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​Introduction​
​Two​​religious​​movements​​emerged​​from​​Christian​​discontent​​with​​orthodox​​doctrine.​​Unitarianism​
​questioned​​the​​nature​​of​​God.​​Universalism​​questioned​​the​​nature​​of​​salvation.​​Though​​distinct​​in​​their​
​origins​​and​​focus,​​these​​traditions​​eventually​​merged.​​Together,​​they​​shaped​​a​​distinctly​​American​​approach​
​to​​faith​​that​​prioritized​​reason,​​social​​justice,​​and​​individual​​conscience​​over​​rigid​​dogma.​

​Understanding​​these​​movements​​requires​​understanding​​what​​each​​tradition​​rejected​​and​​what​​each​
​tradition​​affirmed.​​Both​​movements​​were​​liberal​​in​​their​​theological​​approach.​​Both​​appealed​​to​​reason​​and​
​Scripture​​rather​​than​​church​​authority.​​Yet​​they​​addressed​​different​​questions​​entirely.​​This​​distinction​
​matters​​for​​grasping​​how​​two​​separate​​denominations​​could​​eventually​​unite​​while​​maintaining​​their​
​distinctive​​character.​

​Unitarianism:​​The​​Question​​of​​God's​​Nature​
​Unitarianism​​begins​​with​​a​​straightforward​​claim:​​God​​is​​one.​​This​​seems​​obvious​​until​​you​​understand​​what​
​the​​movement​​was​​rejecting.​​Orthodox​​Christian​​doctrine​​taught​​the​​Trinity—the​​belief​​that​​God​​exists​
​simultaneously​​as​​Father,​​Son,​​and​​Holy​​Ghost,​​three​​persons​​in​​one​​substance.​​Unitarians​​found​​this​
​doctrine​​illogical​​and​​unbiblical.​

​The​​intellectual​​roots​​of​​Unitarianism​​trace​​to​​16th-century​​Spain,​​where​​a​​physician​​named​​Michael​
​Servetus​​questioned​​the​​Trinity​​in​​works​​published​​in​​1531​​and​​1553.​​His​​ideas​​were​​dangerous.​​He​​was​
​executed​​for​​heresy​​in​​Geneva​​in​​1553.​​Yet​​his​​writings​​inspired​​what​​became​​the​​Socinian​​movement,​
​named​​after​​Faustus​​Socinus,​​who​​developed​​anti-Trinitarian​​theology​​more​​systematically.​

​The​​movement​​took​​institutional​​form​​in​​Eastern​​Europe.​​Poland​​and​​Transylvania​​established​​explicitly​
​Unitarian​​churches​​in​​the​​second​​half​​of​​the​​16th​​century.​​King​​John​​Sigismund​​of​​Transylvania​​became​​the​
​only​​Unitarian​​monarch​​in​​Europe.​​He​​issued​​the​​Edicts​​of​​Torda​​between​​1557​​and​​1568,​​establishing​
​some​​of​​the​​earliest​​doctrines​​of​​religious​​freedom​​in​​Europe.​​This​​was​​remarkable:​​a​​Christian​​ruler​
​granting​​legal​​protection​​to​​those​​who​​rejected​​the​​Trinity.​

​American​​Unitarianism​​developed​​differently.​​William​​Ellery​​Channing,​​pastor​​of​​Boston's​​Federal​​Street​
​Church,​​emerged​​as​​the​​defining​​theologian​​of​​American​​Unitarianism.​​He​​is​​known​​as​​the​​"Apostle​​of​
​Unitarianism."​​Channing​​challenged​​orthodox​​Trinitarian​​beliefs​​through​​reasoned​​argument.​​He​​insisted​
​that​​if​​we​​apply​​human​​logic​​to​​Scripture,​​we​​find​​no​​support​​for​​the​​Trinity.​​God,​​according​​to​​Channing​​and​
​other​​American​​Unitarians,​​is​​simply​​God—one​​being,​​not​​three.​

​Joseph​​Priestley,​​both​​a​​prominent​​scientist​​and​​a​​Unitarian​​minister,​​established​​the​​first​​openly​​Unitarian​
​church​​in​​Philadelphia​​in​​1796.​​Priestley​​discovered​​oxygen.​​He​​also​​discovered​​that​​some​​of​​America's​
​most​​influential​​Founding​​Fathers—Thomas​​Jefferson,​​Benjamin​​Franklin,​​and​​John​​Adams—held​​Unitarian​
​beliefs.​​This​​association​​with​​reason,​​science,​​and​​the​​American​​founding​​shaped​​how​​Unitarianism​
​developed​​in​​the​​new​​nation.​

​The​​American​​Unitarian​​Association​​was​​formally​​established​​in​​1825.​​By​​that​​time,​​Unitarianism​​had​
​become​​identified​​with​​rational​​theology,​​biblical​​scholarship,​​and​​liberal​​politics.​​Unitarians​​believed​​that​
​reason​​was​​compatible​​with​​faith.​​They​​believed​​that​​careful​​study​​of​​Scripture,​​freed​​from​​church​​tradition,​
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​would​​reveal​​God's​​true​​nature.​​They​​rejected​​miracles​​as​​incompatible​​with​​natural​​law.​​They​​viewed​​Jesus​
​as​​a​​great​​moral​​teacher​​rather​​than​​as​​inherently​​divine.​

​Universalism:​​The​​Question​​of​​Salvation​
​While​​Unitarians​​asked,​​"Who​​is​​God?",​​Universalists​​asked,​​"Who​​will​​be​​saved?"​​This​​was​​a​​different​
​question​​entirely.​​Universalism​​rejected​​the​​doctrine​​of​​eternal​​damnation.​​It​​affirmed​​that​​all​​people​​would​
​ultimately​​achieve​​salvation.​

​The​​theological​​roots​​of​​Universalism​​reach​​back​​to​​Origen,​​an​​influential​​early​​Christian​​theologian​​of​​the​
​3rd​​century.​​Origen​​argued​​that​​a​​loving​​God​​would​​not​​create​​anyone​​destined​​for​​eternal​​torment.​​He​
​taught​​universal​​reconciliation—the​​restoration​​of​​all​​souls​​to​​God.​​The​​early​​Church​​suppressed​​these​
​views.​​By​​553​​CE,​​the​​Roman​​Emperor​​Justinian​​declared​​hell​​eternal​​and​​officially​​condemned​​Origen​​as​​a​
​heretic.​

​Universalist​​theology​​reemerged​​in​​18th-century​​England​​through​​James​​Relly,​​an​​English​​theologian​​who​
​taught​​God's​​universal​​redemption.​​John​​Murray,​​an​​English​​preacher​​and​​follower​​of​​Relly,​​became​​the​
​founding​​figure​​of​​American​​Universalism.​​Murray​​delivered​​his​​first​​sermon​​in​​America​​on​​September​​30,​
​1770,​​preaching​​universal​​salvation.​​This​​sermon​​marks​​what​​historians​​recognize​​as​​the​​beginning​​of​
​Universalism​​in​​America.​

​Murray's​​most​​significant​​achievement​​was​​establishing​​the​​first​​organized​​Universalist​​church​​in​​America.​
​In​​1779,​​he​​became​​the​​minister​​of​​the​​Independent​​Church​​of​​Christ​​in​​Gloucester,​​Massachusetts.​​This​
​congregation​​became​​the​​foundation​​for​​American​​Universalism.​​Murray​​preached​​a​​radical​​message:​
​God's​​love​​extends​​to​​all​​people.​​No​​one​​is​​predestined​​to​​damnation.​​All​​souls​​will​​eventually​​be​​purified​
​and​​restored​​to​​God's​​kingdom.​

​Hosea​​Ballou​​emerged​​as​​the​​greatest​​leader​​of​​19th-century​​Universalism.​​Ballou​​was​​a​​New​​Hampshire​
​minister​​who​​shaped​​Universalist​​theology​​for​​generations.​​His​​landmark​​work,​​A​​Treatise​​on​​Atonement​​,​
​articulated​​core​​Universalist​​doctrine.​​Ballou​​argued​​that​​suffering​​and​​consequences​​exist​​for​​sin—either​​in​
​this​​life​​or​​in​​a​​temporary​​afterlife.​​But​​infinite​​torment​​for​​finite​​sins​​makes​​no​​logical​​sense.​​A​​just​​and​
​loving​​God​​would​​not​​inflict​​such​​punishment.​

​The​​Universalist​​Church​​of​​America​​was​​officially​​founded​​in​​1793.​​The​​movement​​grew​​steadily.​​At​​its​​peak​
​in​​the​​1830s,​​the​​Universalist​​Church​​ranked​​as​​the​​ninth-largest​​denomination​​in​​the​​United​​States.​​This​
​growth​​reflected​​the​​appeal​​of​​Universalism's​​central​​message:​​divine​​mercy​​triumphs​​over​​divine​​judgment.​

​Shared​​Commitments​​and​​Distinct​​Questions​
​Despite​​their​​different​​theological​​focuses,​​Unitarianism​​and​​Universalism​​shared​​fundamental​
​commitments.​​Both​​movements​​were​​liberal​​in​​their​​approach​​to​​theology.​​Both​​appealed​​to​​reason​​and​
​Scripture​​rather​​than​​church​​authority​​and​​tradition.​​Both​​rejected​​predestination—the​​Calvinist​​doctrine​​that​
​God​​had​​already​​determined​​who​​would​​be​​saved​​and​​who​​would​​be​​damned.​​Both​​emerged​​from​​dissent​
​within​​Protestant​​Christianity.​

​Both​​movements​​also​​became​​associated​​with​​progressive​​social​​causes.​​This​​connection​​was​​not​
​incidental.​​If​​you​​believe​​that​​God​​is​​reasonable​​and​​that​​all​​people​​will​​be​​saved,​​you​​are​​unlikely​​to​​support​
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​slavery,​​the​​subjugation​​of​​women,​​or​​the​​denial​​of​​religious​​freedom.​​Universalists​​and​​Unitarians​​became​
​pioneers​​in​​these​​areas.​

​The​​Universalist​​Church​​was​​the​​first​​denomination​​to​​ordain​​women​​to​​the​​ministry.​​Olympia​​Brown​
​became​​the​​first​​woman​​ordained​​in​​1863.​​The​​first​​Universalist​​congregation​​in​​Gloucester​​included​​a​​freed​
​slave​​among​​its​​charter​​members.​​Both​​movements​​advocated​​for​​separation​​of​​church​​and​​state​​from​​their​
​earliest​​days.​​Both​​championed​​progressive​​causes​​that​​were​​revolutionary​​for​​their​​time.​

​Yet​​the​​movements​​remained​​organizationally​​distinct​​for​​nearly​​two​​centuries.​​Unitarianism​​focused​
​primarily​​on​​the​​nature​​of​​God​​and​​the​​interpretation​​of​​Scripture.​​Universalism​​focused​​primarily​​on​​the​
​nature​​of​​salvation​​and​​the​​character​​of​​God's​​justice.​​They​​attracted​​somewhat​​different​​constituencies​​and​
​developed​​different​​emphases​​in​​their​​preaching​​and​​theology.​

​The​​Merger​
​In​​1961,​​the​​Universalist​​Church​​of​​America​​and​​the​​American​​Unitarian​​Association​​merged​​to​​form​​the​
​Unitarian​​Universalist​​Association.​​This​​merger​​was​​logical.​​The​​two​​traditions​​had​​drifted​​closer​​together​
​over​​the​​previous​​century.​​By​​1961,​​both​​movements​​had​​become​​increasingly​​pluralistic​​and​​non-creedal.​

​The​​merger,​​however,​​represented​​more​​than​​simple​​consolidation.​​It​​marked​​a​​significant​​shift​​in​​religious​
​identity.​​The​​new​​Unitarian​​Universalist​​Association​​moved​​decisively​​away​​from​​Christian​​doctrine​​as​​a​
​binding​​force.​​While​​both​​original​​movements​​were​​liberal​​Christian​​traditions,​​contemporary​​Unitarian​
​Universalism​​is​​explicitly​​non-creedal.​​It​​welcomes​​members​​of​​all​​faiths—Christians,​​humanists,​​Buddhists,​
​pagans,​​atheists,​​and​​others.​

​This​​pluralism​​is​​intentional.​​The​​movement​​adopted​​what​​it​​calls​​"Seven​​Principles"​​that​​members​​covenant​
​to​​uphold.​​These​​principles​​include​​inherent​​human​​dignity,​​justice​​and​​compassion,​​spiritual​​growth,​​and​​a​
​free​​search​​for​​truth​​and​​meaning.​​Notably,​​the​​principles​​specify​​no​​particular​​conception​​of​​God.​​They​​do​
​not​​insist​​that​​salvation​​comes​​through​​Christ.​​They​​do​​not​​mandate​​belief​​in​​any​​specific​​doctrine.​

​This​​represents​​a​​profound​​evolution​​from​​both​​parent​​traditions.​​Unitarians​​and​​Universalists​​were​​liberal​
​Christians​​who​​rejected​​certain​​doctrines​​but​​remained​​rooted​​in​​Christian​​faith​​and​​Scripture.​​Contemporary​
​Unitarian​​Universalists​​are​​bound​​together​​by​​ethical​​principles​​and​​commitments​​to​​social​​justice​​rather​
​than​​shared​​theological​​beliefs.​

​Christian​​Universalism:​​A​​Distinct​​Path​
​It​​is​​important​​to​​note​​that​​some​​Christians​​maintain​​specifically​​Christian​​Universalist​​beliefs​​separate​​from​
​Unitarian​​Universalism.​​These​​Christian​​Universalists​​affirm​​Jesus​​Christ’s​​divinity,​​the​​Trinity,​​and​​the​
​biblical​​claim​​that​​all​​will​​be​​saved​​through​​Christ.​​They​​represent​​a​​continuation​​of​​the​​original​​Universalist​
​theological​​position:​​universal​​salvation​​grounded​​in​​Christian​​faith.​

​Christian​​Universalists​​differ​​from​​contemporary​​Unitarian​​Universalism​​precisely​​because​​they​​maintain​
​Christian​​doctrine​​as​​central​​to​​their​​faith.​​They​​believe​​that​​all​​people​​will​​be​​saved,​​but​​insist​​that​​salvation​
​comes​​exclusively​​through​​Christ.​​They​​affirm​​the​​Trinity,​​contrary​​to​​Unitarian​​reasoning,​​and​​generally​​read​
​Scripture​​more​​conservatively​​than​​contemporary​​Unitarians.​
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​This​​distinction​​is​​worth​​understanding.​​The​​1961​​merger​​did​​not​​absorb​​all​​Universalists​​into​​a​​pluralistic​
​framework.​​Some​​Christians​​have​​maintained​​the​​original​​Universalist​​conviction—that​​all​​people​​will​​be​
​saved—while​​remaining​​fully​​Christian​​in​​their​​theology​​and​​practice.​

​The​​Central​​Insights​
​What,​​then,​​are​​the​​central​​insights​​of​​these​​traditions?​

​Unitarianism​​teaches​​that​​we​​must​​apply​​reason​​to​​our​​understanding​​of​​God.​​It​​teaches​​that​​Scripture,​
​interpreted​​through​​reason​​and​​freed​​from​​church​​authority,​​can​​guide​​us​​toward​​truth.​​It​​teaches​​that​​God​​is​
​rational​​and​​knowable​​and​​insists​​that​​we​​reject​​doctrines​​that​​offend​​reason.​

​Universalism​​teaches​​that​​divine​​mercy​​is​​more​​fundamental​​than​​divine​​justice.​​It​​teaches​​that​​a​​loving​​God​
​would​​not​​create​​beings​​destined​​for​​eternal​​torment.​​It​​teaches​​that​​all​​people​​have​​infinite​​worth​​in​​God’s​
​sight​​and​​insists​​that​​reconciliation​​with​​God​​is​​God’s​​intention​​for​​all​​people,​​not​​merely​​an​​elect​​few.​

​Both​​traditions​​teach​​that​​individual​​conscience​​matters​​and​​that​​faith​​must​​be​​reasonable.​​Both​​teach​​that​
​social​​justice​​flows​​from​​genuine​​faith​​and​​that​​religious​​authority​​should​​be​​questioned​​rather​​than​​blindly​
​accepted.​

​Conclusion​
​Unitarianism​​and​​Universalism​​represent​​two​​distinct​​responses​​to​​problems​​within​​orthodox​​Christianity.​
​One​​asked​​whether​​the​​Trinity​​made​​sense;​​the​​other​​asked​​whether​​eternal​​damnation​​was​​just.​​These​
​questions​​seem​​different,​​yet​​they​​spring​​from​​the​​same​​impulse:​​to​​make​​faith​​rational,​​merciful,​​and​
​accessible​​to​​human​​understanding.​

​The​​merger​​of​​these​​movements​​in​​1961​​was​​not​​inevitable.​​Two​​separate​​denominations​​maintained​​their​
​distinct​​identities​​for​​nearly​​two​​centuries.​​Yet​​the​​merger​​reflected​​a​​shared​​evolution​​toward​​pluralism​​and​
​away​​from​​creedal​​Christianity.​​It​​also​​reflected​​a​​recognition​​that​​Unitarians​​and​​Universalists​​had​​come​​to​
​share​​more​​in​​common​​than​​divided​​them.​

​Today,​​Unitarian​​Universalism​​represents​​a​​distinctive​​American​​religious​​tradition.​​It​​is​​not​​Christian​​in​​any​
​doctrinal​​sense,​​though​​Christianity​​remains​​one​​of​​its​​roots.​​It​​is​​not​​humanistic​​in​​any​​purely​​secular​​sense,​
​though​​humanism​​is​​one​​of​​its​​voices.​​It​​is​​pluralistic—committed​​to​​honoring​​multiple​​paths​​to​​truth​​and​
​meaning​​while​​maintaining​​ethical​​standards​​rooted​​in​​justice​​and​​compassion.​

​For​​those​​unfamiliar​​with​​these​​traditions,​​the​​central​​point​​is​​simple:​​both​​Unitarianism​​and​​Universalism​
​emerged​​from​​the​​conviction​​that​​faith​​must​​be​​reasonable​​and​​that​​mercy​​must​​characterize​​our​
​understanding​​of​​God.​​These​​convictions​​shaped​​American​​religion​​in​​profound​​ways​​and​​continue​​to​​shape​
​how​​millions​​of​​Americans​​approach​​questions​​of​​faith,​​ethics,​​and​​meaning.​
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