
My father was born in 1920, during the flapper era.  He remembered 

having the coal delivered to the house and shoveled into the coal 

chute, he remembered the horse drawn wagon that delivered milk. 

Many things were horse drawn, the vegetable cart, the ice cart, the 

handyman that would sharpen your knives, repair your shoes and fix 

your pans. 

 

When he died he had seen a world that had harnessed nuclear power 

for both good and bad, sent men to the moon, and had discovered a 

way to shrink the process of organizing and controlling information 

and communication into a device this small. 

 

He was born into a world where a handshake could seal the deal and 

he died in a world where handshakes have been replaced by notaries 

or electronic signatures. 

 

We are living in a time of revolution and we can think that this time is 

unique and although it is our time, and there for unique, it is not 

unheard of. 

 

Our history is deeply tied to the Protestant Reformation.  October 31 

is the date in 1517 that Martin Luther supposedly nailed his 95 theses 

to the church door in Wittenberg.  He was protesting the sale of 

Indulgences a practice of buying your way out of hell, He was 

protesting the corruptions of the priesthood, and advocating that all 

people should read the bible.  

 



He could advocate for that because in 1440 Guttenberg invented the 

printing press in the west. The printing press was the information 

revolution of its day.  Before the invention of the printing press books 

were produced by scribes who would hand copy, with pen and 

ink.  This was a costly and time-consuming process, "An 11th-century 

scribe might achieve three or four moderate-

sized books a year.” http://thalesandfriends.org/wp-

content/uploads/2012/03/manuscript_production-ENG.pdf 

 

Before the Printing press books, were simply unaffordable for any but 

the richest of people, and for the church.  There were very few private 

libraries, most libraries were owned by and housed in 

monasteries.  And as you can imagine the literacy rate was pretty 

low.  Some estimate the literacy rate in Germany at the beginning of 

the reformation was around 5% 

 

To purchase a complete German Bible required a common laborer's 

toil for a month.  Imagine if today a bible cost 1,100. 

 

Luther also refined the use of the Pamphlet as a way of sharing 

information quickly.  It was a cheaper and faster way to get 

information out.  As literacy rates rose its effectiveness also rose. -

 See more at: http://www.reformation21.org/articles/the-importance-

of-the-printing.php#sthash.lb6rksb9.dpuf 

 

Printed information is so easy for us to get and to use it is hard to 

understand just how revolutionary this was.  In the fifty years after the 



fall of Constantinople the years 1453 – 1503, it is estimated that eight 

million books had been printed more perhaps than all the scribed 

books since Constantinople was founded in 330 AD  

See more at: http://www.reformation21.org/articles/the-importance-of-

the-printing-press-for-the-protestant-reformation-part-

two.php#sthash.7HjEF6u6.dpuf 

 

Martin Luther and other German reformers used this information 

revolution to push forward their cause.  And the Catholic Church did 

not keep up so well.  Richard Crofts looked at the records and figured 

out that Luther out published the Catholic Church 2 to 1.  -

 See more at: http://www.reformation21.org/articles/the-importance-

of-the-printing-press-for-the-protestant-reformation-part-

two.php#sthash.7HjEF6u6.dpuf 

 

The Catholic Church missed their opportunity I imagine church 

leaders scratching their heads and saying vellum has always worked 

for us we see no need to change. 

 

Martin Luther and the 95 theses is in many ways what got the 

Protestant Reformation going.   The confluence of German politics, 

the invention of the printing press and increasing support for some 

kind of reform of the Catholic Church all came together in Wittenberg 

on that October 31st. 

 

Each Protestant denomination has figures from the Reformation that 

they count as their forbearers and we UUs are not different. 



 

 Michael Servetus is one such person.  He was from Spain and he 

was brilliant.  He was like DaVinci, knowledgeable on many subjects.  

Mainly he studied medicine, but he wrote theology texts as a hobby.  

In 1531, when he was 22 years old, he published a book called the 

Errors of the Trinity. Rev. David Green described it this way “[it] pretty 

much had the same effect on the world, as telling a three year old on 

Christmas Eve that Santa Claus has died and there won’t be any 

presents tomorrow.” http://www.uuama.org/resources/sermon-

library/2015-sermon-collection/the-trial-of-michael-servetus-may-24-

2015/ 

 

Michael Servetus was an anti-Trinitarian and that made Luther mad 

and made John Calvin mad.  Servetus and Calvin corresponded a lot.  

And Calvin was not a gentle soul.  He was a revolutionary who was 

not open to other new ways.  The Catholic Church was wrong and 

Calvin was right.  Calvin threatened to have Servetus arrested tried 

and burned at the stake.  In a move that is not understandable to 

most historian after that threat Servetus traveled to Geneva and went 

to a church service Calvin was preaching at and low and behold he 

was arrested and tried.  And he was burned at the stake and his 

books were thrown into the fire.  Perhaps his act of defiance was a 

self-chosen martyrdom chosen so as to move his agenda forward. 

 

Servetus did not found a denomination and the American Unitarian 

Association was not formed until 1825, but still he is one of our 

forbears. 



“There’s a direct line between Michael Servetus, and you and me. It’s 

called freedom of conscience.”  

http://www.uuama.org/resources/sermon-library/2015-sermon-

collection/the-trial-of-michael-servetus-may-24-2015/ 

 

Our Universalist roots also come out of the 

Reformation.  Universalism is the belief that there is not 

eternal damnation and that all will be saved.  It is a belief that has 

floated around and in Christendom since its beginning. 

 

John Murray brought Universalism to America in 1770.  He was born 

in England to Presbyterian parents in 1741.  As an adult he belonged 

to George Whitfield’s Anglican congregation but was 

excommunicated when it was found out that he was a Universalist.  

Whitfield was a Calvinist who believed in predestination and in eternal 

damnation. 

 

Soon after Murrays’ conversion to Universalism his wife and young 

child died.  He was left penniless and depressed and decided to set 

out for America and a new beginning.  Bound for New York, his ship 

ran aground off the New Jersey coast. To lighten the load, the captain 

put some cargo onto a local sloop that passed by and asked Murray 

to oversee it. The ship was able to get off on the next morning’s tide. 

Just as it did, the wind shifted, and the sloop with Murray aboard was 

unable to follow. 

 

Murray had taken only his Bible and his purse with him. He went 



ashore to find food and was directed to the home of Thomas Potter. 

Potter had built a meetinghouse for Universalist discussion groups in 

the woods ten years earlier and had been looking for a minister ever 

since. “I have been expecting you a long time!” Potter greeted 

Murray. 

 

Murray was dumbstruck and initially refused Potter’s invitation to 

preach, insisting he would be gone by Sunday. At last he agreed he 

would if the wind had not changed. So on September 30, 1770, near 

what is now the Murray Grove Universalist Retreat Center John 

Murray did preach. As soon as he finished, the wind changed, and 

Murray left for New York. 

 

Eventually Murray settled in Gloucester, Massachusetts, serving 

congregations in that area. There he met his second wife, 

the author and catechist Judith Sargent Murray. [A leading feminist of 

her time who wrote the seminal essay “On the Equality of the Sexes.] 

 

Murray was an amazing preacher having learned his preaching style 

from Whitfield who was known to be able to preach to a crowd of 

30,000 and still be heard.  His style was informed by Whitfield but not 

his theology.  Murray believed that all humans would eventually be 

saved at the day of final judgment.  His Universalist theology is not 

the theology that survived into modern Universalism but his example 

of commitment did.  Little if any of Murray’s writings survived him. 

, Murray is [however] well represented in Universalist literature in the 

form of stories, most of which derive from his substantial 



autobiography. The memoir, which takes him to the end of 1774 (it 

was finished by his wife Judith), concludes with an episode that 

portrays him as not only courageous, but ready with a good turn of 

phrase. As Murray was giving a lecture in Boston, someone threw a 

rock through the window, intending to injure or intimidate him. Murray 

calmly stepped over to where the rock rested, picked it up and said, 

“This argument is solid, and weighty, but it is neither rational nor 

convincing.” 

 http://uudb.org/articles/johnmurray.html 

 

The "great diversity of religion in America led to the rise of religious 

tolerance as a virtue, which was enshrined in the Bill of Rights as the 

First Amendment guaranteeing freedom of religious belief and 

practice. 

 

It was in this climate of openness, experimentation, and competition 

for souls that the Universalist Church of America was born. Originally 

called the Universalist General Convention, it emerged drawing 

inspiration from a number of traditions that went before it, as well 

as the preaching, writing, and evangelism of numerous ministers and 

theologians who arose to expound and spread the new movement. 

 

There were many, many well-known Universalist of the 18th and 19th 

centuries.  George de Benneville, Benjamin Rush, Thomas Potter, 

John Murray, Hosea Ballou, … and Olympia Brown. Many famous 

Americans of this era believed in Universalism, including such 

household names as Abraham Lincoln, president of the United States



, 

Clara Barton, founder of the Red Cross; and Florence Nightingale, pi

oneer of modern nursing. The Universalist Church of America grew to

 be the ninth largest Christian denomination in the United States at its

 peak. http://www.christianuniversalist.org/resources/articles/history-

of-universalism-part-2/ 

 

As we Unitarian Universalists move into the 21st century we find our 

selves in an information revolution again.  The invention of the 

computer and the Internet has revolutionized and democratized the 

sharing of information in ways that parallel the invention of the 

printing press.  And we find ourselves in a society that is changing 

rapidly with the information revolution.  As we move through this 

revolution what else will we let go of?   

 

My father never let go of his paper newspaper, but he did let go of the 

icebox and did have a refrigerator, he let go of coal as a way to heat 

his house.  His universe expanded to include the concept of E=MC2. 

Our Unitarian beliefs seem less about God these days and more 

about the unified nature of the world.  Our Universalist beliefs seem 

less about salvation and more about the universality of love.   

 

I was struck that in the years after Luther nailed his theses to the door 

the reformers were using the printing press nearly twice as much as 

the Roman Catholic powers that be.  Will we be that institution 

insisting that what has been will continue to work or will we be able to 

take the risk and ask the question - what do we keep and what do we 



let go?  Can we live in a way that loves the hell out of this world while 

letting go of the primacy that the Universalists often felt about the 

Christian faith?  Can we live in a way that affirms the free and 

responsible search for truth, a search we have learned in our bones 

from our Unitarian ancestors, while letting go of their seemingly knee 

jerk need to have found the right free and responsible truth.  Only 

time will tell I think but the future of the world depends on it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


