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I was struck by the present mission statement of the Unitarian Christian Association which ‘aims to preserve
and strengthen the Christian tradition within the Unitarian Movement’. So it seems that the followers of the
Christian tradition within Unitarianism feel that Christianity is indeed fading away out of the Movement. They
themselves now say ‘Movement’ when once we called ourselves a ‘Denomination’. Perhaps the loss of that
very Christian word ‘Denomination’ tells the story of what has happened. perhaps we should ask, What needs
to be preserved? And what needs to be strengthened?

It was only when I read up on the life of Theophilus Lindsey for the recent National Unitarian Fellowship an-
nual house party that I realised how much the Unitarian Denomination has changed since his day. Theophilus
Lindsey was a Christian who had doubts about the doctrine of the Trinity. He found no biblical authority for
the Trinity. He did feel however that the Bible was the key to understanding the Christian religion and that it
revealed God’s unfolding purpose for the world. He led a group of clergymen and supporters which petitioned
Parliament that the articles laid down in the Westminster Confession of Faith (which included acceptance of
the Trinity) should be a voluntary code and not a mandatory one for clergy to accept. The petition was rejected
by Parliament and so being an honourable man, Lindsey resigned his living as a Church of England vicar at
Catterick in Yorkshire and moved to London where he established the first Unitarian congregation in Essex
Street London. The Unitarian headquarters are still there.

Lindsey otherwise continued as a pastoral minister to this new congregation. He edited the standard Prayer
Book to take out any references to the Trinity and happily continued with his life of devotion to his work. I
feel certain that if Lindsey had had his way that would have been as far as he would have liked things to go.
However there was a drift onwards already happening. It coincided with the beginning of the Industrial Revo-
lution when there were more and more questions being asked about how things were in the country and why
they were. There needed to be change because society itself was changing. It was the rise of the middle class,
the increase in literacy, the expanding population and the ethical questions that were being raised against a
system that had had no need to change for centuries. Religion as well as politics came in for questioning. Min-
isters, particularly in the dissenting churches and chapels, were caught up in this social and industrial revolu-
tion. Where authority everywhere was being questioned, so too was the Bible questioned as a religious author-
ity. Many of the non conformist churches drifted into Unitarianism.



For 18th and 19th century Unitarian Christians, God was still God the Father but Jesus was becoming more a
human being albeit one divinely inspired. ‘One God, no devil and twenty shillings in the pound’ was one of
the sayings used by Unitarians. Because of the social needs of the time Christianity was becoming a more
pragmatic religion. In those days the poor were not blessed and only a few surely misguided people would say
that they were. The poor needed practical help with housing, sanitation, health and education. It was not en-
ough simply to save souls and preach about temperance when conditions were generally so bad.

However the dogma of the main Christian church went unchanged and the Trinity remained a central plank of
its doctrine. It was an argument that had its roots in that Council of Nicea way back in 325. It was a theologi-
cal argument originally based on scripture but it was really a political power struggle for control of the
church’s teaching.

Originally the Trinitarian argument started when the Bishop Arius claimed the Bible stated that God created
the ‘Logos’ as a separate entity who therefore could not be the same as God. Arius of course lost the argu-
ment. Once the doctrine of the Trinity was established, it was set above criticism and above all negotiation for
change. To disagree or to challenge this doctrine became a heresy. It seems quite surprising that much else has
changed over the years - the infallibility of the Pope, the doctrine of the immaculate conception, the idea of
purgatory. These have all fallen before the rationale of modernity - but not the Trinity.

At the time of that early debate the church was determined that Christianity should be the new religion and
stand alone against others of the time. Because of the doctrine of the Trinity, Christianity could no longer be a
branch of Judaism nor could it be one of the Greek religions. After all the ‘Christianity’ that Paul preached to
the gentiles was very much a Greek version of this new faith with its undertones of Platonism and sacrifice.
This difference came to a head when Paul visited Jerusalem, where he was ‘ambushed’ by the Jewish fol-
lowers of Jesus. They sent him to the Temple where he was declared to be unclean. This in spite of his having
gathered a huge amount of money on his travels to help the church in Jerusalem to survive. The Greek version
of Christianity survived rather than the Jewish one because of Paul’s many letters and his story written into the
Acts of the Apostles.

It would have been interesting had the early church been able to separate itself entirely from the Old Testa-
ment and actually become a new religion based on the narratives about Jesus’s life and his teachings. There
were many more than the four Gospels that we are familiar with. Maybe it was felt that a religion not based on
a tradition would not survive, so the links with the Old Testament would give Christianity a greater legitimacy
against the existing Greek religions of the time. How much easier it might have been if the God of Jesus had
been a newly rediscovered God rather than the same cruel one as was the God of Judaism at times. One of the
early Bishops, Marcion, did indeed suggest this and he led a break away group. Their Bible contained only the
Gospel of Luke with all the Epistles of Paul. The group did not survive for long. They were condemned for
their licentious behaviour and partying.

Over the years the separate but divine Jesus who had become the Christ of the Pauline letters returned to being
the epitome of the perfect human being for most Unitarians. The human Jesus teaches about tolerance, inclu-
siveness, equality and faith. Whoever came asking for help, whether widow, Samaritan, tax collector or Ro-
man Centurion, each was helped without question. It is an example of treating everyone as an equal no matter
what their background. The human Jesus also personalised religion. The relationship between the individual
and God is a personal one, he taught. You do not have to go to the Temple and have your prayers said for you
by the priest. You do not need to obey all the laws to the letter nor do sacrifices have to be made to atone for
any wrong doing. It was a revolutionary approach to the religion of the day. No wonder he wasn’t popular
with the Temple.

But yet another doctrine emerged and this had a profound effect on Christianity. This too came out of a con-
flict of ideas and it too went back to the Old Testament story of Adam and Eve leaving the Garden of Eden.
This argument was won by Augustine who introduced the idea of original sin into Christianity. He said that



the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden separated human kind from God and their sin was
transferred to every succeeding generation. So everyone is born a sinner. Guilt and unworthiness has become a
cornerstone of Christianity. The baptism of a new born child is an act of washing away the original sin he or
she was said to be born with. Consequently the death of Jesus on the cross became a hugely symbolic act of
dying for the sins of the world. Every Christian had to accept that this human blood sacrifice was made on
their behalf - it was an act of atonement for them.

Augustine also gave the church the idea that the Christian was the citizen of two cities - the earthly and the
heavenly. Being a citizen of heaven was more important than being a steward of the earth. The task of the
Christian was to get through the life on earth with the eye firmly fixed on heaven. It meant obeying the law of
the land only in so far as it did not conflict with the heavenly law set by the church.

So the doctrines of the Trinity and Original Sin were the foundations on which the Christian church has been
built and in many denominations continues to be built. Unitarians might ask if these are the traditions that we
wish to preserve and how should they be strengthened.

The Unitarian tradition does not have the Trinity and I doubt if any of the present day ministers when baptis-
ing a child would use words that suggested they were washing away the sin that that child had been born with.
Baptism these days is a ceremony of naming and welcome. The arrival of a child is a joyous and a holy occa-
sion and we believe that the child is born with a pure spirit. It is the experiences of life and the influences of
people that either scar that spirit or enrich it. Does one become a Christian through the teaching or by the act
of death on the cross giving salvation?

In practice the Christian tradition has been ebbing away. Many people who have come to join Unitarian con-
gregations have come from traditional or mainstream churches. Why do they come? In most cases they have
said they found they could no longer believe what they were expected to believe. Perhaps they have been
through the Theophilus Lindsey experience. It is rather sad that people who wanted to go to church and who
had been brought up in its tradition should become disenchanted with it. Many who do come to a Unitarian
congregation are happy with the familiarity of the hymn sandwich type of service that is usually on offer but
they are often excited to find an open attitude to religion and an unrestricted use of readings and prayers from
different faith traditions as well as secular material.

Marriage in the Christian church was seen as a sacred sacrament endorsed in heaven and therefore could never
be ended - no matter what the circumstances. Society though has changed since the days when a woman was
seen as the property first of her father and then of her husband. In a marriage service the congregation were
asked, ‘Who gives this woman to this man?’ And the father would say, ‘I do’. The woman’s duty then was to
obey her husband. It stems they say from Paul’s letters when women were urged to cover their heads and hold
their tongues. Quite a contrast to the practice of Jesus who befriended women and did not condemn them.
They might have been prostitutes or had a number of husbands but that made no difference to him. And in fair-
ness, it is said that Paul also encouraged women. They were often his emissaries to the new churches he had
started. One reason given for the passage in his letter about keeping silent and covering the head was that he
was worried that the freedom they had been given would be misinterpreted so he did not want the freedom to
be overdone. Rather it should go at a steadier pace. It would seem improbable that he would endorse the subju-
gation of women that happened in the Christian church.

Unitarians accepted that marriage was a union that depended on the respect of the partners for each other for it
to be successful. If that respect was not there how could a marriage be successful unless one partner was pre-
pared to be a slave to it. All marriages start with the best of intentions but it is a fact that they can go wrong
and if they have gone wrong, it is probably better that the failure is recognised and the marriage dissolved.
One of the sad things of our age is that the dissolution of a marriage often ends in acrimony because there is
no mediation towards reaching a friendly settlement over assets or access to the children. Once the church
could be blamed for its lack of understanding of the true tensions that arise in a marriage but it is probably
more the consequences now of a legal system that is built on an adversarial system - where there has to be a



winner and there has to be a loser. Unitarian ministers long ago accepted that marriages do break down and
also that it is possible for people to find happiness again and that they would want to make a commitment to
one another and have it blessed in the sight of God in a church. They would conduct a wedding for a divorced
person.

The ordination of woman was disputed in the Anglican church. The role of the priest was the domain of the
male. Women were judged to be either inadequate or incapable of taking on the responsibility of priesthood or
offering pastoral care. They were also judged to be not sufficiently blessed to offer the rites of communion to
a congregation. Women have won a victory in their efforts to be accepted as ordinands but the church still of-
fers an opt out clause for those who still prefer not to recognise their abilities or their sincerity. They continue
to struggle for the right to be appointed as Bishops. While the Church of England disputes about the ability of
women to hold positions of authority in their hierarchy, women do hold senior positions outside the church -
in the government, in local government, in the statutory authorities and in commerce. Somehow the practices
of Jesus and of Paul have been lost in the long period of a western patriarchal society.

The first Unitarian woman minister was Elizabeth von Petzel and she was appointed in 1912. Experience has
shown that gender is not an issue when it comes to being a good minister or a good leader. It is not the pre-
serve of the male. Among the Unitarian Universalists in the United States the majority of ministers are now fe-
male and the Movement is doing well. In the United Kingdom female candidates now tend to outnumber the
male and happily settle into congregations and lead them effectively.

Ministry in the Unitarian Movement does not have a hierarchical structure. Ministers who claim to be senior
can only express their seniority in age and not in relation to an organisation or structure. At the present time
there are not the resources to train ministers other than for parish duties. They meet together on a collegiate
basis and as a body are represented by a Ministerial Fellowship Committee. Their role as a group who lead the
whole denomination has given way to the authority of the annual meeting of the General Assembly of the
churches. Traditionally ministers have each been allowed a single vote at these meetings but this is now being
questioned when a whole congregation might itself only have a single vote. However there are now an insuffi-
cient number of ministers to effectively out vote the congregations on any issue.

It is a strange anomaly that once upon a time congregation called a minister to become their spiritual leader,
invested them with a stipend rather than a salary and allowed them the freedom to develop the direction of the
congregation. In those times also, congregations were large and were effectively run by a host of committees
and the minister was seen as the spiritual leader. These days the relationship between congregation and minis-
ter is based on a contract of employment. There are expectations that the minister will become involved in the
day to day running of their church and that future direction will be by joint decisions - even that the minister
will obey the will of the congregation. It is an egalitarian set up. The congregation too share in the spiritual
leadership, participating in worship and leading worship services themselves. Rites of passage services - wed-
dings, baptisms or funerals can all be taken by lay people. They are no longer the preserve of the ministry.

There was a time in recent history, during the time of the Empire when England ruled the world economically
and politically when it is also believed in the supremacy of its Protestant religion. Other faiths and other cul-
tures were seen as inferior and there was no reason to engage with them. In fact Christian missionaries tra-
velled to the far corners of this empire in their attempts to convert those they saw to be the followers of
heathen religions. With the end of Empire and the freedom of travel over the past decades as well as immigra-
tion into the country has broken down this assumption of religious and social superiority. Many Unitarian con-
gregations are actively involved in supporting ethnic minority communities, many of whom have come to this
country as refugees from all over the world. There is a recognition that Christianity is not the only true reli-
gion but simply the religion of our culture and it should stand on an equal footing with other world religions.
The main religions of the world have the same basic teachings as Christianity - devotion to their God with
love and compassion for the people of the world. It is not unusual for a Unitarian congregation to include read-
ings and prayers from other faith traditions and to welcome people of other faiths into their community and to
speak during their worship. The Christian tradition for most Unitarians has developed and changed over the



years. For some the Christian tradition is no longer appropriate for someone who is seeking spiritual aware-
ness with a mind that is open to all faith and even non faith traditions. Buddhist meditation can be part of that
journey just as an awareness of nature and the changing seasons or the rights of animals or the need to sustain
the world we live on. What should be preserved and what should be strengthened of our Christian tradition?

To my mind the Unitarians need to preserve the figure of Jesus as one of the iconic spiritual paradigms of the
world’s development but accept too that he was not the only one. (The teachings of the Buddha and the teach-
ing of the Bhagavad Gita in Hinduism are also important spiritual directives.) But to worship Jesus as a God
or even as the Son of God is to divert the mind away from what the story of his life teaches. The Sermon on
the Mount, after the later additions are removed from it is a spiritual rule for life that encourages individual de-
velopment. The stories of healing where no one is turned away whoever they are or wherever they come from
should inspire our own attitudes towards the people who live around us. We should develop the idea of a wor-
shipping community where each individual in it has a prayerful relationship with whom or what they perceive
as God and who care and support one another. We should seek to improve the world we are part of by joining
in the efforts to feed the hungry, cure the sick and give everyone the opportunity to be educated. We should
call for the resources of the world to be developed in a sustainable way. How sad that we say there is not en-
ough water when the oceans are full of it and there is the technology to extract potable water from it, just as it
would be possible to bring that water to irrigate the deserts. Sadly there is neither a political will nor an eco-
nomic will to go that far.

So the modern Unitarian would be more like the early follower of Jesus - a person of the way seeking an en-
lightened mind, wanting and working for a perfect world to live in and sustained by a spiritual connection
with their understanding of divinity. Would the present Unitarian Chapel be a suitable venue for such a person
with its hymn sandwich worship service, where the congregation still dutifully sit for an hour taking in the
spiritual nourishment? The only sacred symbol to see would be the flame burning in its chalice. The modern
Unitarian might be happier to find the church like atmosphere in the building with its pulpit and reading desk,
its pews or rows of chairs, its organ and preacher quietly put to one side and be returned to being a meeting
house where they were able to talk together and reflect on their spiritual journeys together. Perhaps the Chris-
tian tradition that began to unravel with the resignation of Theophilus Lindsey has travelled far enough with
us and we are better not trying to preserve or strengthen it in its old form but rather to let it go and start again
in our meeting houses where we can compare our efforts against the teachings of the iconic Jesus and others
and where we can develop personally and spiritually together as a community of like minded people.

Tony Mcneile
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