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In many Christian churches, today is known as “Reformation Sunday.” 

 I love the Reformation (a lot)—even took an entire class on it in college. 

A young German monk, Martin Luther, is credited with  

starting the Reformation by publically posting his  

95 Thesis—or questions for dispute—on the church door 

 in Wittenberg, Germany on October 31, 1517.  

He had been reading his Bible,  

thinking about what he read,  

and he had some questions for the hierarchy of  

the Roman Catholic Church about what  

they were teaching and doing in the name of God. 

Eventually, Luther would be hauled in front of  

the Holy Roman Emperor himself.  

Asked to recant his critical statements against the Roman Catholic Church,   

he says: 

“Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Holy Scriptures  

or by evident reason—for I can believe neither pope nor councils alone,  

 as it is clear that they have erred repeatedly and contradicted  

  themselves— 

I consider myself convicted by the testimony of Holy Scripture,  

which is my basis;  

my conscience is captive to the Word of God.  

Thus I cannot and will not recant,  
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because acting against one's conscience is neither safe nor sound.  

 God help me. Amen.” 

 

Talk about the courage of your convictions! 

 Luther takes a stand against a massive institution of power and says,  

No, I don’t agree. 

I don’t agree that popes and church councils are  

the final authority  

to tell me what I have to believe or how I must live. 

No! 

I believe that I am responsible  

to use my reason and to read the Scriptures to decide what is true.  

For these words of resistance, Luther would become a wanted man. 

  

After Luther’s death, John Calvin became  

the preeminent theologian of the Reformation.  

For good reasons, Calvin often gets a bad rap within  

Unitarian Universalist circles.  

Calvinism was after all the religious world view that  

our early Unitarian and Universalist ancestors rebelled against.   

But what I admire about Calvin is that he sought to live out  

the courage of his convictions in real and often very practical ways.  

As minister in Geneva, he wanted to transform the city  

in a way that religious convictions mattered  

in how everyday lives were lived.  
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Well…to be more specific, he wanted to structure Geneva according to  

 his religious convictions. 

Calvin wasn’t exactly a man of tolerance— 

 four hundred and sixty years ago on this day,  

October 27, 1553,  

Calvin and the Council of Geneva executed a man for heresy. 

 

That man was Michael Servetus. 

 He had known Calvin for years.  

They corresponded and debated theology by mail.  

Yet, they disagreed fiercely on the doctrine of the trinity. 

 

The trinity—as many of you may know—is a Christian doctrine that  

God was one nature in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

At least, this is the traditional formula that was worked out by  

one of those church councils that Luther discounted. 

(Unitarian, by the way, is the idea that God is one and Jesus was not divine in the 

sense determined by the council-approved doctrine of the trinity.) 

 

Well, Servetus tooka a cue from Luther and went back to the Bible  

to figure out what he believed about the Trinity…. 

rather than just take the word of a council or a church leader.   

Then, in good Reformation fashion,  

Servetus took advantage of that new invention the printing press and  

 published a book entitled, On the Errors of the Trinity.  

The book promptly landed him in hot water with the Catholic establishment! 
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 Servetus would go into hiding under a false name for two decades. 

 

That is, he hid until Calvin had a hand in ratting him out. 

 Remember those letters Servetus and Calvin exchanged? 

  Well, they proved to be an important link in leading the Catholics 

to identify Servetus under his assumed name. 

 He was captured and certainly headed to death as a heretic 

  when he was able to escape. 

 

What comes next is a mystery that makes  

even Reformation scholars shake their head in confusion. 

 

On the run for his life, Servetus stops for the night in Geneva. 

Then attends church the next morning. 

 There are theories why Servetus would publically out himself beneath  

  the pulpit of a powerful man who openly disagreed with him— 

   And yes, sheer stupidity and ego is one option. 

Predictably, Servetus is arrested and put on trial for his heretical beliefs. 

 

A more charitable reason why Servetus may have stopped in Geneva 

 Is that he believed he was right and he hoped that he might yet 

  convince the great reformer Calvin. 

But Calvin, like most reformers and Christians of his day and ours, 

 did not want to question the doctrine of the trinity. 

 

For his critique of the trinity, Michael Servetus  
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is claimed by many Unitarians and Unitarian Universalists  

as one of ours—a martyr for our faith, 

 a man who died for his convictions. 

 

In the U.S. today, it is exceedingly rare to fear for our lives  

because of our religious beliefs, 

  Yet, as our opening reading reminds us, 

   5 years ago a man opened fire upon one of our  

    congregations because he felt “liberals” should die— 

liberals he linked to the Democrats  

whom he felt were ruining the country.  

 

Is this what “liberal religion” means?  

Does liberal religion equal a religion for Democrats?  

I know this is not the case here—that our congregation is a  

mix of Republicans, Democrats, Independents,  

Libertarians, and, I’d guess some Socialists as well.  

 

So what does it mean to have a “liberal” religion? 

  

The Latin root of the word liberal means “free”. 

In this sense, a liberal religion is a “free religion”— 

 We don’t have to agree with the popes or the councils, 

   With John Calvin or Michael Servetus. 

Nor do you have to agree with each other, 

 with Nathan, or with me. 
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This freedom is why I love the Reformation. 

By taking his stand, Luther inadvertently opened a path  

not only for his own conscience  

but also for all those who might disagree with him. 

Suddenly, there was an explosion of different points of view…. 

not just Protestant and Catholic, but Lutheran and Calvinist,  

 Presbyterians and Anglicans; Unitarians and Universalists; 

   religious humanists and atheists. 

 

But how well do people handle this kind of freedom?  

How well do people manage disagreements  

and different points of view?  

 

In the case of Calvin and Servetus,  

the differences between them cost Servetus his life. 

However, the story of Servetus doesn’t stop there. 

Nearly immediately after Servetus was killed in Geneva, 

  An outcry emerged denouncing Calvin’s intolerance. 

In fact, a fierce and lasting public debate about religious toleration began. 

 

Toleration in the face of religious difference was a bold idea. 

 Most of Servetus’ defenders actually did not agree with him 

  about the trinity. 

But they fiercely defended his right to live 

by his own conscience of what he believed to be true. 
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These values of toleration and the freedom to believe  

according to one’s conscience are hallmarks of a liberal faith. 

 

According to Unitarian Universalist theologian Paul Rasor,  

the basis of liberal theology is the premise that  

we need to be able to make religious meaning  

that fits with our modern world. 

In other words, our religion should make sense to our everyday life.  

 We shouldn’t need to check our life experiences, 

  cultural awareness, technical knowledge, 

   and so on at the door of the church. 

Rather, our liberal faith calls us to wrestle with the hard  

 questions of how does our faith matter in this world,  

  in the here and now of our living? 

 

To have a liberal faith is to be open to ongoing questions   

  About what matters in life, 

  Of what makes life meaningful, 

   Of how we should live. 

The freedom in our liberal faith is a charge  

 To examine one’s conscience, to know what you believe, 

  To know where you stand. 

 

This kind of faith takes bravery and a lot of risk. 

 

In our reading, Sara Robinson passionately  
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defends her liberal Unitarian Universalist faith.   

and challenges the idea that being open-minded—or tolerant— 

 means we are mushy or feckless. 

Do you know your history she asks?!?!? 

  Our liberal faith has inspired reformers and revolutionaries. 

 Our liberal faith has given people  

the courage to risk life and imprisonment.  

Our liberal faith, she insists, has not been bothered by a lack of conviction! 

 

Indeed, in a sermon Reverend James Reeb gave several years  

before his murder in Selma in 1965, he asked,  

“Is there nothing worth risking one’s life for?  

Are there no dreams or goals so important that  

we risk our own destruction to gain them?” 

 

Our liberal religion is not free from convictions. 

 Rather, as Sara Robinson reminds us,  

when we sign up to be a Unitarian Universalist  

we are becoming a part of a religious movement  

with a strong legacy of religious conviction in action. 

 

Now, Stephanie, I hear you saying,  

Servetus, James Reeb, all those other people,  

they were exceptional…they were brave…but me?  

What I am supposed to do?  

Exactly!  
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What are you going to do? What do you already do? And Why? 

Remember, what makes a liberal faith different is  

that it challenges you to wrestle with these questions 

 in the here and now and  

in the everyday choices 

  that shape your life. 

How do your convictions shape the number of hours a week 

 that you spend working, as a volunteer, with family, 

 or restoring yourself? 

How do your convictions shape how you are spending or saving your money? 

 Where you do or don’t place your investments? 

 

What are your convictions?  

 In our Coming of Age program we ask our youth to articulate 

  what they believe? 

 What would your credo look like? 

  How does that credo shape how you’re living? Or does it? 

 

Living out your convictions could mean a lot of things: 

It might mean risking arrest at a protest against  

global warming or economic inequality. 

Or, it may mean risking the loss of a promotion  

by working fewer hours to be with your family. 

Or, it may mean speaking up when your friend  

makes a racist or homophobic comment. 
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There is no one right way to live out your convictions. 

 Rather, as we say in our covenant each week,  

we are called to risk the uncertain and  

ongoing process of   

    seeking truth in love. 

We do not all agree, nor do we have to. 

 But in the face of our differences,  

  We are called to respond with love— 

   With a toleration and respect for the autonomy of  

each person to wrestle with their own conscience. 

 

And yet, we are NOT alone in this search for truth. 

We stand within the legacy of the words and deeds of  

those who have gone before us. 

We can also draw insight and en-courage-ment from 

all those around you in these pews. 

  

We live out our convictions in many diverse ways that can  

 serve as example and insight to each other. 

Maybe it is a conviction that nature is sacred 

 That leads a person to donate flowers or 

  To remind someone to compost that coffee cup. 

Maybe it is a conviction that this church is vital to our own 

 and other’s spiritual lives  

  That leads a person to give financially as much as they are able 

   Or to raise a question about long-term fiscal stability. 
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Maybe it is a conviction to do what we can to fight social injustice 

 That leads a person to share food with those who are hungry 

Or to ask questions about changing the  

very structure of our social systems. 

 

As a congregation,  

 We are free to examine our consciences 

  And to name our own convictions 

   of what is sacred,  

    and of what we should do 

     with the gift of our life. 

Although we may not be called upon  

to risk dying for our faith as Servetus once was, 

 we are all called upon to risk living for our convictions. 

May we learn to not only name our own convictions, 

 But to also embrace the bold vision of toleration  

  For living nonviolently 

in a world with all kinds of differences. 

 

Of Madmen and Martyrs 

by Sara Robinson (UU and social futurist) 

This reading is an excerpt from a blog written shortly after a gunman opened fire in the 

Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church on July 27, 2008 killing two and injuring six 

others. According to an affadivit, the gunman, David Adkisson,“targeted the church because of 

its liberal teachings and his belief that all liberals should be killed because they were ruining 

the country.”  

 

We are an odd group, we Unitarians. 
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Conventional wisdom says that we’re soft in all the places our society values toughness. 

Our refusal to adhere to any dogma must mean that we’re soft in our convictions. Our 

reflexive open-mindedness is often derided as evidence that we’re soft in the head. Our 

persistent and gentle insistence on liberal values is evidence of hearts too soft to set 

boundaries. And all of this together leads to a public image of a mushy gathering of feckless 

intellectuals that somehow lacks cohesion, backbone, focus, or purpose. 

 

You can only believe this if you don’t know either the history or the modern reality of 

Unitarian Universalism. The faith’s early founders, Michael Servetus and Francis David, 

were executed for the radical notion that belief in the Trinity — which excluded Muslims 

and Jews — should not be a requirement for participation in 16th century public life. Four 

hundred years later, in the same part of the world, other Unitarians died in concentration 

camps for having the courage of their humanist convictions.  

 

And then there are the thousands of us who lived to fight another day — surviving not 

because we were weak and indecisive, but because we were unshakable in our convictions 

and unwilling to back down out of sheer cussedness. That Unitarian-bred belief in the 

nobility of the human was the spiritual foundation on which a plurality of America’s 

founders found sure footing as their convictions crystallized into revolution against 

tyranny. It fueled the passionate oratory of Daniel Webster, the wisdom of Ben Franklin, 

and the incisively clear writings of Tom Paine. It sent Paul Revere out into the cold of an 

April evening, and set Thomas Jefferson to the task of writing a Declaration. It recklessly 

bet the church’s entire existence — and the lives of its leaders, who willingly and 

knowingly committed a capital act of treason — in order to publish the Pentagon Papers. 

 

These are not fearful people. Nor do any of them seem to be bedeviled by a lack of 

conviction. “Mushy” or “feckless” are about the last words I’d use to describe any of them. 

When you sign up to become a UU, this is the legacy you take on, and from then on attempt 

to live up to. It’s not God’s job to make the world a better place. It’s yours. This has never 

been work for the faint of heart, mind, or spirit — and in this era of conservatism gone 

crazy, it still isn’t. 


