Space”—is not purely rational. 

And here I like to think about Mr. Rogers’ famous quote about success: 

“There are three ways to ultimate success: 

The first way is to be kind. 

The second way is to be kind. 

The third way is to be kind.” 

 

And now we arrive at the third question: “How is ‘responsible’ enforced?” 

The very word used to ask the question implies conflict: Enforced, with the root word being 

“force.”  

My guess is that Unitarian Universalists bristle at the word “enforced,” because part of our “free” 

means that none of us want to be forced to do anything. And so I would say that “enforced” 

means loving engagement and understanding, basic kindness, and a willingness to accept the 

loving and humble reality that you may not be right all the time. 

Let that sink in:  You may not be right. 

In short, you don’t get everything you want at all times in a religious setting. A huge part of the 

religious practice of Unitarian Universalism is the loving co-creation of a sanctuary—the 

interdependent “And Space”—where everyone feels welcome and alive and fully present. To get 

there, we will likely need to temper certain secular values in service of religious values.  

As a fierce advocate of “free,” I really did not want to write that sentence, and I don’t know 

whether I actually believe it, but I do believe that a sanctuary is not a science lab or a university 

classroom.  

What I do believe is that I come to church each and every Sunday, wanting to help co-create a 

place called “sanctuary” where people feel welcome when they’re here, and nourished when they 

leave.  

And leave we must, though I sense this sermon is just beginning, we say—in this sanctuary “And 

Space”— 

Amen 

 


