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Well, here we are, UU’s who, on occasion, are called upon to explain ourselves.

Our uncle, or brother-in-law, or friends ask about this new-fangled questionable religion we’ve stumbled into–they’ve never heard of it before–and it sounds a little sketchy to them. The guy next door thinks we’ve joined a cult that someone dreamt up ten minutes ago. The mom of our child’s or grandchild’s friend wants to be supportive–or maybe just tolerant–but not supportive enough to recognize a religion that in her impression has no grounding in history!

I would have liked to have included more continents, more diversity, more technical accuracy...and particularly information about those countless courageous founders whose names and contributions are lost to us. There’s a pamphlet at the back of the room that gives a brief and excellent brief history of UU’ism but I’m going to go into some lost names of the more distant past that helped form the basis of our religion. So, all told, I hope that the history that follows might help with that uncle of yours.

It seems our history features generations and generations of people who seem first to lose their religion, and then, by means of private struggle and personal risk, find new ways of being religious. Our founders were doubters, thinkers, people for whom integrity counted for something. Through processes of theological reinterpretation and revolution, they found ways to continue their religious lives.

Our first notable ancestor was an Alexandrian named Origen. It was the early Third Century, when Christians were persecuted. Origen, at age seventeen, his father imprisoned and then killed as a Christian, was willing to accept martyrdom himself for his religious faith. But his mother thwarted his plan of leaving home and risking his life by hiding all his clothes. Origen went on to become a dedicated scholar, devoting himself single-mindedly to the pursuit of Christian truth through the use of reason. The more he studied the Bible, the more he began to doubt the usual notion of the existence of heaven and hell. Origen believed that everyone, not just Christians, not just “good” people, would find redemption. It was the “ultimate reconciliation of all souls with God,” it was “universal salvation,” it was “universalism.” Origen’s writings were eventually condemned as heretical..... but Universalism lived on as a thread in our liberal history.

Another Alexandrian, a century later, was the first to champion the simplicity of God and the humanity of Jesus: Arius. The creed recited in many Christian churches today affirming Trinitarian doctrine and Christology was created to counteract the teaching of Arius!

And then there was Pelagius, the Fourth Century English monk. At a time when Augustine insisted on the total depravity of human nature, Pelagius, bless him, courageously advocated moral free will and spiritual liberty. Pelagius was well respected at the time, and while Augustine clearly had the upper hand, Pelagius posed a real threat to the Church’s doctrine of the innate corruption of humankind. There is no doubt that Augustine won the debate. But again, a thread of Pelagius’s faith has persisted: we have the ability to choose good over evil. We have Pelagius to thank for that theological position.

A big jump now to the Reformation, where our hero is a Spaniard named Michael Servetus. I have mixed feelings about Servetus. Here we have a nineteen-year-old kid who takes on both the Catholic AND Protestant authorities. They believe in the Trinity; and Servetus says, and I quote “Your Trinity is a product of subtlety and madness. The Gospel knows nothing of it.” He was brilliant and intemperate. He infuriated the Inquisitors as well as Calvin. They gave him chance after chance to moderate his views, but he insulted them repeatedly, until, finally, Calvin had Servetus burned at the stake. Personally, I wish Servetus had seen fit to proceed with a little more caution and save himself. He did clearly prove there is no Trinity taught in the Bible, and that was important for a new theology. But I wonder, had he lived, where his theology would have taken him—and us.

Sixteenth Century. Now to Poland and Transylvania, the cradle of European Unitarianism. Faustus Socinus. Socinus was the trusted theologian in a group of non-Trinitarian liberal congregations in Poland devoted to religious liberty, reason, and tolerance. The movement spread rapidly, attracting many of the most enlightened and gifted minds of that age. But they were persecuted--the “Socinian heresy” was stomped on, and Socinus himself was attacked in the streets of Krakow, his mouth filled with mud and his face smeared. Eventually, broken by the attacks, he died. Meanwhile, over in Transylvania,( having adopted the Unitarian views of his court preacher, Ferenc David (Francis David)), the Unitarian king John Sigismund declared the first edict of religious toleration in 1568. You’ve heard the phrase, “We need not think alike to love alike?” That was Ferenc David. In Transylvania, liberal congregations survived and continue to survive over 400 years later as Unitarian churches.

Eighteenth Century. England. Religious liberals here knew about Socinianism: they advocated Socinian tolerance of differences in belief, they applied the Socinian test of reason to religious doctrines, and preached the Socinian concept that Jesus was simply a man. Here we come upon Joseph Priestley, discoverer of oxygen, Unitarian minister, and espouser of a number of liberal and unpopular causes, including the French Revolution. Priestley gave intellectual brilliance to the development of Unitarian religion and stimulated a mushrooming of Unitarian institutions. But established church leaders became exasperated, and they inflamed a mob. Priestley’s home, laboratory, library, and Unitarian chapel were attacked and burned. He escaped by the skin of his teeth and, tempted by an invitation from his friend Thomas Jefferson, sailed to the United Stated in 1794, bringing his Unitarianism with him.

The late 1700's. John Murray. Another Englishman, a Universalist. Murray’s life in England had begun to fall apart. His only child died, and then his wife, followed by his three sisters and his mother. He lost his job and landed in debtor’s prison. When he got out he resolved to go to America to seek a new life. John Murray did just that, and wound up on a ship that was eventually grounded on a sandbar off the coast of New Jersey. While the ship’s crew waited for a fair wind and a high tide to move them along, Murray went ashore where he met a farmer–Thomas Potter. It so happens that this Thomas Potter had built a chapel nearby, and was just waiting for a preacher who believed in universal salvation to appear on the scene. Potter became convinced that God had sent John Murray to preach in his chapel. Murray, however, was not at all convinced. Potter said “The wind will never change, sir, until you preach for us.” And Murray’s ship remained stuck until Sunday, when Murray began his preaching career, bringing Universalism to the colonies.

Universalism was a religion that praised God and preached a loving theology of inclusivity in heaven and also here on earth. Therefore, Universalists, often led by women like Julia Ward Howe, Susan B. Anthony and Clara Barton, the religious liberal movement became the champion of the abolition of slavery, women’s rights, penal reform, the building of schools, temperance, pacifism. The first woman ordained to the Universalist ministry was Olympia Brown in 1863.

We now have Unitarianism and Universalism on the American continent. It is the early Nineteenth Century, and Calvinist orthodoxy, straight from the Puritans, is the status quo. Universalists, with their universal salvation, offered relief from the Calvinist notion of damnation. Hosea Ballou became the Universalist’s greatest leader through his public speaking and publications, spreading the seeds that Murray had sown.

Unitarian oriented clergy began more and more to sit up and take notice of Calvinistic pessimism about human nature. The prevailing theology in the culture forced religious liberals to come to grips with their own theologies of human free will, dignity, and rationality. William Ellery Channing confirmed the presence of the new theological movement and rallied the liberals together as a theological group. By the third decade of the Nineteenth Century, many of the Puritan Congregational churches began to call themselves Unitarian.

Every generation of American Unitarians has questioned the religion they inherited. Almost as soon as American Unitarianism was established, a young generation of Transcendentalists -– Ralph Waldo Emerson and Theodore Parker among them-- changed the liberal religious orientation from one of empiricism (i.e. all knowledge relies on experience) and one of historicism to a religion of direct intuition. Unitarianism drifted away from belief in Biblical revelation and the sole inspiration of Jesus.

The Universalists did retain the Christian basis of their faith more completely. But they, too, changed over the years, and by the early decades of the Twentieth Century, Universalism emphasized the notion that evil is the result of “unjust social and economic conditions.” Universalism, according to reformer Clarence Skinner, was economic and social as well as spiritual.

The generations continued, and our religion continued to evolve. The rise of the Humanist movement among the Unitarians was an attempt to reformulate liberal theology on non-theistic grounds. Universalists moved from their longstanding emphasis on universal salvation to an understanding of Universalism as universal religion – “boundless in scope, as broad as humanity, as infinite as the universe.”

By mid-20th-century, the leadership of both Unitarianism and Universalism recognized the advantages of combining efforts through consolidation. The proposed merger was controversial for both Unitarians and Universalists, each quite naturally fearing a loss of tradition and identity. But finally, in 1961, the plan was overwhelmingly ratified by the individual congregations and then by the American Unitarian Association Annual Meeting and the Universalist General Assembly.

Generation after generation, Unitarian Universalists continue to examine the religion, reshape it, persist in it, and find joy in it. The truth of the matter is that we are a church in which growth is not only permitted but encouraged – growth in thought, growth in sensitiveness to moral values, growth in courage to put religion to work in the world.

So what does it mean to live as a Unitarian? Here is an affirmation written by James Vila Blake as a covenant of fellowship for the Third Unitarian Church of Chicago in 1893; it so befits us and our times, we ought to pay heed:

Love is the spirit of this church

And service its law.

This is our great covenant:

To dwell together in peace,

To seek the truth in love,

And to help one another.

Take the first line: love is the spirit of this church. This marks our continuity with the Jewish and Christian traditions, which, from the Hebrew prophets to Jesus, taught that the sum total of religious teaching could be encapsulated in what was called the Great Commandment: To love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength; and to love your neighbor as yourself.

You may take God out of that and still see that we are being called to love something beyond ourselves and someone beside ourselves.....let it be enough to love the Earth, which is our home, or Life itself, which is so mysterious and grand. To Gandhi the only god was Truth.

Loving our neighbors can be more challenging, since some of them can be so damned annoying–or worse. Yet by our first principle, we make the claim that there is something in every human being, however hidden it may sometimes be which is worthy of our reverence and affection.
The most difficult love of all, is loving ourselves. Yet this is essential, for our capacity to love God, or Earth, or Life, or Truth, and our neighbors is grounded in being able to love ourselves. How can I teach you to play the piano if I can’t do it myself?
That second line: And service its law. We live at a time when far too many people serve only themselves. So many people define themselves by the possessions they own or by the mindless pleasures they pursue. Yet while encouraging us to be happy and seek our own individual satisfaction and fulfillment, our Unitarian faith also encourages us to make service to others central to our religious practice, including serving the well-being of the planet and its varied creatures and natural wonders.
The third line: This is our great covenant. This not a creed or required set of beliefs that bind us together into a faith community, but rather a covenant we make to be mutually supportive of one another. An agreement to be a community, which each one of us enters into of our own free will.
Line Four: To Dwell together in peace. This means we seek to be respectful of one another, even when we may disagree, and that we eschew violence or coercion, whether physical, mental or emotional. “We need not think alike to love alike,” as Francis David said earlier in Transylvania. Tolerance has long been a central tenet of Unitarians. But we can never be fully at peace without justice as well...so we must work towards a just and generous society in which all people share in the world’s riches.
Line Five: To seek the truth in love. This implies that we are forever called to expand our knowledge and understanding, endeavoring to be intellectually, emotionally and spiritually honest with ourselves and with one another. How do we know something is true? Even the wisest person can be wrong, so it is always important to consider the evidence and then use our own judgment to arrive at conclusions about what the evidence means. Remember that we should be humble in our assertions and respectful of others in our search for the truth.
And finally, line six: And to help one another. Oh, we could do a lot on our own but there is something about joining together in a religious community which enriches the spiritual quest. Moreover, it is only when we are in conversation with others that our mistaken views are challenged, corrected, and refined. Because we are social creatures, we seek out the company of others and find meaning in helping one another and in being helped by one another. We are stronger together than each of us is alone.
So let us strive to live up to and into the affirmation we share with one another each Sunday when we gather, so that love will indeed be the spirit of our church and that, together and alone, we will spend our lives in service to the world.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
PS. Here is a copy of a benediction offered to us by Rev. Jack Mendelsohn. It melds nicely into what you have just read.
We have inherited quite a religion. It is lived. It is not just a set of bromides and pietisms. It is a serious effort to conduct life according to principles and ideals.It is emotional, heart-swelling. It is even naive. In spite of uncertainty, it does not rule out leaps of faith.It is free, not bound by tradition, inheritance, geography, nor the passing parade. It is first-hand, a personal experience. It is responsible. It does not try to escape the consequences of decision. It is growing. It never thinks of itself as perfected and final. It embraces humility, recognizing that faith is not certainty where there is in fact mystery. It is compassionate. It understands that religions universally wrap their essence in myth. It reaches to grasp and appreciate the truths bound up in the myths of other believers. It is tough on its possessors, committing them to sacrifice, but it is tender toward those who disagree. It is social, struggling to realize its own vision at community, national and world levels. It is radiant, blessing its possessor with courage, serenity and zest. This is our history and also our hope.
Please note: most of the above work has been done by the following ministers: Jane Rzepka and Stefan Jonasson.  Thanks also to Quest.
