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Readings:

Unitarian Universalists are neither a chosen people nor a people whose choices are made for them by theological authorities, ancient or otherwise.  We are a people who choose.  Ours is a faith whose authority is grounded in contemporary experience, not ancient revelation. … In a Unitarian Universalist church, revelation is an ongoing process; each of us is a potential harbinger of meaning.

[Rev. Forrest Church, Unitarian Universalist minister. A Chosen Faith pp. xx – xxi.]
[Unitarianism and Universalism each have] deep roots in American history, with Unitarianism evolving from the original New England Puritan churches and Universalism originating in challenge to those churches. …[T]he merger of the two denominations in 1961 deepened [the] historical complexities by emphasizing a continuity of thought that, however real, does not explain the very different origins of the movements.  [Unitarianism and Universalism are] two separate streams of liberal thinking, which merged only gradually.

[David Robinson. The Unitarians and the Universalists.  p. xi]
More than anything else, our religion is defined by an attitude.  An open-minded point of view.  About everything and anything.  What we have most in common is an uncommon way of looking at the obvious. … We agree that individuals must work out their own religious conclusions.  We agree that we will disagree on those conclusions.  We agree to respect those differences.  We agree to learn from one another through dialogue about our beliefs.  We agree on a process and the tools to be used in the process[: t]he principles of democracy, continuing education, and individual responsibility, to name a few. … We believe in the right of the individual to choose religious principles and in the individual’s responsibility to put those principles into practice.” [Robert Fulghum, Unitarian Universalist minister. A Chosen Faith pp. ix – xiii.]
].

Sermon

So, how far back do you think we need to look to find a starting-place for the history of Unitarian Universalism?  [ask for answers?]

Would you be surprised if I began my answer to that question with “it depends”? (I thought not!)

When I teach a mini-class in Unitarian Universalist history, as I did here two weeks ago, I begin by saying, “it depends on whether you are tracing our theological history; or our institutional history as churches with the name Unitarian, Universalist, or Unitarian Universalist; or our history of social action and advocacy.”

It’s this last strand – the history of social action and advocacy – that Unitarian Universalists are holding up when we create lists of our most famous foremothers and forefathers.  In the late 1700s and early 1800s, American founding fathers and mothers like John, Abigail, and John Quincy Adams were Unitarians.  In the1830s, Unitarians Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Bronson Alcott, Margaret Fuller and Theodore Parker explored in letters and in literature the transcendentalist idea that each individual can have a direct relationship to the holy.  In the mid-1800s, Unitarian ministers Theodore Parker and William Ellery Channing advanced the cause of abolition of slavery.  During the Civil War, Universalist Clara Barton and Unitarian Dorothea Dix laid the groundwork for what would become the American Red Cross.  Unitarians Susan B. Anthony, Olympia Brown, and Julia Ward Howe were prominent in the fight for women’s suffrage.  In the twentieth century, Unitarian Universalists Adlai Stevenson, James Reeb, Eliot Richardson, and William Cohen have helped to shape the political landscape in America.  Looking back as far as the 1770s, we can hear the voices of Unitarians and Universalists raised in support of justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.

If we choose to look for the oldest churches to which we can trace Unitarian and Universalist roots, we can scroll back farther, even, than the 1700s.  First Parish Church in Plymouth, Massachusetts, the oldest continuous church in New England, was organized in 1620.  This church was founded by English Pilgrims who arrived in Massachusetts in the ship the Mayflower, animated by a spirit of freedom of conscience even to the point of dissent from church doctrine.  Evolving with the evolving spirit of its members, First Parish Plymouth became Unitarian in 1800 and is now a member congregation of the Unitarian Universalist Association.  Similarly, the Gloucester (Massachusetts) Unitarian Universalist Church, with its steeple bell cast by Paul Revere Sons, was organized in 1779 as the Independent Christian Church in Gloucester.  Founding minister, the Rev. John Murray, is a legendary figure in American Universalism, having brought a gospel of universal salvation from England to America in 1770.  But even the English roots of Unitarian and Universalist churches owe their lifeblood to far older Unitarian churches in Transylvania, now a part of Romania, and to the legacy of Queen Isabella and King John Sigismund.  Unitarian churches were officially recognized in Transylvania soon after King John’s Edict of Toleration in 1568, and they survive today in small Romanian towns and cities, some of them nearly 450 years old.  The Unitarian high school in Kolozsvar (Cluj) was founded in 1557, and the Unitarian Seminary established in Kolozsvar in 1568 still trains Transylvanian Unitarian ministers.  The current issue of the UU World magazine features an article about partnerships between Transylvanian and American congregations.

But the oldest strand in the history of Unitarian Universalism is the theological strand.  Theology is talking, thinking, reasoning about God – in the larger sense, about religion.  It is in the realm of theology that we can begin to make sense of Robert Fulghum’s statement that “more than anything else, our religion is defined by an attitude.  An open-minded point of view.  About everything and anything.”  
Here, in the realm of theology, we can document ideas that resonate with Unitarian Universalist belief and practice that reach back to the earliest days of the Christian church.  Here we can identify even older stirrings of the religious impulse that connect directly to the sources of our living tradition: direct experience of transcending mystery and wonder, words and deeds of prophetic women and men, wisdom from the world’s religions, Jewish and Christian teachings, reason and science, and traditions that celebrate the sacred circle of life.

In order to tease out the strands that connect to Unitarian Universalist history, we need first to clarify several important terms.  Choice is one that was mentioned in our opening readings from both Fulghum and Forrest Church, and choice will lead us to consider the related ideas heresy, orthodoxy, freedom, and liberal – as in David Robinson’s description of Unitarian Universalism as a liberal religious movement.  And the idea of choice in connection with religion points us towards the core concept of authority.  Framed in the very simplest way, the question of authority asks us, “how do we know what to believe?”

There are a number of commonly recognized sources of religious authority.  Scripture refers to sacred writings – the Torah, the Bible, the Koran.  Doctrine, or dogma refers to church teachings, practices and traditions, which may be transmitted or mediated through priests or bishops, through sermons, catechisms or the like, and may be worked out in councils or assemblies that seek to gather a breadth of perspectives on an issue or a point of belief.  Revelation, or direct communication or inspiration from the divine, may come to a person first hand, or second-hand through the teachings of a prophet.  Some use reason and intellect to weigh or evaluate the variety of religious ideas or experiences that present themselves to us.  Some construe the conscience as an inner sense of right or wrong that can guide us toward right action or belief, and keep us from straying too far.

The latter three – conscience, reason and intellect, and revelation, or direct experience of the divine – are among the hallmarks of that approach to religion that has come, in our day, to be called Unitarian Universalism.  These three are located within the individual, rather than outside in a culture or an institution.  These three create among Unitarian Universalists what Fulghum calls “an uncommon way of looking at the obvious,” and they point us directly to “the right of the individual to choose religious principles and in the individual’s responsibility to put those principles into practice,” again using Fulghum’s words.

In the earliest days of Christianity, there was no common belief, but rather a proliferation of small congregations – in Jerusalem and Rome, in Corinth and Phillipi and Ephesus– and each was evolving and practicing its own interpretation of the life and the legacy of Jesus, himself a rebellious Jew.  Over the course of three hundred years, there developed a wide variety of perspectives on Christian belief and practice so that, when the Roman Emperor Constantine converted and was prepared to make Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire, he could find no agreement among the various churches and districts, particularly on the central question of the relationship between Jesus and God.  So Constantine convened a council of all the bishops in the empire, and charged them with hammering out an agreement – a doctrine – that would henceforth be accepted by all Christians.  And there at the Council of Nicaea, in the year 325, Christian orthodoxy was born: the idea of one right belief (orthodoxy means right or true opinion).  The legacy of the Council of Nicaea is the doctrine of the trinity: that God is three-in-one, father, son (Jesus) and holy spirit, and that Jesus the son was fully divine and fully “of the same substance” as God the father.

In contrast to orthodoxy is the concept of heresy, a word that means “able to choose.”  In this context, a heretic is one who chooses to believe something other than the prevailing orthodox belief.  One who trusts her direct experience of the divine  - she is a heretic.  One who uses reason and intellect to interpret what he reads, to weigh what he hears – is a heretic.  One who consults her own conscience about right belief and right action – is a heretic.  One who accepts the possibility that others will come to different beliefs and practices based on their differing experiences and on their different interpretations even of the same information – is a heretic.  One who exercises – and extends to others – the freedom to choose and to live out their own beliefs – is a heretic.  And a religion that holds and protects room for a variety of beliefs – that says, as King John Sigismund said in the Edict of toleration in 1568, “no one shall compel them, for their souls would not be satisfied…for faith is the gift of God.” [from “Architects of Religious Liberty” by Edward Darling in 400 Years. p. 9] such a religion is the very definition of heresy.  In the history of the Christian church, heretics have been expelled, excommunicated, tortured and executed.

In 325, Arius was a priest in Alexandria, Egypt.  At the Council of Nicaea, Arius, argued that Jesus was not fully God, for God was one only, and not three.  Arius was outvoted, his position was declared anti-trinitarian (another word for it is unitarian), and therefore heretical, and Arius was exiled.  Arius was not a Unitarian or a Universalist, but his way of practicing religion links him to what we now hold dear as Unitarian Universalist practice: truth-seeking and truth-telling.

In 1531, a young Spanish college student named Michael Servetus, published a small book called “On the Errors of the Trinity.”  Reading the Bible and discussing it with fellow-students, he had discovered that the doctrine of the Trinity is nowhere stated in the Bible.  Looking to scripture and his own native reason as sources of authority more trustworthy than church teachings, Servetus sought to point out to the church the errors of its ways, hoping the church would change.  The Catholic Church found Servetus’ writings to be heretical and banned the book.  Servetus went into hiding and lived for twenty years as a practicing physician and a practicing Catholic.  But he never abandoned his truth-seeking and, eventually, he returned to his truth-telling.  Both Martin Luther and John Calvin, leaders in the emerging Protestant wing of the Christian Church, found Servetus to be argumentative, insistent and unreasonable.  Excommunicated by the Catholic Church, in 1553 he was burned at the stake for heresy by the order of Calvin.

In the wake of the invention of the printing press in 1440, many young scholars were suddenly able to read the Bible.  Michael Servetus was, in some ways, typical of a whole century of heretics who began to question, to re-think, and ultimately, to reform their mainstream, orthodox Christian churches.  Martin Luther started the Reformation with his protest against what he considered to be corrupt doctrines and practices within the Christian (that is, the Catholic) church.  Calvin followed, and Servetus, and others who read, and talked together, and trusted their individual and their collective wisdom, and envisioned and invented new ways of being religious.  Small churches where the members, together, shaped belief and practice.  Churches gathered around the idea that God is directly accessible to each person, that, in Forrest Church’s words, “revelation is an ongoing process; each of us is a potential harbinger of meaning.”  Churches gathered around the idea that divinity is, somehow, love; and all of creation is good; and every soul shall, in the end, find harmony with the Divine and no one, no one, will suffer in Hell for all eternity.  Churches gathered around the idea of freedom of belief – and another word for freedom is liberty, and so these are the liberal churches that fled en masse from persecution in Poland to toleration in Transylvania; from persecution in England to toleration in Holland and from there to a new beginning in America.  Churches who did not believe what we believe, but who, in their living and sometimes in their dying, established and safeguarded our right to be here, to be ourselves, to choose .  “In a Unitarian Universalist church, revelation is an ongoing process; each of us is a potential harbinger of meaning,” said Forrest Church.  We – you and I – are the beneficiaries of that heretical legacy, that liberal legacy, that legacy which is ours to transmit to those who follow us; that they, too, may choose.
Take a moment, now, in silence, to listen to the truth that rises up in you.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music – from a Unitarian Universalist composer – will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

