     Today we continue our look at morality, and how we may develop the best morality possible.  

     Morality (right living) is best developed and practiced when it is built on love.  Love is not the romanticized nonsense presented so many times in our media.  That is better defined as lust.  Love requires work, it requires a conscience decision to treat others with respect and kindness.  In a marriage, it requires mutual caring, a partnership, a friendship, closer than your relations with anyone else.  In a community, it requires courtesy, compassion, and self-sacrifice.  None of these things just happen; they are choices made by individuals who believe this is the right way to live.  It is not always easy, nor is it always pleasant, nor does it guarantee that others will behave in like manner.  

     William Houf in his book Infinity in Your Hand defined love as recognizing our kinship with each other, that we are all part of a larger whole.  We need to understand that even if we despise what someone has done, that we are not so far removed from being able to do the same thing.  “There but for the Grace of God go I.”

     At the end of my last message I summed up my views thus:

1. Focus on your own standards and behavior, using love as the basis of your actions and decisions (your morality).

2.  Civil laws, community standards, even international relations should be developed the same way.  Slavery would never have existed if such a standard were used, rather than various scriptures.

3.  We should use loving speech to make our points.  Sarcasm and mockery are poisonous to god relationships and consensus building.  

     Today I want to focus on one specific example of how love can be used develop our morality.  I want to address religious tolerance, but even more than that, religious respect and dare I say it, love for those who worship differently.

     I’ve been reading For Faith and Freedom – A Short History of Unitarianism in Europe by Charles Howe.  It is a superb book, and provides a very readable history of the early days on Unitarianism.  Most people don’t realize that our religion was formed in the early days of the reformation, but unlike the Protestants, who were persecuted by the Catholics, the Unitarians were persecuted by both Catholics and Protestants.  It never takes long for the persecuted to become the persecutors.   I’d like to give you the briefest of highlights of our early history.

October 31, 1517:  Martin Luther nails the 95 Thesis to the church door in Wittenberg; considered the beginning of the Protestant Reformation

October 27, 1553:  Michael Servetus was burned at the stake for heresy, with the approval of John Calvin.  Servetus wrote “On the Errors of the Trinity” and “The Restoration of Christianity.”  Among his crimes was believing that Christ was not eternal, the Holy Spirit was the Spirit of God living in us, and that infants should not be baptized. He is sometimes called the first Unitarian martyr

June 10, 1565:  An antitrinitarian synod was held in Brzeziny, Poland.  This marks the Beginning of Unitarianism as an organized movement.  The Minor Reform Church of Poland is formed.  Faustus Socinus becomes the leader, and eventually they are called Socinians.  He argued that Christ was not the Savior because of his death on the cross, but because his life showed us the way of salvation, which could be attained by following his example.

July 10, 1660:  After many years of persecution at the hands of Catholics, the few remaining Socinians were exiled and found homes in the Netherlands, Germany, and Transylvania.  In 1666, Andrew Wiszowaty, grandson of Socinus, while in exile in the Netherlands, argued that reason can be both a source of religious truth and the arbiter in drawing religious conclusions.  He also  believed that religion should evolve and wrote “We do not think that we need blush if our Church advances in some things.  We ought not in every case to cry out, ‘We believe, I stand fast in the ranks, here I plant my foot, I will not allow myself to be moved from here, ever so little.’”  These views perfectly sum up Unitarian Universalism as it is practiced today.

1568:   Unitarian movement begun in Transylvania.  King John Sigismund issued The Act of Religious Tolerance and Freedom of Conscience which stated in part:

. . . in every place the preachers shall preach and explain the Gospel each according to his understanding of it, and if the congregation like it, well, if not, no one shall compel them for their souls will not be satisfied, but they shall be permitted to keep a preacher whose teaching they approve.

However, with his death four years later, the new prince (a Catholic) promoted and got passed a new law forbidding any innovations in religion.  

1579:  Francis David, the Unitarian leader, is imprisoned for innovation. He argued that only God the Father should be invoked in prayer.  He dies soon afterward.  The Unitarian Church suffers persecution both at the hands of Catholics and Calvinists. However, the Unitarian Church survived in both Romania and Hungary.

     But how does this fit in with the topic of today’s talk?  Let me digress a bit more before I hit the main point.  James Carse, in his book The Religious Case against Belief spends a great deal of time differentiating between religion, which allows free thought and understands that there will always be mysteries, and a belief system, which defines areas where free inquiry may not enter.  It is a fascinating discussion, and one everyone, regardless of their religion or belief system, should read.  It certainly applies here.

     Consider the persecutions the Unitarians experienced.  They were murdered, tortured, and/or exiled, their homes, churches, and schools stolen or burned, their freedoms taken away, and for what?  Not holding to the proper belief system.

     For those who claim morality must come from religious precepts, this is the most amazing irony.  Their morality, derived from Old Testament teachings, was to torture and kill to preserve the true faith.  Even if those considered heretics claimed to be Christians themselves, it was irrelevant.  Though they claimed the name of Christ (who incidentally never advocated the execution or torture of anyone), they held to the wrong set of beliefs, and must be brought into line at any cost.  People were killed because they did not believe in the trinity, or infant baptism, or praying directly to Christ.  Protestants and Catholics alike perpetrated these outrages, all in the name of Jesus.

     I suspect by now you see where I’m going with this.  Here was a morality based not on love, but on a belief system, which in turn was based on one interpretation of the Bible.  Certainly there were many Christians who were appalled by these crimes.  Sabastian Castellio wrote a book attacking John Calvin for his part in the execution of Michael Servetus.  “We are all heretics in the eyes of those who do not share our views,” he wrote, showing a level of common sense sorely lacking at that time.  Yet Calvin, using scripture to back his position, never regretted his actions.  

     Have no illusions about this, John Calvin believed he was being moral. He believed he was doing God’s will.  But his morality, his concept of right living, was built on a foundation of sand.  He never acknowledged that he could be wrong!  He was willing to have people killed based on his belief system, convinced it was the only correct belief system.  So too were many others, Catholic and Protestant.  Today we see this same certainty in the Muslims who wish to kill us.  

     What is so desperately lacking here is an understanding of where love fits in.  Imagine if love and compassion were the foundation of Calvin’s morality, rather than his belief system.  Imagine if the Popes had ruled their church using love as a guiding principle, rather than demanding mental conformity.  Imagine all the people who would not have been murdered in the name of Christ.  

     I’ve said this many times, and I’ll say it again.  Morality should not be derived from holy scriptures of any kind.  When it is, the battle lines (literally) are quickly drawn. Which scripture do we use? Which version of that scripture do we use? Which interpretation do we use? Which prophet, rabbi, or preacher do we look to for guidance?  How can we tolerate those who don’t agree?  They are in opposition to God!  WE MUST STOP THEM!  WE MUST KILL THEM!

     Soon the atrocities begin.

     The more I study, the more I read, the more I am convinced that our only hope is to build a morality based on love.  I must acknowledge that I don’t have all the answers, and I don’t dare to speak for the Almighty.  How could any human seriously say they know God’s will?  The early Unitarians were firmly convinced they were acting as true Christians, yet they were persecuted by others who were equally convinced that they were not Christians, and deserved exile, torture, and death.  

     How breathtakingly arrogant to look another in the eye and say “I know with absolute certainty that your beliefs are wrong, an affront to God, and if you don’t change your beliefs, you deserve to die.”  There is no love here.  Love was never an issue.  Only doctrinal purity mattered.  Or doctrinal submission.  Call it what you like.  But don’t call it morality.

     Of course, we are too civilized to allow this in our country today.  But isn’t it just as arrogant to tell a Wiccan member of the military that they can’t use one of their symbols on a tombstone in Arlington Cemetery, because it is not a recognized religion? (Thankfully, this policy has been changed).  Is it not arrogant to tell a gay couple they can’t get married, even though marriage is a civil, legal arrangement authorized by the state?  Is it not arrogant to make people listen to endless Christian prayers at military functions, even though many members of the military are not Christians?  Acts of arrogance like these come from morality and principals based on something other than love.  

     This message has evolved as I wrote it.  Originally I wanted to delve deeper into what true love is, but sometimes looking for deeper answers leads to simpler definitions.  Love requires thought and consideration.  Love doesn’t claim absolute knowledge. Love allows for differences. Love does not seek to eliminate those who disagree.  Love does not denigrate humanity or human reason.   Love appreciates mystery.  Love allows us to disagree, debate, critique, and still be friends.  When a religion loses sight of this, it has become nothing more than a belief system, and will cause more harm than good.  This is why Unitarian Universalism means so much to me.  This is what I believe we must build our faith and our morality on.  This is why our religion, with people from so many diverse backgrounds, holding to diverse beliefs, can come together each week to worship, in way so very different from so many other religions.  This is why I believe we have something very important to offer the world, and this is what keeps me excited each week.  I hope my talk has helped you to share in this excitement.

