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It’s good to have a story to tell about where we come from, who we are and what 

principles ground us and inspire the ways we want to walk and live in this world.  That’s what 

we’re going to try to do today: tell a story about Unitarian Universalism—its main plot line, 

themes and issues.  (It will be idiosyncratic and incomplete; errors and omissions are mine.)

 Let’s start with a survey of where we are.  There are currently less than a million adults 

who identify as UUs, with over a thousand congregation and scores of small fellowships world-

wide.  The largest number of self-identified UUs—about 600,000—live in States; with about 

100,000 in Romania and Hungary.  Though our official adult membership is about 4000, 

according to the 2001 census, nearly 18,000 adults in Canada said they are Unitarian 

Universalists. (go figure!)  There are about 10,000 UUs in the Khasi Hills region in Eastern India

just north of Bangladesh.  8000 in the UK; 2000 in the Philippines; and additional 5000 or so 

located around the globe from the Netherlands to Hong Kong, Australia and New Zealand to 

Spain and Finland, Brazil and Costa Rica to Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa.

UUs come from all walks of life: from business executives to social workers, politicians 

to poets, farm workers to bus drivers; old, middling and young. 

In terms of numbers, looking around the world, we’re a relatively insignificant assembly 

as a religion.  That said, each life is unique, unrepeatable.  “Look in my face,” said the poet Walt 

Whitman.  “I am large, I contain multitudes…Who wishes to walk with me?”  For those who 

have found their way into our faith, what they find can be life-changing, soul-deepening, and 

justice-making.  
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Says John Mbugua, who directs UU congregations in central Kenya:

“I had never heard of Unitarian Universalism, but when I learned that it was a faith where 

everybody was equal in the eyes of God, I was blown away.  It broke my heart.  Even Hindus, 

Buddhists, traditional faiths(!).  All are equal,,, This message really resonates with people. 

Jane Okenyuri, who runs an orphanage with the UU Mariba Women’s Group, said she 

joined with the UUs: 

“because I felt it was a church with freedom, a church that wasn’t always pounding people.  And

we found that Unitarians defend women very much.  We have a problem in Kenya and we are 

determined to change the system…Unitarianism teaches our husbands that we are equal.  Those 

other churches tell us we must obey.” 

Ben Macharia, a UU leader in western Kenya, thinks UU is an unstoppable force: 

“There’s been a silent rebellion against Christianity here.  People have yearned quietly for a 

liberal religion, an open-minded religion.  Now there is a choice…That is the conversation.  You

can feel it.  That is the driving force.” 

When we hear voices like this, we know the numbers don’t matter.

Here’s what matters: Kenyan UUs today affirm principles and values that have been 

constants in our religious tradition from the 16th century right down to the present: freedom, 

reason, tolerance and compassion that leads us to justice. (pluralism and nature)  

The foundation of our religious tradition and its enduring principles were established in 

the mid decades of the 16th century in Europe during the era we call the Protestant Reformation. 

Remember its basic message: confident faith in a loving God who frees the captive from bondage

and the primacy of the Bible and its authority alone as a guide to belief and ethical life.  No 

matter what we may think about the Bible today and of people “back then,” the Unitarian 

historian Charles Howe is absolutely right when observed: “it must be remembered that…

Unitarianism [and] Universalism until relatively recent times were essentially Bible-based 
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religions.”  And that “the independent study of the Bible must be regarded as the most 

fundamental of all the influences that combined in shaping the Unitarian movement.” 

In the hands of 16th century reformers, the authority of the Bible effected a revolution.  

Just as close observation of the heavens led Galileo and others to scrap two thousand years of 

traditional astronomy, independent study of the Bible led to the wholesale rejection of nearly 

fifteen hundred years of Christian theology and dogma: Purgatory?  Intercession of the saints?  

Vicarious atonement?  Transubstantiation?  Celibacy of the clergy?  Immaculate conception of 

Mary?  The Papacy and its primacy?  None of it was in the Bible; all of it was rejected by the 

Protestant reformers clergy and lay alike.

Ah, but then something crucial for our story began and continues to this day. Beginning 

with the Spaniard Michael Servetus in 1531, scholars and lay folk pointed out there was no 

doctrine of the Trinity in the Bible, nothing about infant baptism, nothing about unbelievers 

condemned to eternal damnation in the fires of hell.  And if you truly believed the Bible when it 

says: “Come and let us reason together,” “Judge for yourselves,”  “let everyone be convinced 

in their own mind…for we are called to freedom and through love to serve one another”—if the 

Bible is telling you that, and you really believe it, then any attempt by authorities religious or 

civil to compel belief and practice or to stifle knowledge arrived at by reason is illegitimate.  As 

Roger Williams, the religious dissenter put it in 1670: “Forced worship stinks in God’s nostrils.” 

If you want a person to be unknown and forgotten; if you want their writings to be unread

—don’t burn them at the stake; don’t ban their books.  In 1539, Katarina Weiglowa, was 

condemned in Krakow, Poland, at the age of 80 (!) to burn because of her anti-trinitarian beliefs 

and common-sense reasoning: “I can read and know the scriptures,” she said.  “I have eyes and
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know how children are made…God could not be a man and could not beget… He never had a 

wife or a son…We are all his sons and daughters called to walk in an appointed way.”  

The persecution and execution of Servetus led an underground group of scholars and 

layfolk in Venice, Italy, in their own independent study of the Bible and of Servetus’ writings.  

As a result, in 1550, their council concluded: “Jesus is not God but man, born of Mary and 

Joseph.  [And] we are saved by the love of God, not the blood or death of Christ.”  A member of

this group, a humble illiterate artisan, stated “our life is...to help everyone.  We need to love one 

another and never do to others things we would not wish done to ourselves.”  In 1553, the 

Unitarians in Venice were betrayed to the Inquisition; they were killed, jailed and the survivors 

fled into exile.

That’s basically it; the essential blueprint for the principles and practice of Unitarian 

Universalism had been sketched in by the early 1550s.  Dedicated, critical and rational reading of

Scripture led our ancestors to an innovative, heretical understandings of theology and a 

meaningful, moral life based on the precepts of the Sermon on the Mount.  (This practice and 

way of life persisted from the 16th century right down almost to the present day; in fact, it’s still 

alive among many UUs world-wide.)

From Geneva and Venice, early Unitarians fled to places of relative safety in Poland and 

Romania.  In Poland, they founded the city of Rakow where, from 1570 to about 1640, they built

churches, schools and a printing press.  Hundreds of pamphlets and books were printed: 

explorations in belief and theology, critical Bible scholarship, manuals in ritual, liturgy and 

ethics.  These works—notorious and renowned—made their way across Europe, especially 

finding a home and influence in the Netherlands, England and, eventually, British colonies in 

North America.  By 1600, there were over 125 Unitarian congregations in Poland and Lithuania.
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In the Transylvanian region of what’s now Romania, the court preacher to the King, 

Francis David, was converted to Unitarianism, in turn he convinced the King of its soundness, 

which led in 1568, to a decree of religious tolerance throughout the realm.  By the 1590s, there 

were more than 400 Unitarian congregations in Transylvania.  

The success of the Unitarians in Poland and Transylvania led to extraordinary pushback 

and vicious persecution.  Influenced by Jesuit propaganda and court intrigue, the Polish crown 

banned the Unitarians in 1660, decreeing death if they did not convert or flee the country.  In 

Transylvania, Francis David died in prison; the Roman Catholic prince forbade any further 

doctrinal innovations, closed Unitarian seminaries and seized church assets.  One historian called

what followed, from 1600-1800, a period of “uninterrupted persecution of Transylvanian 

Unitarians.”

“Reasonable doubt is the beginning and the cause for the search for wisdom,” wrote the 

Andrew Wizowaty the exiled leader of the Polish Unitarians in the 1660s.  “Let every person 

enjoy the freedom of their own judgment in religion.  Let us also exhibit our own views of divine 

things, without injuring or slandering others,” said Faustus Socinus—whose influential works 

spread throughout Europe in the 16 and 1700s.

Reasonable doubt, the search for wisdom, freedom of thought and expression, the sincere,

aching desire to live the truths discovered by independent, rational study of the Bible—these 

hallmarks of continental European Unitarianism were taken up by a small but increasing number 

of clergy and lay people in the British Isles beginning in the late 1600s.  

Though hundreds faced persecution and prison, though scores were put to death for their 

beliefs, though facing religious orthodoxy, the combined might of Crown and the Anglican 

establishment, systemic censorship and surveillance, exclusion from universities, professions and
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government, Britain Unitarian dissent spread throughout Britain.  They set up their own 

academies for secondary and higher education whose quality put Oxford and Cambridge to 

shame.  In the decades of the 1770s through the 90s, Theophilus Lindsey, Richard Price, Joseph 

Priestley and scores of Unitarian ministers founded independent congregations and penned 

pathbreaking works of theology, history and political economy that were widely read in the UK 

and British North America.  Writers like Anna Barbauld, Mary Wollstonecraft, William Hazlitt, 

Elizabeth Gaskell, Charles Dickens and others popularized and made compelling Unitarian 

beliefs and sensibilities on issues ranging from the abolition of slavery and child labour, to 

political equality and liberty, and the rights of women.  

As well, because they agreed with Theophilus Lindsey’s belief that “no discovery of 

error, no fair representation of facts can hurt true religion; and we ought, rather, to be more 

excited to search and inquire,” Unitarians embraced the 19th century scientific breakthroughs of 

Cuvier and Lyell in geology, Darwin in biology, and von Humboldt’s vision of the 

interdependence of earth systems.  In the States, Maria Mitchell’s discoveries in astronomy 

expanded our picture of the immensity and beauty of the cosmos; while saying this as well: 

“Small as is our whole system compared with the infinitude of creation… [the fact is] we are 

tethered to all by the beautiful dependencies of law, that not only the sparrow’s fall to the 

uttermost bound…but vibrations set in motion by the words we speak reach through all space 

and their tremor is felt through all time.”  (Now that’s a Unitarian statement you can cut out and

put on your refrigerator—it’s one of the most profound I’ve ever read.)

One more thing about Unitarians in Britain: once the prohibition against them serving in 

government ended, Unitarians worked to put their vision of a more just and rational society into 

practice.  Just one example:  In 1873, when elected mayor of Birmingham, the 39 year old 
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Joseph Chamberlain and his administration created a universal public education system, public 

libraries, museums, swimming pools and social housing; they took over private water, gas and 

lighting companies and turned them into efficient public utilities. The effect was immediate: 

literacy boomed, death rates plummeted, and Birmingham became known the best run city in the 

world.  By 1900, there were some 360 congregations in the UK, attendance was high, and 

Unitarians faced the 20th century with hope and optimism; and then came WWI.

 And North America—the States and Canada (and beyond)?  When looking at the sweep 

of our story on this side of the Atlantic, three principal facts and movements stand out which 

have impacted UUism around the world: 

First, though small in numbers, Unitarians and Universalists basically brought to an end 

the cultural and psychic stranglehold of doomsday Calvinism that had gripped North America for

two hundred years.  “We cannot bow before a being, however great and powerful, who governs 

tyrannically,” said William Ellery Channing in 1819.  “We object to systems of religion that 

teach that God brings us into existence wholly depraved [and that] consists in disparaging good 

works and human virtue. We believe that all virtue has its foundation in our moral nature.  This 

faculty is the ground of responsibility and the highest distinction [of our humanity].”  By the mid

1800s, with the exception of a handful of “hard-shell” Protestant denominations, any other view 

in North American religion had become essentially unthinkable.  

And this is exactly what led to the founding of the UU movement in the Khasi region of 

eastern India, the UU Church of the Philippines centered on the island of Negros, and what fuels 

its growth in Eastern Africa.  Jane Okenyuri and Ben Macharia put it succinctly: “[ours]is a 

church of freedom; a church that isn’t always pounding people.”  “There’s been a silent 
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rebellion against Christianity here.  People have yearned quietly for a liberal religion, an open-

minded religion. Now there is a choice; you can feel it.” 

  Next is the rise to prominence of women.  “We would have every arbitrary barrier 

thrown down,” wrote Margaret Fuller in 1844.  “We would have every path laid open to women 

as freely as to men. Were this done…the divine energy would pervade nature to a degree 

unknown in the history of former ages…and a ravishing harmony of the spheres would ensue.” 

Maria Cook had already begun to publicly preach the Universalist cause in upstate New York in 

the 1810s; in 1863, Olympia Brown became one of the first women ordained to ministry 

anywhere; Elizabeth Cady Stanton convoked women to Seneca Falls in 1848 where they 

launched the women’s suffrage movement—work that was carried forward into Canada by 

Emily Howard Stowe and Margaret Benedictsson. 

A score of women ministers brought Unitarianism to the Midwest beginning in 1880 

where male ministers didn’t want to serve; and in so doing, these women began to change the 

feel and look of our religion toward one more focused on bringing family matters and effective 

pastoral care into the heart of ministry and our congregations.  And crucially, it was UU women 

who, in 1977, began and led the process that arrived at the adoption of our Seven Principles and 

Six Sources in 1984 and 1995.  The importance of our being able to express a set of core beliefs, 

while also drawing from and being inspired by multiple sources of equal value to keep our 

religious tradition supple and alive, has been crucial for the creation of a shared UU identity 

around the world.

 One more important development in our faith in North America is “religious naturalism”

which began with New England Unitarians like Emerson and Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, George 

Ripley and others.  I spoke about religious naturalism at length last spring; let me just say the 

8



following:  Though we can’t say this of all UUs, we’ve moved away from the centrality of the 

Bible as the principal source and mythos of our religion; in this, we differ profoundly from our 

ancestors.

Instead, we’ve turned to that “transcending mystery and wonder” within and beyond us.  

To stand before and within Nature, its full cosmic sweep and intimate detail, gives rise to inward 

awe, reverence, humility and creative arts and ritual.  It calls us to extend our moral capacities 

and ethical commitments from human relations to all our relations—alive and interrelated within 

the great web of Nature, the web of Being.  This insight is highly important to our faith today.  It 

stands at the beginning and end of our seven principles where we affirm and promote the worth 

and dignity of every person and the web of all existence.  Rachel Carson said there is “something

infinitely healing when we encounter the splendor and beauty of life and the repeated refrains of 

nature.”  And to that I say amen.

 Unitarian Universalism today thrums to the polyrhthmy and polyphony of our history 

and values, to the voices and swing of women, children and men stretching back 500 years and 

it’s now thrown wide open across the globe.

Freedom, reason, and tolerance; compassion that leads us to justice; the affirmation of 

our innate moral nature; the equality of women and men; reverence before the splendor of 

Nature—some of these values have been true of us for five hundred years, others more recent; 

together, they will, I believe, accompany and enrich us for some time to come. 

In closing, here’s the Mission Statement of the UU Church of Philippines.  Listen, and we

can hear our history and way of life vibrantly alive:

We believe in God, and a just, helpful and caring community.  We affirm and promote the 
welfare of the environment and support just economic, social and spiritual connections that will 
lead to build an open mind for a holistic life.  We affirm and uphold an equal and peaceful 
relationship to every person and to every religion because we are here as one big family. 
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