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As a religious community, we tend to know more about the history and values of the Unitarians, the first “U” in Unitarian Universalism than the second “U,” our Universalist ancestors. Universalism has many interesting dimensions.  Early in the nineteenth century, Universalism stressed the salvation of everyone.  John Murray even suggested that at the end of time all of creation, human and animal, would be saved.  
Universalism challenged the Calvinist notion that only some human beings would be saved. For Calvinists, once God made a decision on an individual’s salvation that was it.  Humans could do nothing to change that divine decision.  Many individuals, perhaps most of humanity, was condemned to an eternity of punishment in hell. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the stress on predestination and salvation for a select few was a pervasive religious belief.  The idea of universal salvation, that at the end of time, everyone would be saved, was a challenge to the way that most Christians thought about salvation and damnation for millennia. Yet for the entire history of Christianity beginning with Patristic teachers like Origen and Gregory of Nyssa, and scattered theologians up to the present century, a few Christians have explored universalism and its implications. The Universalists, firmly rooted in their Christian identity, challenged the way that traditional Christians read the bible and its teachings on love, compassion and salvation,
Many Christians did not believe in morality without the existence of hell.  Hell was the stick and heaven the carrot.  Without fear of eternal punishment for wrongdoing or sin, society would be in a state of moral chaos.  Morality and society itself depended upon the notion of hell and punishment. And there is an interesting link between the ways that we think about heaven and hell, punishment and compassion, that spills over into the social policies that we embrace as a society. Retribution rather than mercy and compassion motivates many of our these policies.   For example, contemporary America tends to favor punishment rather than the rehabilitation of prisoners.  More than half of the American population is in favor of capital punishment. Polls by the Gallop organization have shown that Protestants who attend church regularly tend to support the death penalty by about 65 to 70 percent while only twenty-six percent of those who almost never attend church support it.  The theology you believe, the theology our religious communities teach, has significant implications in the real world. Forrest Church articulates the key values of Universalism when he writes “ love is immortal…every act of love we perform in this life extends like a catena of pearls. It’s carried on into one life and then passed on into another... The work of religion is to make sure that the love we spread carries further than the division and hate. Conversely, the danger religion poses is that we may end up defining ourselves against others rather than uniting with and for others, leaving a very different legacy. “[footnoteRef:1] [1:   Forrest Church, Cathedral of the World: A Universalist Theology (Boston: Beacon Press, 2010) p. 176.

] 

But back to our story.  Some nineteenth century Universalists believed in a period of punishment after death but in the end everyone would be saved. They were known as “Restorationists.” Other Universalists, known as ultra-Universalists, rejected the notion of punishment after death completely. Regardless, Universalists agreed that in the end everyone, perhaps all created life, was destined for salvation and renewal.
In contrast to orthodox Christianity, the primary concern of Universalists was not whether someone was going to heaven or not.  One of the outcomes of the rejection of a focus on salvation and the afterlife was a commitment to creating a better life, a better community and a more just society in this very life.  Later Universalists like Clarence Skinner emphasized the centrality of social reform, or what we today would term social justice work, to Universalist Christianity. This work was not just an activity that universalists did: it was the heart and deepest expression of Universalist spirituality.
Starting in the nineteenth century, Universalists focused on social reform.  They looked at a number of social ills in American society and sought to remedy them by working toward equality for women, prison reform, the abolition of slavery, ending capital punishment, providing a quality education for everyone, and addressing issues of poverty.  Universalists also focused on pacifism. Universalist minister Adin Ballou wrote an important book entitled Christian Non-Resistance that was published in 1846. Ballou’s book went on to influence Leo Tolstoy, Gandhi, and later Martin Luther King, Jr., inspiring the development of important social change movements whose central feature was the practice of non-violent resistance.
Since Universalists stressed the inherent good in all human beings, they saw lots of contradictions in contemporary society.  The presence of slavery was one of the most unequal conditions imaginable and the most contrary to the Universalist stress on human goodness. .
As a denomination that originally developed on the margins of proper society, in the rural areas and where money was scarce and education nearly non-existent, Universalists were also aware of economic differences in society and the impact of these differences on the lives of human beings.  During the 19th and 20th centuries class differences between Universalists and Unitarians often kept them apart, even as their theologies grew closer and closer. 
What kind of a world do we live in when we look at it through the Universalist imaginary?  Universal love and compassion are overarching values.  We do not set up an ‘us versus them’ opposition.  The universal ‘we’ embraces everyone, including all created things.  Such a worldview not only values the inherent worth and dignity of every person, but also acknowledges the world beyond the human. Every living being, every creature is worthy of salvation. Our lived environment too is deemed worthy of our attention and deserving of care and renewal.  How do we treat our fellow humans when we embrace everyone with a Universalist ethic of love and compassion?  How do we treat those who harm us, either unintentionally or intentionally?  How do we treat non-human animals after we acknowledge their importance?  How do we care for our natural environment when we view that environment through the Universalist lens?
Many Universalists, particularly Universalist women, championed the rights of women, focusing on equality in education and access to the professions, along with the movement for women’s suffrage.  Universalist women who directly experienced discrimination were those who were most actively involved in many educational, social reform and political activities supportive of gender equality.
Pioneering women such as Universalist ministers Olympia Brown and Augusta Chapin demonstrated the capability of women to serve as ministers. Olympia Brown was ordained in 1863.  The Universalists were in the avant-garde of American Protestantism in ordaining women. Most mainstream Protestant denominations did not allow women to serve as clergy until the middle or late twentieth century. 
Because of Universalism’s status as a minority religion, Universalism was never an established church supported by taxpayer dollars. Like the 18th and 19th century Baptists, the Universalists saw the difficulties caused by a close link between church and state.  Universalism supported a pluralist view of religion, and religious pluralism does not function well where one religion is favored by the state.  In addition, the egalitarian leanings of the Universalists argued for treating all religions equally. Today we can see that influence in Unitarian Universalist arguments for a strong wall of separation between religion and state.
Universalists emphasize love, goodness and compassion.  In a world where religion of various sorts is often used to deny individuals their civil rights and freedoms or to express anger and even rage, our Universalist heritage articulates an alternative vision of what religion is, of what it means to be religious, and how as a religious community we can embrace an increasingly diverse and pluralistic nation and world.
  	This heritage also allows us to have a vision of how to make the world that we encounter on a day to day basis, a bit better, more fair and just, and to offer everyone regardless of class, race, or position in life, dignity and fulfillment. With this heritage we articulate the principles that guide our social justice actions.  
Today we express pride at our church community’s work in the area of social justice while at the same time searching for meaningful guides to live spiritually, to marry our rational thought with our passionately held values, expressed in our desire for a fairer and more just world.  And this is as it should be.  But we also need to acknowledge our history, a history that is not only preserved in the wonderful architecture of our historical church building but also in the values and passions that our Universalist ancestors handed down to us.  We should acknowledge the vision of a different way to respond to the message that the Universalist Church of America offered and the way in which this message ultimately led to the Unitarian Universalist church that we have today, where we acknowledge many religious traditions.  As the Universalists in early centuries condemned no one to hell, we condemn no one. We acknowledge the difficulties and tragedies of this life, as well as the opportunities and challenges. We are called into a community of love and compassion with all who seek, with all who yearn for justice, and with all who are looking for a place of compassion, love and acceptance. 
 	For 19th and early 20th century Universalists the truth of divinity and compassion was not the possession of any one religious group.  Universalists were very active in the 1893 Parliament of Religions that was held in Chicago and that was one of the first times that non-Western religions like Hinduism and Buddhism were presented to the American public on a large scale. In our UU churches today, we draw upon a number of religious traditions in our search for truth and meaning.  This also is an effect of the Universalists openness to the search for meaning broadly. We look respectfully at all expressions of religious and non-religious systems of meaning and truth.  Humanism, science and philosophy are some examples.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In the end, Universalism offers us a general framework to shape a generous and compassionate spirituality, a spirituality that supports our work to transform the world and guides us in our approach to the divine.  In the words of Forrest Church that we read a few minutes ago, our imperative is love.  We can search the sacred scriptures of many traditions and find love and compassion as well as less wholesome values.  But if we look to the values that mean the most to us, the values that express the highest aspirations in our spiritual and religious quest, we will find mercy, forgiveness and love. And these are the values that we base our spirituality upon.  And if we look deeply we will find that mercy and forgiveness are the foundations of a truly spiritual life.  We should also be mindful of Forrest Church’s admonition that: “It is no wonder that hell is the watchword for religious terror. By tempting the fallen angels of our nature, the very idea of it undermines the principles of mercy and forgiveness….”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:   Forrest Church, Cathedral of the World: A Universalist Theology (Boston: Beacon Press, 2010) p. 141.

] 

So this morning I challenge you to embrace the values of Universalism, to see that all of us, that all of creation, can be encompassed in love and compassion, that every person and all of creation, however damaged or flawed, will ultimately be restored.  As Forrest Church indicates, there is a cost.  That cost is letting go of self-righteousness, bitterness and pride.   But my challenge to you is to reach out not only to fellow members of this church but the community at large and embrace it with the big compassionate heart of Universalism. 
 May it be so!
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