United First Parish Church in Quincy
Sermon: “Holding Memory, Knowing Peoplehood In OurVision,”
12/31/06

Well, we’re about to ring in yet another New Yeaard in
addition to being a time of festivities, it's a gnof ritual re-
evaluation of one’s personal life — memories anthimitments of
the past year are often examined and plans forpsgsonal
commitments in the coming year are made. Typitaluo
secularized American culture, however, we usudiliylkt of our
life and plans in individualistic terms, at mostending our
thoughts to our immediate families. We don’t gatigrthink in
terms of “peoplehood” — that memories, experieneissn,
values, and commitments can also reflect our selsdseing part
of a people and that's people’s heritage.

This is a religious lens and frame for viewing bfe —
experiencing our selves as tied to a “larger ngalithich includes
being part of a people in history, such as Unitatiaiversalists.
My last sermon in November was on the issue oflamguage of

reverence as Unitarian Universalists. This serman



consideration of our liturgical calendar as UnaarUniversalists —
finding a regular place in our year of sermonsdosider our own
history as a people and the role of that historgunongoing
vision and developmeiats a people. We often weave in
recognitions of these types of holidays into ouvises, such as
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur from the Jewish calernant
from the Christian calendar, and Ramadan fromdlaariic
calendar. Buas Unitarian Universalists we are missing a
ritualized location for our own stories and pragsichat cultivate a
sense of connection to more than the self — tlzatgsl the self in
the context of a our larger UU history. Well, irtk our New
Year's services might be the perfect annual locafito just such a
ritualized cultivation, and I'd like to start today

To begin with, there is a short hand we learn misary for
thinking about our respective heritages as Unitarand
Universalists. Unitarian history has often enthigefocus on the
values of freedom, reason, and tolerance in otoicsl

experiences, while Universalist history has oftecused on faith,



hope, and love in our historical experiences. Nbthese two
religious traditions were strictly and separatelgused only on
these respective areas, the two might never haweddogether in
1961. But | think you will see from the storiesafr people,
followers of these respective traditions often edied elements of
all six of these values, even while they also tendestress some
of those values more than others in their resped¢taditions.
Reason and faith went hand in hand, as did freealmirhope and
tolerance and love.

In our readings today, for example M@entury Universalist
minister and activist Olympia Brown stressed thed® stand by
this faith, a faith that embodied God'’s love — gieé also stressed
that truths could find new applications. Brownigrostriving in
life for new options for women was an example afddension of
faith while also using reason to increase her fveednd sense of
hope. 28 century Unitarian minister and social ethicist dam
Luther Adams stressed the freedom of the churchtarmpenness

to new insights and resistance to idolatry of algohuman



authority, but Adams also lifted up faith in a stising and
transforming power and bringing individuals intoaing and
trusting fellowship. Unitarians and Universaligtsre two sides of
one coin, sharing the same metal but molded bgmifit historical
experiences.

I'll start with one of my favorite historical figes in our
Unitarian heritage, even though theologically hedates the
development of Unitarianism proper — Michael SargetServetus
lived during the time of the early Protestant Refation and to
understand his history, you need to remember beagarly church
post-Jesus consisted of many different communatieglesus
followers, some Jewish and some Gentiles and soxedm and
they all had very different ideas of who Jesus araswhat he and
his life represented.

It was not until a series of religious councilstbg Roman
Empire in the & century A.D. that a creed distinguishing Western
Christianity was established and church and statged in the

form of the Holy Roman Empire. The creed that established



was intended to suppress any heretical optiongatehtial for
religious conflict — remembering that the root magrof “heretic”
Is simply the “ability to choose.” Everyone wappuased to
believe in the Trinity — that God consisted of thpersons, the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, but one substandee-pbint being
that Jesus somehow had to be considered as Ggdu tHon't
immediately understand that, don’t worry — the coluimad to pull
in some pretty complicated Greek philosophy to mke
formulation work, and it remained something eveg/aras
supposed to accept on faith without thinking abbtdo much.
Education and thought was the purview of the religielite for
several hundred years.

Now it might have stayed that way if it wasn’t famong

other things, the cultural rebirth of the Renaissaand classical
humanism, the development of the printing presd,tha
beginnings of principalities and nation stateshie 15" and 16’
centuries. Ideas are very hard to suppress, artided options in

Christianity hung around the edges in Europe waitaor an



opportunity to be re-heard. Michael Servetus pteslione just
such opportunity.

Servetus was just 6 years old, a young Catholgpain,
when Luther started the Protestant Reformation wiglo5 theses
attacking various economic practices and abus#sedfatholic
church, getting himself ex-communicated and neetbrigke
cover with his German prince. As a teenager stglinitially for
a career in the law, Servetus read the bible fmskIf and decided
that the doctrine of the Trinity had no biblicakkeaand that the
Jesus of the Gospels didn’t match up with the Jebtlse
Christian creed. He also witnessed the public pofripe Pope in
crowning Spain’s Charles V as Roman emperor anilddehat
this corruption was not to be borne. At age 2@,581, Servetus
decided to take on the entire Roman Catholic charnchpublished
On The Errors of the Trinity, a best seller in its time. Listen to the
sound of just this one selection and imagine thetren of the

powers that be to his boldness:



“...How much this tradition of the Trintiy has, ald3ten a
laughing-stock to the Mohammedans, only God kndwg. Jews
also shrink from giving adherence to this fancyofs, and laugh
at our foolishness about the Trinity; and on actadiits
blasphemies they do not believe that this is thediédr who was
promised in their law. And not only the Mohammesland the
Hebrews, but the very beasts of the field, wouldkenfain of us did
they grasp our fantastical notion, for all the wsdt the Lord bless
the one God...”

As if that wasn’t enough, Servetus continued: “Tinisst
burning plague, therefore, was added and superiaahbasvhich
our fathers did not worship. And this plague oilggophy was
brought upon us by the Greeks, for they abovethtromen are
most given to philosophy; and we, hanging uporr s, have
also become philosophers. Perhaps some will dearslight fault
if | admit that they may have erred. But | prokestin no other
way than by showing that they never understoog#ssages of

the Scriptures which they adduce with regard te thatter. If



they distinguished the brightness that then wams fiteeir own
darkness so utterly confused...”

Remember that Servetus was only 20 years old dintiee
But then, our people are nothing if not bold and/lbgaa little
brash or arrogant at times, and possibly, justiphss little
unwise occasionally — in Servetus’ case, takingh@Catholic
church during the time of the Inquisition. Thesdobth brilliance
and folly here for Servetus — integrity but maybens poor
timing, too. Servetus had to flee for his life agalinto hiding. He
worked as a doctor for several years under an assumame and
actually was the discoverer of the pulmonary catioh of the
blood. Eventually, however, he couldn’t resisigielus debate and
he published a new bookhe Restoration of Christianity, and
which exposed him again for who he was.

Servetus flees once again, but this time he (knghyiar
unknowingly, it's still debated) makes the mistaejoing
through Geneva on his way to Italy — perhaps inehaip

converting Calvin to his beliefs at last. Calvedhbeen no friend



historically to Servetus, as most of the Protestahthe time were
less interested in challenging the Christian ctéad in
challenging the Catholic church and the Pope. &aswas
captured in Geneva and, after a trial, Calvin hasburned at the
stake. Reportedly, one of Calvin’s fellow obsesvweitnessed that
Servetus retained his beliefs and did not recanpbsition even as
the fires burned around him — a man of integrityhi® very bitter
end at age 42. Between Calvin and the Catholicothunearly all
copies of Servetus’ books were also burned. Iraftermath,
however, many were outraged and challenged Catvihié
extreme behavior in burning Servetus, which becamwedespread
call, by Protestants at least, for greater tolezanaeligion. Today
there is a statue to Servetus in Gereva.

From Servetus, we see that we are nothing if rairas of
our intellectual opinions and integrity as a pebplé&e flip side of

this righteousness means that it is sometimescdifffor us to

1 You can read more about Michael ServetuSdnFaith and Freedom: A Short History of
Unitarianismin Europe by Charles A. Howe (Boston: Skinner House Book$7) and irnThe Epic of
Unitarianism: Original Writings from the History of Liberal Religion compiled by David B. Parke (Boston:
Skinner House Books, 1985). The selected quateisrsermon is from Parke, p.5.
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show grace, diplomacy, or an alternative tacticrwber reason
and logic are challenged, particularly when theepimed stakes
are high. John Murray, a Universalist ministettia 18" century,
Is another of my favorite historical characterdisiIpart of his
story, however, takes place when he’s still a Mdistominister in
England. He finds himself in a situation wherdsealled to
debate with a young woman who has been convertedeby
writings of Charles Relly to Universalism. Univalists believed
in an all-loving God who planned to save everyagardless — in
contrast to the prevalent belief that God would/@ave those
who believed in Christ.

Despite Murray’s reputation as a skilled debaterishunable
to get the better of this young woman and her lljiceasoned
belief in the loving nature of God. Murray writeser of their
conversation:

“Do you think Jesus is your Saviour, sir? [she asks

“l hope he is. [Murray responds]

“Were youalways a believer, sir?
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“No, madam.

“Then you were once an unbeliever; that is, youeonc
believed, that Jesus Christ was not your Savidlow, as you say,
he nevemwas, nor nevemill be, the Saviour of anynbeliever; as
you were once aonbeliever, he never can be your Saviour.

“He never was my Saviour, till | believed.

“Did he never die for you, till you believed, sir?

[Murray is stumped by her question and writes]: félewas
extremely embarrassed, and most devoutly wisheeinyst of
her habitation; | sighed bitterly, expressed demproiseration for
those deluded souls, who had nothing but head-lethyd; drew
out my watchdiscovered it was late; and recollecting an
engagement, observed it was time to take leave.

“l was extremely mortified; the young lady observed

confusion, but was too generous to pursue her piuni arose to
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depart...From this period, | myself carefully avoidmadery
Universalist, andnost cordially did | hate them...”

There are further stories of Murray’s eventual asion to
Universalism and his travels to America where heabee the
foremost evangelical preacher of Universalism fertime,
fostering its organization as a denomination is tmuntry. But
I’'m rather fond of the fact that he married a wonadro would
become, as a Universalist, one of the first Amerigaminists and
an advocate for the full equality of women, Ju@trgent Murray.
His wife would write under the pseudonym Constarfdae we
deficient in reason? We can only reason from wieaknow, and
if opportunity of acquiring knowledge hath beenigdrus, the
inferiority of our sex cannot fairly be deducedrfréhence.? |
like to think that the graceful and diplomaticalBasoned

argument of the young woman from England had a teng

2 This quotation is fronuniversalismin America: A Documentary History of a Liberal Faith, edited by
Ernest Cassara (Boston: Skinner House Books, 19p1h8-59. You can also read more about Murray
and Universalism ifThe Larger Faith: A Short History of American Universalism by Charles A. Howe
(Boston: Skinner House Books, 1993).

% This quotation is fron®tanding Before Us: Unitarian Universalist Women and Social Reform: 1776-
1936, edited by Dorothy May Emerson (Boston: SkinneustoBooks, 2000), p. 151.

12



13

impact on John Murray and his eventual ability ppraciate and
love a woman such as Judith Sargent.

Murray also demonstrated growth in a more confidert
humorous ability to fend off attacks on his pers&esponding to
a large rock being thrown through a window durimgdermon in
Boston and narrowly missing him (it was a littlendarous to be a
minister in those days!), Murray picked up the stand said:
“This argument is solid and weighty, but it is heit rational nor
convincing...Not all the stones in Boston, excepytstp my
breath, shall shut my mouth.” On another occadwuryray won
over the audience with his own response when drodoix
minister named Bacon challenged his views. Upgradare,
Bacon’s supporters pelted Murray with eggs, to Wite
responded: “These are moving arguments, but | mwstat the
same time, | have never been so fully treated mBand eggs

before in my life.*

* Both quotations frorThe Larger Faith, pp. 4-5.
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In the end, we study history both for the enjoyneamd
inspiration of stories and to learn from historythe hope of
improving our future. The stories are fun, butythee also
instructive of who we have been and who we may hope as a
people. We are a people of integrity and a peofpthssent. We
are a people capable of risk, sometimes bravelysantetimes
perhaps foolishly if it stems more from ego andierihan from a
larger truth and reality. But we are a people bépaf learning
through our reason and through our love, and tmesoale open to
hope, change, and transformation. As we consideNew Year's
resolutions this year, let us also consider owltg®ns as a
Unitarian Universalist people in the year 2007 wiwenenvision
our role in our congregation, community, and worlday we live
up to the best of our faith traditions and heritagéessed be.

Amen.
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