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Yesterday I spent part of Halloween with 13 of you in Walden woods, remembering how 

freaky scary the dark forest was in New England this time of year 325 years ago.  Nearly 

300 years ago, when this congregation was established, the average New England 

churchgoer heard 15,000 sermons in their lifetime, and most included references to hell 

fire and admonitions about the devil.  Stacy Schiff, in her new book The Witches, Salem 

1692, writes: “On intimate terms with the supernatural,” ministers were constantly 

warning the devil was “watching, wishing, snatching, to devour us.”  This congregation 

began in 1717 in repudiation of hell and damnation.  Yet, like most of their neighbors, as 

Schiff says, “they thought, breathed, dreamed, disciplined, bartered, and hallucinated in 

biblical texts and imagery.”  For those of you who hate Biblically based sermons, I 

apologize; this is the one biblically based sermon I allow myself each year.  For most of 

our UU history, a belief in universal salvation was what set Unitarians and Universalists 

apart from Calvinist Christianity, so I thought we could explore that this morning.  

Salvation is mentioned only 15 times in the Christian Bible, beginning in Exodus 

immediately after God parts the Red Sea to enable the Jews’ escape from Egypt, followed 

by the water returning to destroy Pharaoh’s army. 

 

We’re told the Israelites sing: “God is our strength and our might, and he has become our 

salvation!”  This is the first Biblical claim of having God on your side!  The concept of 

salvation doesn’t show up again anywhere in the Torah, but it is in the Psalms and the 

prophets: Psalm 27 “God is my light and salvation; whom shall I fear?” and Psalm 51: 

“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me.  Do not cast 

me away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me.  Restore to me 

the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit.”  Those of you who sang in 

the choir under the direction of John Ross will recognize one of his favorite hymns in that 

psalm.  Here salvation is portrayed as a covenantal relationship with God, which involves 

being in right relationship to divine mystery.  Yet what our children learn about heaven 

and hell usually says more about what their classmates have been told than UU theology.  

As we saw this morning, our kids have ideas about hell, purgatory, and heaven that are 

neither biblically derived nor from UU theology. 

 

The only major Hebrew prophet who talked about salvation, before Jesus that is, was the 

prophet Isaiah: “Surely God is my salvation; I will trust, and I will not be afraid, for God 

is my strength and my might; he has become my salvation.”  And also: “How beautiful 

upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces peace, who brings good 

news, who announces salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns.’”  He echoes 

Exodus and the Psalms, because for Isaiah salvation is about our relationship to the 

divine mystery he calls God.  The only other references to salvation in the Old Testament 

are Lamentations, where it suggests that if you find yourself in great distress, fear not, but 

wait quietly for the salvation of the LORD.  And the minor prophet Habakkuk, who 
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waxes poetic: “Though the fig tree does not blossom, and no fruit is on the vines; though 

the produce of the olive fails, and the fields yield no food; though the flock is cut off 

from the fold, and there is no herd in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the LORD; I will exalt 

in the God of my salvation.  God is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, 

and makes me tread upon the heights.”  See there is nothing about being judged, or being 

found sinful, or heaven and hell, in any Old Testament references to salvation. 

 

In fact, Jesus is never recorded in the Bible promising salvation.  Jesus preferred speaking 

of healing, or making whole, and to bringing everlasting life.  In the gospel of John, when 

the doubting Apostle Thomas asks how he can possibly follow a resurrected Jesus into 

such everlasting life, Jesus says: “I am the way, the truth, and the life.  No one comes to 

the Father except through me…  If you love me, you will keep my commandments…  

This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.”  This one 

short passage, in just one of the four gospels, is at the heart of the Christian controversy 

over whether Jesus lived in order to save only an elect few, however you define them, or 

whether like most great religious teachers he sought to bring healing, wholeness, and 

everlasting life to humanity.  John Calvin, with his towering intellect, argues for a very 

select few to be saved, with everyone else damned to hell for all eternity.  Unitarians and 

Universalists have always argued that is a narrow reading of the Bible, that an all-loving 

God would punish his children for all eternity, for relatively minor sins. 

 

In the gospel of Luke, we are told that John the Baptist offered a baptism of repentance 

for the forgiveness of sins, and moral and spiritual renewal, citing the prophet Isaiah: 

“Prepare the way of the LORD, make his paths straight.  Every valley shall be filled, and 

every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and 

the rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.”  Jesus’ way is 

open for all, believers and unbelievers, to be made whole.  Unitarian Universalists are 

drawn to the expectations of the prophet Isaiah and John the Baptist that all flesh shall see 

the salvation of God.  However, at least some in the early church took that disputed 

passage I mentioned above and built upon it a very exclusivist concept of salvation.  In 

the Book of Acts the Apostle Peter tells the Sadducees: “There is salvation in no one else, 

for there is no other name given among mortals by which we may be saved.”  Though in 

the letter we know as 2 Corinthians, the Apostle Paul seems to accept that everyone can 

be reconciled to God, to accept the grace of salvation, and be saved.  Or as Paul says even 

more clearly in his letter to the Philippians: “Therefore, my beloved, just as you have 

always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much more now in my absence, work 

out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, 

enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.”  This is partly why the early 

New England Universalists so cherished the Apostle Paul. 

 

Yet the Puritan settlers of Massachusetts knew that the world was a dark and hostile 

place, and that they were sinners, so they generally preferred the Calvinist doctrine of 

damnation to the Universalist doctrine of salvation.  Now I don’t want to offend anyone 

here, both Andover Theological School for Congregational ministers and Newton 

Seminary for Baptist ministers were founded in the 19
th

 century, around a Calvinist 

notion of the depravity of humankind, but have you noticed how things changed in the 
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20
th

 century?  In the 19
th

 century, so-called orthodox Christian ministers would refuse to 

exchange pulpits with their more liberal colleagues, for fear the very idea of universal 

salvation might infect their congregations, and without the threat of hell, people might sin 

wildly!  Oh, to sin wildly!  Yet many an elder cautioned the young if they saw a 

Universalist minister on the streets of Boston, to cross over to the other side to avoid 

contagion, and risk their immortal soul!  And yet here I am, the first Unitarian 

Universalist Chair of the Board of Trustees of Andover Newton Theological School. 

 

Thirty years ago, when my kids were little, my mother and my Baptist minister father 

would come spend the weekend with us to see their new grandchildren.  So we would go 

to First Parish UU in Concord on Sunday morning.  It never failed to mystify my father.  

He’d ask how many people were in church today, and I would say perhaps 400, and he’d 

ask if any of them believed in eternal damnation, and I’d say I didn’t think so, so then 

he’d ask why they didn’t just stay home and read the New York Times?  A good question!  

Yet today Congregational churches are proclaiming “God is still speaking” and no one 

need fear eternal damnation.  Baptist churches are proclaiming that God is love, and 

salvation is open to all.  I even saw a sign on our local Episcopal church lately that read: 

“God loves everyone, no exceptions.”  Even Roman Catholicism, which during the 

Middle Ages developed an elaborate folk theology involving angel hierarchies, levels of 

heaven, the misery of purgatory, and circles of hell, now suggests these may just be 

metaphors. 

 

Last year, at a gathering of the Brookline Interfaith Clergy Association, the various 

ministers, priests, and rabbis got to talking together about heaven and hell.  We all agreed 

heaven was a concept that was consistent with our religious traditions and helpful in 

consoling the grieving, or those facing imminent death, that God was just, and there was 

still something to look forward to.  We were split on the usefulness of purgatory as a 

metaphor, a so-called Godly time out for bad behavior, but we all agreed we tend not to 

threaten anyone with hell or eternal damnation, because the concept of hell, as conceived 

by most Americans, is not supported by our sacred texts, and it just seems mean-spirited 

and small to say: “You’re going to hell!” 

 

Given 21
st
 century American theologies, the only one who really seemed to struggle with 

this was the Catholic priest.  I said, didn’t a 19
th

 century Pope declare something ex 

cathedra about hell, and such pronouncements were considered infallible?  He confirmed 

that such a pronouncement had been made, but the 19
th

 century Pope had failed to say if 

anyone ever suffered the fires of hell, so this priest felt the best interpretation of current 

Roman Catholic doctrine was that hell existed metaphysically, but no one had ever been 

sent there by God, thus trusting in the love of God for all her creation.  You need not fear 

hell in order to look forward to the glories of heaven, in this life or the next, for UUs 

affirm and promote the worth and dignity of every person.  You are beloved, and so are 

they, for all eternity. 

 

When I was courting my wife, so many years ago, I promised her the moon, but 

fortunately she understands metaphors, so has never tried to stake her claim for it or 

develop the moon.  Our children, and we, need never fear hell, but can confidently claim 
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the joys of heaven.  This is universal salvation.  This is central to Unitarian Universalism, 

so I will always love you dearly, because that is who we UUs are.  Blessed Be and Amen. 


