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Sermon:
Salvation Redefined

The topic of the sermon this morning is salvation. So first of
all, why are we even talking about salvation? This is not a term
that present day Unitarian Universalists generally discuss. This
word may actually make some of you very nervous and
uncomfortable because of past associations.

| am not talking about salvation just because | am a religion
nerd and love to ponder theological questions, although that’s true,
| am. Rather, I believe it is important to be part of the religious
dialogue of our time. Instead of separating ourselves from others
and gazing down from some kind of lofty perch, it is essential in
our divided world that we have the ability to converse
meaningfully with people of different religious beliefs. This
means being able to talk about concepts like salvation.

So, this morning | would like to suggest some alternative
ways to define this term. Perhaps we can reclaim a concept of
salvation that is meaningful and in fact inspirational. In fact, this
may actually be essential in these troubled times. Generally, we
think of salvation as being saved from something, but perhaps we
can reframe a concept of salvation as being saved toward

something.



The traditional orthodox Christian idea of salvation is about
being saved from God’s eternal punishment because of our sins.
According to the classical doctrine of atonement, humankind is
saved by Jesus’ death, which atones or makes amends for our sins.
The Christian notion of salvation as expressed by Paul is thus
connected to the death of Jesus. Augustine further developed the
imagery of sacrifice contending that Jesus was made a sacrifice for
our sins offering himself in our place to do something we could not
do for ourselves.

These kinds of beliefs do work for some people and can be a
positive force. Again, we need to be careful not to become smug or
intolerant of views different from our own. For example, for some
of the patients that | see in my job as a hospital chaplain, the
traditional Christian concept of salvation is affirming.

| had a patient from a more fundamentalist tradition ask me
very sincerely and respectfully what | thought about salvation. |
was awed by the fact that she was still curious and acquainting
herself with different views as she neared the end of her life. |
shared some of my thoughts about salvation with her and | told her
that | was still formulating my ideas for a sermon on salvation that

| would be giving soon.



With all of that in mind, let’s delve in. It might surprise you,
but actually questions of salvation have played a big role in the
history of our own Unitarian Universalist faith. Taking a walk
through past history can help formulate our ideas today.

Although our idea of Universalism has morphed over the
years into being more about universal religion and acceptance of
many faith pathways, remember that the Universalist in Unitarian
Universalist was originally about universal salvation within the
context of Christianity. The idea was that salvation was universal,
open to all people based on the unconditional love of God.

One of the most influential thinkers on this subject was 19™
century Universalist minister Hosea Ballou. Living here in New
England, | have had the honor of guest preaching at the First
Universalist Society of Hartland, Vermont. As you may know, it is
a tiny beautiful church up in the mountains and around the bends
and is a bit difficult to get to in the snow. Hosea Ballou preached
at this church among others as a circuit-riding minister serving
Universalist “Sister Societies” from 1803 to 1809.

In 1805, Ballou wrote his famous Treatise on Atonement. It
is often called the most significant work in the history of American
Universalism. In it, Ballou addressed the traditional Christian

concept of vicarious atonement.



He stated, “The belief that the Great Jehovah was offended
with his creatures to that degree, that nothing but the death of
Christ, or the endless misery of mankind, could appease his anger,
IS an idea that has done more injury to the Christian religion than
the writings of all its opposers, for many centuries.”

Ballou’s brand of religion was in stark contrast to the
Calvinist beliefs of his day that spoke of the total depravity of
humankind, the death of Jesus as atonement for our sins, and
salvation as only available to the few who were among the elect.
While Calvinism was based on fear of God’s retribution,
Universalism contended that God’s love for all provided salvation
for all. Humans were compelled to behave morally not out of fear
but out of belief in a loving God.

Ballou turned the traditional concept of atonement on its
head. He painted the picture of a loving God who wanted
happiness for all God’s children. Ballou argued that rather than
God needing to reconcile with humans, humans needed to
reconcile with God. Jesus exemplified how humans should love

God. It was Jesus’ life that had atoning power not his death.

! Hosea Ballou, A Treatise on Atonement, Reprint of 1882 edition,
http://www.danielharper.org/treatise.htm.
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As summarized by Unitarian Universalist historian David
Robinson, Ballou conceived of atonement as essentially moral and
salvation as character formation.? For early Universalists
achieving salvation had to do with living your life in a loving way.

Moving along in Unitarian Universalist history to the 20%"
century, humanist thinkers in the early 1900s also tackled the
question of salvation. They picked up on the idea of salvation as
character formation, but took God out of the equation. They
believed that humans are fully accountable for their actions and
have the capability and responsibility for self-improvement.

Dr. Mason Olds, who was a member at the Unitarian Church
in Charleston where | served as assistant minister, has written
extensively about American humanists, including the father of
American Humanism, John Dietrich. Quoting Dietrich’s views on
salvation Olds writes, “To Dietrich being saved meant ‘to fulfill
the best that is in us and not the worst; to climb slowly to the
highest and not fall swiftly to the lowest; to rise up and up and ever
up from the unworthy things of the past toward the ideal of the

perfect, perfect justice, and perfect good will.”
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Dietrich emphasized salvation, not just as being individual,
but as communal. Olds writes, Dietrich’s concept of the “solidarity
of humanity” signified that “it is impossible to be concerned only
with individual salvation, because the health of the individual is
bound up with the health of the whole fabric of humanity.
Humanity is saved or lost together.”

To Dietrich and the humanists, the key to achieving salvation
was through education. This meant developing one’s capabilities
to one’s full potential in this life and in this way creating social
conditions for a more humane and caring society.®> For the
humanists, self-improvement allowing for self-giving was essential
for achieving salvation for the world.®

Moving along in our exploration of salvation in Unitarian
Universalist thought to the 215 century, we now turn to present day
Unitarian Universalist theologian Rebecca Parker. She has
examined the concept of salvation particularly from a feminist
point of view. Parker points out the danger especially to women
and children that can result from taking the classic doctrine of
atonement to its extreme in such a way that it sanctions violence

and blesses suffering.
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Parker emphasizes that self-sacrifice has unequal benefits in
our society such that those on the lower rungs are exploited to
benefit those in power in our social structures.” Parker contends
that the concept of Jesus’ atoning death can be viewed as a kind of
divine child abuse.

These warnings about the potential for religion to be twisted
to sanction the abuse of women and children are particularly
salient in today’s world where domestic violence is all too
common. Research indicates that nationally domestic violence
affects “an estimated 10 million people every year; as many as one
in four women and one in nine men are victims of domestic
violence.”®

Rebecca Parker looks at an alternative concept of salvation
that does not involve violence and suffering. Parker views
salvation as coming through powers of life and goodness in and
around us.® She sees salvation not just as heavenly reward or

earthly success but the “gift of full aliveness.”*°
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Parker defines salvation as, “here and now, the restored and
enlivened capacity to be in the world with wisdom.” She also
views salvation as communal. She states that it is not just
“something one possesses individually; it is something one
participates in communally, including in communion with those
who have come before.”!!

Rebecca Parker writes that her grandmother defined being
saved as follows,“We are saved by every person in every time and
place that has stood up for what is true in spite of threat. Like
Socrates did. Like Jesus did. Like many others have done.” We
are saved by the communion of saints. They shelter us, and we
have the opportunity to be in their number, here and now.”*?

Contemporary womanist theologian Monica Coleman
describes salvation as an activity. It is something you do in order
to bring about social transformation.'® She says that for oppressed

peoples, salvation requires “making a way out of no way.”
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Coleman describes how, according to process theology, “God
takes in, or incorporates, the events of the world into who God is.
God then relates those events with God’s vision of the common
good, searching for the best of what has happened in order to offer
those aspects back to us in our next instance of living.”** It is our
responsibility to do our part as co-creators with God or the
universe to bring about transformation. We must actively work for
salvation.

So where does this leave us? | believe that we can build on
our ideas about salvation from all these different phases of
Unitarian Universalist history:

From the 19" century Universalists, we can take the idea of
salvation as character formation that is achieved through living in a
loving and accepting way.

From the early 20" century humanists, we can take the notion
of developing our capabilities to our full potential in this life in
order to create conditions for a more humane and caring society.

From contemporary feminist and womanist thinkers we can
embrace the idea of salvation as full aliveness appreciating the
communion of saints that have gone before us and salvation as

action.

“Ibid., 8.
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This is how rather than being saved from something we
might be saved toward something. | would challenge you to think
of what salvation means for you. How are you taking part in the
activity of salvation? This last week the change of leadership in
our country has been devastating for many. We may be tempted to
throw up our hands and say there is no hope of salvation of any
kind. But now more than ever we must not to give up.

Begin by thinking about what is saving for you. | can think
of many things—my grandchildren and the joy, wonder, and hope |
see in them, the happiness for me in the beauty of music and
singing, the inspiration of the glowing pink skies over the snow-
covered mountains of New Hampshire, the people working at the
Upper Valley Haven to provide desperately needed food and
shelter, my patients at the hospital where | am a chaplain facing
health challenges with courage and strength. | could go on and on.

So, I invite you to think about what is saving for you. Then
think about defining salvation as something you make happen.
Ask yourself how you can ignite the sacred spark that is inside you
to bring salvation to our troubled world. How can you answer the
call toward a vision of the common good? Consider how you will
do salvation as an activity in the here and now. This world is

depending on you.
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In the words of Monica Coleman, “The responsibility lies
with all of us. At times it is challenging but it is not without
moments of joy, love, and dance. Salvation is found as we
participate in teaching and healing communities that promote the

social transformation of the world.”?®

May it be so and blessed be.

Ibid., 167.



