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Modern Unitarian Universalism is a faith that has grown from infancy, 

emerged and evolved from its rich theological history, which, despite the 

discomfort of some, was – for by far the longest part of history –  a 

Christian tradition. Always an heretical one – but Christian nonetheless. 

Today, I want to argue that, by its very nature and by the nature of the one 

who originally inspired it, it is a radical faith. 

 

The roots of our Unitarian Universalist religious journey can be traced back 

all the way to the Council of Nicea in 325 CE. Emperor Constantine 

convened the Council in order to resolve the theological differences that 

were tearing the empire apart. On one side of the argument was a man 

named Arius – our UU theological forefather. The position of Arius – in 

what would come to be known as the “Arian controversy” – was that 

although Jesus was the firstborn creation of God, he and the Father were 

not of the same essence – Jesus was subordinate to God, a creation of and 

not the same as Godself. The position of those who would become known as 

the Nicene fathers – argued by a young priest named Athanasius – was that 

God was a trinity; three-in-one, by the mystery and magic of – well, 

whatever Trinitarian understanding that would make that logical. 

 

The upshot? We lost. Arius and others were exiled, and thus began our 

history as heretics. Even the word “Unitarian” was a name given to us by 

others, meant to denote our heresy – the belief that God was one unified 

being, Meanwhile, over on our Universalist side, we were working on a 

different heresy altogether. The Universalist heresy was about God's 
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character – was God a God of wrath, one who insisted on sacrifice and 

ultimate punishment? No, the Universalists said. Rejecting the Calvinist 

doctrine of the elect to salvation, Universalists came to believe that 

ultimately, God would reconcile every human being to Godself – in other 

words, no-one would be eternally damned. Now, for a long time, even 

Universalists held that some people would have to spend some part of 

eternity in hell, paying for their sins – just not all of it. Then came the 

remarkable Hosea Ballou, who brought us two beautiful theologies: the 

first, a new understanding of the nature of the atonement. You may be 

familiar with the prevalent notion held about the nature of the atonement. 

It goes something like this. A perfect and sinless eternal God can not be 

reconciled with a “fallen” and sinful humanity, and so some kind of 

“restitution,” if you will, had to be paid in order for a weak and sinful 

humankind to be re-embraced by a perfect God. Jesus, God's own self  was 

the sacrifice required: a sinless sacrifice to recreate a communion. 

 

Ballou had a very different idea. He said a just and eternally loving God 

never turned away from humankind, but, ashamed by our sins and our 

smallness, it was humankind who turned away and refused to believe in 

God's loving and eternal welcome. And so God sent his son to show that 

there was nothing that God would not do to prove God's eternal love for 

humankind – God's eternal, embracing welcome. Jesus died not as a 

sacrifice for our sins, to cleanse us, but rather to show us that there was 

nothing that God wouldn't do to be reconciled with us or to express God's 

eternal love. Do you see the difference? The character of a Universalist God 

is eternal love and welcome. Humankind, sinful or not, is always welcomed, 

always beloved of God.  

 

Ballou did not stop there, however. After re-introducing God, he also 

introduced what would come to be called, in his day, “ultra-universalism.” 

You remember, the bold heresy we were standing on at the time was that 
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there were no “elect” to salvation – ultimately, God would be reconciled 

with every living person, though if you were bad, you would have to spend 

some time in hell and work that out before God would welcome you. 

Ballou's God made no such demands. The kingdom of God is here, Ballou 

said. Our sins will find us out here in this lifetime; our suffering and our 

salvation is here, and after death, God's grace is more than sufficient to 

wash away any human crime or sin – immediate and complete 

reconciliation occurs. Ultra-universalism. A radical position that many here 

today, in this room, would probably struggle with. And yet that is our 

Universalist history; that is who we were and what informs our faith even to 

this day. Thomas Starr King, a 19th century preacher who was both a 

Unitarian and Universalist well before our merger in 1961, put it this way: 

“Universalists believe God is too good to damn them, and Unitarians 

believe that they are too good for God to damn.” 

 

In a world weary from two World Wars, and increasingly aware of the 

plurality of faith on this small planet, Unitarianism and Universalism 

merged in the late 60s. Many of our congregations emerged in this period, 

when the need for sanctuaries where question, doubt, and even the 

complete rejection of old ideas about God were not only permitted but 

welcomed and encouraged. Atheism, my friends, is still a potent heresy in 

this country. We are heretics, dreamers, and reformers, and always have 

been. I'm proud of this. 

 

But Jesus – the real message of Jesus – is still, a part of our story. It is my 

own experience and conviction that if you grasp even a small part of how 

radical he was, you can easily see why he was worshipped, feared, and 

killed. Born today, and preaching effectively now, Jesus would again be put 

to death, silenced, disappeared – I have not the slightest doubt. His 

message is, for humankind, eternally powerful...or at least so far. So let's 

take a listen again to just a little of what Jesus said, because we Unitarian 
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Universalists owe Jesus no small amount of credit for the effect his message 

has had on us, encouraging our every effort for the transformation of the 

world. Whether it was our foreparents who were at the forefront of the 

abolitionist movement, or those who fought hardest for women's suffrage; 

whether it was our martyrs in the civil rights movement, or our efforts on 

behalf of transforming the care of the mentally ill, or women's reproductive 

freedom...or even our presence at the forefront of our modern efforts – to 

secure full equality for our lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender beloveds, 

or our deep belief that no person is ever illegal, with or without some 

document...this fight we inherit from Jesus, who always and ever resisted 

the powers and principalities of his day, in ways that were radical, far more 

radical than we often realize, 2000 years removed from his context. 

 

Jesus was a Mediterranean Jew – his Jewishness was completely endemic 

to him and to his life and message. He was not trying to start a new religion. 

He was a Jew. Furthermore, he lived in an occupied territory. The daily 

reality for a Jew in this context was not only was his religion one under 

threat from a far stronger empire with a different religion, but that the 

leaders of his own faith had to navigate the challenges of being an 

oppressed minority who could be wiped out at any time, and therefore they 

felt the extreme need to control the Jews directly, for, as they understood it, 

their very survival as a people and a religion.  

 

But Jesus also was itinerant and a healer. The healer part shouldn't be 

overlooked, nor the itinerant part. He was a stranger in most places he 

went, and he healed for free. The “for free” part is key. And the last two 

things I want to emphasize are that the culture Jesus lived in was familial 

and tribal – it was based entirely on understandings of “us:” who you 

belonged to, and with. Living as we do in a hyper-individualist culture, it's 

hard to understand how completely your identity was expressed through 

who you belonged to and with. No individualism – total groupism. And last, 
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these were preliterate times for the majority. That means that it was an oral 

culture. When you spoke, if you wanted people to remember what you said, 

you had to speak briefly  and with powerful imagery. Jesus was an utter 

master at this – almost unequaled in history. So: a Mediterranean Jew 

living in an occupied territory under the auspices of a watchful and fearful 

religious authority in a groupist and oral culture. 

 

So what, then, did he say? For one thing, he had a habit of saying, “Let 

those who have ears hear me!” Basically, before he began, he got folks 

attention: hey, everybody, listen up! I'm about to say something important.  

 

But he then turned the listener's world completely on its head. Everything 

they thought they knew about the way the world worked – and therefore, 

about the way God's world was – was wrong, according to Jesus. Shockingly 

and completely wrong. For example, even to our ears, it sounds like Jesus 

was very, very anti-family. “Whoever does not hate father and mother 

cannot be a follower of me, and whoever does not hate brothers and 

sisters...will not be worthy of me.” Or this – when his mothers and brothers 

came to find him, he said, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” and 

indicating the crowd around said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! 

Whoever does the will of God is my mother and brothers.”  Or perhaps this 

– “Do you think I have come to bring peace to earth? No, I tell you, but 

rather division! From now five in one household will be divided, three 

against two, and two against three; they will be divided father against son 

and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against 

mother...” John Dominic Crossan, one of the premier Jesus scholars of our 

age, says this: 

 

(excerpt, pps 58-60, Jesus: a Revolutionary Biography by John 

Dominic Crossan) 
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“He was turning the world on its head. And when he said that 

there is neither slave nor free, Gentile nor Jew, rich or poor, 

male nor female in the kingdom of God? Even today the 

wideness of this vision is nowhere met. Nowhere. And so, 

friends, the kingdom of God may be at hand, but it is not here 

yet. We – you and I – have not created it.  

 

Jesus said you must give up everything you have to find the 

kingdom. Material goods, commitments to anything that 

separates people – be that family or tribe or a particular 

community to the exclusion of others, to gender identity or race 

or social status...whether you are a prostitute or slave, anything, 

anything at all that divides...you cannot belong to that group 

and to the kingdom of God.” 

 

Let me just finish up with one more example, though there are so many 

more. Let’s revisit Jesus' example of God's kingdom being like a mustard 

plant. He said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what 

parable shall we use for it? It is like a grain of mustard seed, which, when 

sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on the earth; yet 

when it is sown, it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and 

puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its 

shade.”  

 

If you want the modern version of this, here’s how that would go: the 

kingdom of God is like a flea larva that puts forth fleas and before you know 

it, all your pets and beds and carpets and whole house is infested with fleas, 

and you are itching and scratching. Seriously, that’s a reasonable reframing 

for the modern ear. But let's go back to those who heard Jesus in his time – 

those Jews and farmers and shepherds and common folk. Now here Jesus 

uses a familiar analogy – the old testament reference to the Cedar of 
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Lebanon, a common image of the strength and majesty of God's kingdom. 

But instead he uses a mustard seed, a serious nuisance plant. It germinates 

almost immediately, and once sown, was nearly impossible to get out of a 

garden. A rampant weed, it would overtake other crops – crucial food crops. 

You might want to grow a little mustard, perhaps...but once sown, it was 

uncontrollable. And it did draw birds to a garden -- to eat all your seeds and 

plants! As for nesting, a mustard bush was no good for that – nests would 

fall to the ground, which was not a nurturing and safe environment, not 

protective and sturdy and safe like those cedars. No, it was a dangerous 

plant, unsafe, uncertain, uncontrollable – and it drew to you things you 

might find undesirable, like birds to your seed crop. Those who have ears, 

listen! God's kingdom, Jesus said again and again, will change you, change 

your world, upend everything you know and feel comfortable with. It will 

challenge you and disrupt your comfort and you will not be the same after. 

It does not recognize our prejudices or hierarchies – beggar and king are 

the same before God. CEO and any person living on the street are the same 

before God, Jesus tells us now. NO difference. No preference. No 

separation. You and I are eternally equal, and if we truly embrace God's 

kin-dom...eternally changed, here and forever.  

 

Throughout our entire history, we UUs have been freethinkers and heretics, 

sometimes mystics and always reformers, fighting to change the world and 

maybe, just maybe to make it more like that dangerous kindom of God of 

which Jesus spoke. From his words to our day, we have a lineage, and 

whatever the harm we may have felt in some other tradition, true spiritual 

openness would require that we not neglect – indeed, we should actively 

pursue – the teachings of Jesus as we can best understand them. We should 

hope to pursue his radical vision of justice, of welcoming the stranger, of 

seeing every single person as equal before God. Our modern theology may 

have broadened, but it still is a radical to justice and to communion with 

other people, responding to that vision Jesus cast so many years ago. May 
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we be worthy inheritors of that call. Amen, ashe, blessed be.  
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