
“Bravely Bending the Arc” 
Sermon by Rev. Joan Javier-Duval 

Unitarian Church of Montpelier 
October 9, 2022 

The delivered sermon may have slight variations from this written manuscript. Video recordings of sermons can be 
found online at https://ucmvt.org/category/whats-new/sermons-and-podcasts/. 

Reading 

Excerpt from 1852 Theodore Parker sermon, “Of Justice and Conscience.” 

“We all of us have this ideal; our dream is fairer than our day; we will not let it go.  
If the wicked prosper, it is but for a moment, say we; the counsel of the forward 
shall be carried headlong. What an ideal democracy now floats before the eyes of 
earnest and religious men, — fairer than the “Republic” of Plato, or More’s 
“Utopia,” or the golden age of fabled memory! It is justice that we want to 
organize,—justice for all, for rich and poor. There the slave shall be free from his 
master. There shall be no want, no oppression, no fear of man, no fear of God, but 
only love…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.” 

Sermon 

By the time that our religious ancestor, Theodore Parker, spoke these words, he had 
already become known as an fervent abolitionist. A decade prior he had called 
slavery “the great national sin.” And just two years before this sermon, he had 
called for non-compliance with the Fugitive Slave Law.  

Parker walked the talk befriending and helping William and Ellen Craft who had 
escaped from bondage in Georgia and arrived in Boston in 1848. The Crafts had 
escaped by taking advantage of Ellen’s light skin to disguise her as a young white 
man traveling with his slave. They thought through every detail, including the fact 
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that they’d have to sign the guest register at any places of lodging, and as it was 
illegal for slaves to learn to read or write, they wrapped Ellen’s arm in bandages, 
and if the need arose they could claim that Ellen was heading north for medical 
treatment and ask someone else to sign the book on Ellen's behalf. When they 
arrived in Boston, they were hailed as heroes by abolitionists in the city. Ellen 
became a seamstress and William a cabinet maker. 

But when the Fugitive Slave Act was written into law in September of 1850, signed 
by President Millard Fillmore, a Unitarian, the Crafts lives were in jeopardy. 
Within a month, two agents had arrived to Boston looking for them. 

William Craft sought refuge with a friend, another black activist, and Ellen went 
into hiding in the home of Theodore Parker. It is said that for the next two weeks, 
Parker wrote his sermons "with a sword in the open drawer under [his inkstand], 
and a pistol in the flap of the desk." 

Abolitionists were able to keep the Crafts safe long enough for them to flee to 
Nova Scotia and then board a ship to England where they stayed for seventeen 
years before returning to Georgia with their children after the Civil War. There, 
they founded a school for freed slaves.  1

Though Theodore Parker could not see the exact curvature of moral universe’s arc, 
he played a role in moving it ever closer to the justice of God that was a guiding 
force for his activism and ministry. 

About 100 years later, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. paraphrased Theodore 
Parker’s words in such a way that King’s words have reverberated in the struggle 
for freedom for the past 60 years. “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it 
bends towards justice.” 

These words have inspired millions of people to take up the cause of freedom and 
equality, a cause that continues today. 

 https://www.massmoments.org/moment-details/boston-minister-tried-for-inciting-a-riot.html1
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We may wonder at times exactly which way that arc is bending. Our own religious 
history includes figures who were doing all they could to courageously shift the 
scales towards more just outcomes for all as well as those whose actions kept 
oppressive systems in place, and in particular, the institution of slavery.  

President Millard Fillmore was a Unitarian who signed the Fugitive Slave Law in 
1850 in order to protect personal property and the Union: "God knows that I detest 
slavery, but it is an existing evil, for which we are not responsible, and we must 
endure it, and give it such protection as is guaranteed by the Constitution, till we 
can get rid of it without destroying the last hope of free government in the world." 

Of course, the Civil War would be fought testing the endurance of our free 
government. But, despite the outcome of that war, slavery has never been entirely 
abolished from this free land. The arc bends but has not yet reached its final 
destination. 

Most of us have only learned a partial history. As a relatively new Vermonter, I had 
been told repeatedly that Vermont was the first state to abolish slavery. Vermont 
was, indeed, the first state to address slavery in its constitution, and in doing so, 
abolished the enslavement and indentured servitude of adults 21 years of age or 
older, but allowed it for the repayment of debts and fines, as well as in the case of 
an individual giving their “consent” to being bound in this way to another. 

And while, slavery was abolished, with these specific exceptions, the practice still 
continued into at least the mid nineteenth century. The historian Elise Guyette 
reports that “In 1830 one-fifth (sixteen) of Vermont's black servants were nine 
years old or under, two-thirds of them girls. Thirty-four youngsters under eleven 
toiled in white households in 1840. These children were generally the only blacks 
living in the households.”  Black adults were also enslaved throughout the state, 2

 https://vermonthistory.org/journal/misc/WorkingLivesOfAfricanVermonters.pdf 2
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some by well-known and well-regarded Vermont families. Their names were Dinah 
and Pompey and so many others whose names are not known. 

Vermont was not free of slavery or servitude after 1777 despite what was written in 
the constitution.  

In this coming General Election, voters of Vermont have a chance to address this 
part of Vermont State History and the language in the state’s foundational 
document, a document that continues to shape our lives today. 

Proposal 2 is a proposed amendment to Article 1 of the Vermont State Constitution 
which addresses slavery. The amendment has already passed the Vermont 
legislature and is now needing approval by Vermont voters to ratify the 
amendment. 

This article of the constitution would be amended to replace the existing statement 
on slavery, including the exceptions, with the following: “Slavery and indentured 
servitude in any form are prohibited.” 

Vermont joins with four others states this election year in seeking to abolish 
slavery with no exceptions in their state constitutions: Tennessee, Oregon, 
Alabama, and Louisiana. We are being called "the Freedom Five.” Rhode Island, 
Nebraska, Utah, and Colorado have already passed such measures.. 

You might wonder, who will this amendment actually impact? There haven't been 
slaves in Vermont since at least the mid-19th century. 

While that is true, the legacy of slavery in Vermont has continued to have 
reverberating impacts. For examples in the mid-nineteenth century, census data 
shows that Blacks living in Vermont were disproportionately working in low-wage 
jobs and in domestic work compared to whites. Because of a lack of accumulated 
wealth as well as discrimination, Blacks were far less likely to own farms despite 
having the knowledge and skills of framework. 
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And, we have all lived with the enduring moral and ethical impact of living with an 
incomplete vision of Vermont's place in bending that arc. 

This amendment affects all of us and especially those who have lived with the 
legacy of slavery in our country and in our state. 

As Vermonters, we have an opportunity to make a clear statement of our values as 
a community - to be unambiguous in our belief that all people are equal.  

As Unitarian Universalists we can make clear our affirmation of our first principle, 
“the inherent worth and dignity of every person,” and our sixth principle, "the goal 
of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all.” 

This also is an opportunity to live out the Eighth Principle of Unitarian 
Universalism which we adopted as a congregation this past February. With this 
principle, we covenant to affirm and promote: “journeying toward spiritual 
wholeness by working to build a diverse multicultural Beloved Community by our 
actions that accountably dismantle racism and other oppressions in ourselves and 
our institutions.” 

Abolishing slavery from Vermont’s constitution for good is just one essential part 
of addressing the ongoing systems and policies that continue to lead to racial 
inequity and injustice. 

Our work is to become better educated about the full history and legacy of slavery 
in Vermont. To seek to understand how that legacy continues to impact Vermonters 
of all races, and especially descendants of slaves, today. 

Building a diverse multicultural Beloved Community encompasses much more 
than a single vote. We must continue to work towards ensuring that all people can 
live with freedom and dignity, and eliminating those barriers that make it 
especially difficult for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color in Vermont to do so. 

Page  of  5 7

You may share this work for personal, non-commercial purposes with attribution.



Theodore Parker and other abolitionists of his time took up the task at hand - not 
knowing where it would lead - and likely not imagining that 170 years later we 
would be taking up the work of abolition on our time. But, indeed, that is the work 
before us. 

And, if you’re thinking that this amendment will surely be approved by Vermont 
voters, know that a similar sentiment was in the air when Colorado first attempted 
to make this change in 2016. The measure didn’t pass then but was reintroduced 
and passed two years later. 

The arc bends but not always in a single direction. 

Members of UCM’s Racial Justice Group have participated in the Abolish Slavery 
campaign organized by Vermont Interfaith Action and the Vermont Racial Justice 
Alliance committing to talk with friends, family, fellow church members, 
neighbors, and strangers about Proposal 2. 

I hope that you will start with a conversation with one of them to learn more. And, 
if you are already certain of your support for the ratification of this proposed 
change to the constitution, what is the next courageous action you can take? 

The Black Unitarian poet and abolitionist, Frances Ellens Watkins Harper, wrote: 

“I ask no monument, proud and high, 
To arrest the gaze of passers-by; 
All that my yearning spirit craves, 
Is bury me not in a land of slaves.” 

Let us honor the legacy of our abolitionist ancestors today. 
Let us be a part of continuing to bend the arc closer and closer to justice and to 
ensuring that this is a land that is free for all. 
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May we, the people of Vermont, declare with a resounding voice our commitment 
to human freedom and dignity here and now. 

So may it be. 
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