
Is It Worth Dying For?

On October 27th, 1553, almost exactly 36 years after Martin Luther published his 95 Theses, Michael Servetus was burned at the stake for heresy. Among his crimes were believing that Christ was not eternal, the Holy Spirit was the Spirit of God living in us (rather than a separate divine individual), and that infants should not be baptized.  Hated by both Catholics and Protestants, he is sometimes called the first Unitarian martyr.  That’s the basic story.  There is, of course, much more to this than the murder of someone for their beliefs. And is so often the case, rather than simply telling the story, I will use it to lead us to a larger discussion.

Martyrs are people murdered for a cause.  It might be the early Christians who refused to worship the Roman emperor, or at least offer up a sacrifice to him.  For this, they were killed in many gruesome ways, from being fed to wild animals in the coliseum, to being used as human torches by Nero to light his gardens.  Martin Luther King Jr. was a martyr, killed for his fight for civil rights and peace.  The Nazis created millions of martyrs for the crime of being Jewish, or being a gypsy, or being gay.  The list is endless.

Some people want to become martyrs.  Early Christians thought it provided an immediate passage into Heaven.  Rather than waiting for the final judgment to be with the Lord (and spending the intervening time in limbo), being martyred allowed an individual immediate access to Heaven, even allowing the martyr to intercede for those still on earth.  It was a much desired outcome, the most noble and beneficial way to die.


For those who view Jesus as a man, rather than as God’s son killed as a payment for our sins, the death of Jesus is an act of martyrdom.  He died fighting for the oppressed, speaking out against a corrupt religion, seeking to turn the people back to a pure form of worship.  For this he was killed, but even as he faced death, he refused to fight back, and passively allowed himself to be murdered.  Or so the story goes.


Even today martyrdom is far more common than you may think.  People are murdered for their beliefs in many parts of the world.  They come from all faiths and political beliefs.  Simply being born into the wrong religion, or voting the wrong way, is enough to get you killed. All too often, those doing the killing have little trouble justifying their actions.  They sleep well at night, knowing the blood on their hands pleases their god, or their political leaders, or their own bloodlust.  

But sometimes potential martyrs are given a choice.  They can recant (take back or denounce) their teachings or beliefs.  They can perform a certain action, or convert officially to another religion or political party.  By submitting to a coercive requirement, they may avoid execution.  And it is this concept, the value of life versus the value of outward actions, that I also want us to consider as we look at the life and death of Michael Servetus.

Servetus was a Spaniard who spent over twenty years hiding in France hiding from the Roman Catholic church and the Spanish Inquisition for his heretical views.  While in hiding, he continued writing extensively on his views of Christianity.  He believed that baptism was a sacrament wherein people repented of their sins and were reborn into a new spiritual life.  This rebirth was required to enter Heaven, and baptism should not be administered to anyone unless they consciously turned away from sin and to Christ.  Since no infant was capable of such a decision, it was a terrible mistake to baptize infants, as the Roman Catholic church did.  In fact, Servetus wrote, “Woe, woe to you baptizers of babies, who have shut the Kingdom of Heaven to men, into which you do not enter nor suffer us to enter. Woe! Woe!”


While this certainly did not endear him to the Catholics, Servetus also denied the trinity, stating very clearly that Christ was not eternal.  He believed that Jesus was a human in whom God expressed Himself.  Servetus also denied that the Holy Spirit was a separate entity, distinct from the Father and the Son.  While it was certainly bad enough that Servetus held these views, he compounded the problem by publishing two books, in his own name, entitled On the Errors of the Trinity and Two Dialogs on the Trinity.  The Spanish Inquisition took a keen interest, and it was then that Servetus took on the assumed name of Michel de Villeneuve and worked as an editor and also did extensive studies on the circulation of blood.


Servetus dodged the Catholics for 20 years, but then he published a third book, his magnum opus, entitled modestly enough The Restoration of Christianity. Even though this book was published without the name of an author or a publisher, Servetus made the mistake of sending copies to numerous protestant reformers, including John Calvin of Geneva, Switzerland.  

John Calvin was a man of great power in Geneva, a city run by a council with a very deep religious influence.  Although Calvin was not on the council, and had no vote, he was very influential in the city, and was the head of the church in Geneva.  After numerous letters were exchanged with Servetus, Servetus sent Calvin a heavily annotated copy of Calvin’s own book Institutes of the Christian religion, in which Servetus made insulting comments.  Calvin had had enough.  He stated in no uncertain terms that if Servetus ever entered Geneva, Calvin would see to it that he did not get out alive.

And that is exactly what happened.  For reasons still unclear, Servetus entered Geneva.  He was spotted in church and arrested (all were required to attend, so not attending would have been more suspicious).  After a trial filled with violations of their own law, a guilty verdict was announced.  In order to compound his misery, Servetus was denied execution by the sword.  He was burned at the stake, using green wood so it would burn much more slowly, and he would have plenty of time to suffer.


And so one more human is added to the list of millions if not billions who have been killed for believing the wrong thing, saying the wrong thing, or being the wrong thing.  Servetus gets special recognition from us because he was in some ways a Unitarian (believing in the Unity or singularity of God).  But there was no Unitarian church at that time, and he would not be very comfortable in our church today.  Nor was he the first to be killed for denying the trinity.  He is known because he wrote extensively, made high-powered enemies, and was well-known.  But however you look at this, it is a sad indictment on humanity.  Why do these things happen?

From the perspective of the murderers, they believed they should not suffer a heretic to live  It could be argued that if Servetus were allowed to travel freely, publish his works, and preach, he would lead others to Hell.  Their argument was simple:  Servetus must die so many more others will not be led astray.  This logic can flow easily from a theology in which God tortures people for eternity.  This view of God leads to barbarous acts.


But what of Servetus?  He could have recanted.  In a personal meeting with Calvin shortly after the verdict was announced, Servetus was told that if he “returned to reason,” Calvin would intervene on his behalf.  But this did no good.  Servetus would not recant.  And this brings me to my final point, which is best illustrated by a scene from the play and movie, “The Crucible,” by Arthur Miller.  

The story takes place during the Salem witch trials. I won’t summarize the entire play, but rather the final scene.  John Proctor has been falsely accused of being a witch.  He is offered the chance to save his life and return to his wife and sons.  His wife pleads with him to do this very thing.  But while he was willing to privately sign a confessoin, when told he would have to publically confess also, he refuses, wishing to die to keep his name pure for his sons.  And while we are supposed to feel admiration for such a courageous decision, I could only feel disgust for a man who would leave his wife alone to care for their children.  It was an ultimately selfish act.  

While this is a work of fiction, rest assured many such scenes have been carried out for real throughout history.  People have chosen to die rather than submit to a rather pointless public profession of something they don’t believe.  Why they choose to do this varies according to the individual.  Some truly believed that if they uttered the wrong words, even under coercion, then God would punish them with eternal damnation.  God in this view is too dense to notice the weapon pointed at the head of the unfortunate victim as they are forced to say one thing or another to appease the thug with the gun (or torch, or noose, or any other implement of death you can imagine).  Conform or die is the order of the day, and God cuts no slack for those simply trying to stay alive.

Others were eager for a chance to become a martyr because it assured them an immediate ticket to heaven, as well as a place right next to the throne of Christ.  If this is your view of eternity, why not get this life over with as soon as possible, and assure yourself of the best seat in Heaven.  Why not tweak the nose of the Roman Empire, and get yourself killed?  

I’m not sure what Servetus was thinking when he decided to enter the Lion’s Den of Geneva.  I don’t think he was looking for death.  If the accounts are accurate, he was shocked and dismayed when the guilty verdict was pronounced.  Yet, once his life was in danger, he stood fast to his beliefs.  Even as death approached, he did not recant. 

So here’s the question.  How valuable is life?  How important is your life?  How important are your responsibilities to those who depend on you?  Why do we as a people seem to admire those willing to die rather than utter words under coercion and live?


At the end of The Crucible, I felt zero sympathy for John Proctor.  His wife begged him to confess to anything they wished, so he could live and be with her and the boys.  His death did nothing at all to help his family.  Yet he chose to die.  


Michael Servetus chose to die rather than recant.  Perhaps he feared Hell.  But his death accomplished very little.  He does get a spot in our history books, and he is often called the first Unitarian martyr (a completely inaccurate statement, should you ever see it).  But one thing he did lose were the remaining years of his life, and whatever he could have done with them.  They were without question gone, criminally stolen from him in the name of God.  

In both cases we see the principle that life is worth less than words uttered under coercion.  I want to challenge this all too common notion.  Life is cheapened, devalued, and denigrated when we celebrate those who throw it away needlessly.  Let me stress that I am not referring to those who choose to die rather than betray someone, harm someone, or provide information that will endanger someone.  I refer specifically to those being asked to recant or to profess something they don’t actually believe.  Would it not be better to say the meaningless words, live, and then work to undermine the oppressors at every opportunity?  You can only do good, you can only fight the oppressors, you can most effectively show that you treasure the gift of life if you go on living.  A needless death is a sorrow, not a triumph.  Our lives are valuable, wonderful gifts, and I think we sometimes emphasize the wrong things in our legends, our myths, and our heroic stories.  I look forward to your perspectives during our discussion time.

Amen and blessed be
Michael Servetus
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