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One hundred and seventeen years ago, 20 Universalist clergymen – they were, 

of course, all men – gathered outside of Boston to prepare for the Lenten season 

in an atmosphere of comradery and leisure. They were and today are called 

the “Fraters of the Wayside Inn” – as the gatherings take place at the Wayside 

Inn in Sudbury, MA. One hundred and 11 years into their history, I was invited into 

that circle by Jan Knost.  Some of you may remember Jan and his wife, Lorna as 

they attended All Souls for several years.  Jan was a Frater (now retired) as was 

his father before him.    

 

Together, the Fraters engage in many traditions but the core of the gathering is 

sharing and discussing papers on a topic that the Prior – that’s what the position 

is called, I promise you – a topic that the Prior curates – all specifically related to 

Universalism.   

 

This past January marked my turn to serve as the Prior.    

 

As 2020 marks American Universalism's 250th anniversary I wanted to hold up 

that milestone so last summer I begin by re-visiting American Universalism the 4th 

Ed.  The author, George Hunston Williams, reviews American Universalism's 

Centennial celebration in 1870 where many a prominent Universalist - and a 

Unitarian or two - took to the stage to address the current state of the faith as 

well as hopes for the future.  The convention took place in Gloucester, MA  

 

SLIDE:  Photo of 1870 convention 

 

At that 1870 convention there was a lot of talk about Universalism’s potential 

impact on the country. Representing the Unitarians at the Centennial was 

Edward Everett Hale (remember he’s the one who famously said, “I am only 

one.  But still I am one. I cannot do everything.  But still I can do something.  And 

because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do the something that I can 

do.”)  At the centennial he addressed the crowd: "If America is to fail, it is 

because the doctrines of Calvinism … are true; if American is to succeed, it is 

because God is love, and loves each and all children."    

 

Hunston Williams offered three conceptions of Universalism the second of which 

was:  Universalism would be "the American church of the future, closely linked to 

the ideals of the American republic."   

   

So, I wondered how both Everett Hale and Hunston Williams' projections worked 

out.  I posed the question to four of my fellow Fraters:  Universalism was founded 
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as a saving faith.  In these brutal times, what does 21st century Universalism offer 

us?  How might it save us individually and as a country?  What balm / hope does 

it offer?     

 

James Ishmael Ford is a Unitarian Universalist minister as well as a Zen Buddhist 

priest.  He was one of the four Fraters who I asked to write. He graciously 

accepted the invitation.  He starts out with a reminder that at its start, 

Universalism’s belief in universal salvation and a loving God who would never 

damn any soul to hell was considered heretical.   

 

The theology of universal salvation is more complicated of course, but that’s the 

gist.  James shares a story that resonated with all of the clergy sitting around the 

table at the Wayside Inn.  He said that in his experience moving in interfaith 

circles, there would always be a clergy person or two or three who would sidle 

up beside him and in hushed voice confess to James their sympathy for and 

identification with Universalism – capital “U” - but none felt they could openly 

share that belief with the congregations they served.  Indeed, there have been 

several evangelical ministers who have famously come out as universalists – 

lower case “u” – and have lost their flocks, so in some circles our theology is still 

as heretical as it had been in the 18th century.  Of Universalism’s good news, 

James said the following in the paper he shared with the Fraters this past 

January:  

 

Reading …   

 

I find myself thinking of  …. Christian clergy and laity who find it best to 

have a quiet Universalism. There is something both glorious and terribly sad 

that this good news must be kept quiet. Glorious in that it cannot be 

suppressed. Not really. As long as there are human hearts yearning for 

healing. Not as long as people seek a true north star for their lives and 

their deaths. And so sad because we need this good news. All of us. 

 

Also, it seems that when suppressed the deeper nuances can be lost, 

while trying to keep alive a small flame: it is the whispering of the all-

pervading truth of love. But with a little freedom we can also see how this 

truth can be found in other expressions around the world. It genuinely is 

our common inheritance. 

There was another Christian accused of Universalism in the early part of 

the Twentieth century. C. S. Lewis called us to the four loves as used by the 

ancient Greeks. Agape, divine love, eros, the loves of the body, philios, 

friendship, and storge, empathy or perhaps compassion.  

 

If one understands we are all woven of the same cloth, that our lives, and 

our deaths, are bound up in what Dr Martin Luther King, Jr called a 
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garment of destiny, then, in the exact moment when we open ourselves 

full to this truth, well then all four of those loves flow into and from us. 

 

And the great way of healing for us all is revealed. A north star appears, 

and we know what to do. 

 

We find ourselves as we really are. Precious, unique. And, in a 

contradiction only out of our sense of isolation, both passing as the 

morning dew, and eternal. Always alive within the mysteries of our 

interdependent, interpenetrating, all encompassing, love. 

 

With this body knowing, we can find the healing of our own divided 

hearts. And beyond that, we are given a moral compass that allows us to 

act in this world in ways that actually can help. 

 

Hope for this world.  All of it.  It is the mystery and power of Universalism. 

 

From “The Mysteries of Love:  Three Eras of Universalism” a paper 

presented at the 117th retreat of the Fraters of the Wayside Inn by James 

Ishmael Ford  January 2020 

 

As James wrote:  … it cannot be suppressed. … as long as there are human 

hearts yearning for healing. Not as long as people seek a true north star for their 

lives and their deaths.  

 

So, we’ll start with the individual yearning for healing in this time in which we are 

all living.  I’ll remind you of a story I’ve shared before.  

 

It is Christmas Eve here at All Souls.  It is between services and night has deeply 

fallen.  I step out of the building for a moment for a bit of fresh air when I see a 

stranger approaching, one who is down on his good fortune and separated 

from better days and possibly, from his better self.  He is clearly upset and 

shaken.  I greet him and ask if I may help.  “I need to talk to the pastor”, he says.   

I assure him – because I see in his eyes that he needs such assurance – that I am, 

in fact, the pastor.  

 

From slight bewilderment he quickly returns to his despair.  It is Christmas Eve and 

he is sure that he is damned in God’s eyes.  He is weeping now.   

 

I gather him up and tell him that he has washed upon the right shore for this 

church is here to spread the news of God’s eternal love and forgiveness.  That 

God’s love and forgiveness is available to all – and he is included in that 

embrace. He asks me to pray with him and I do.  And with a “Merry Christmas” 

he walks away.   
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On that Christmas Eve, his was a heart yearning for healing.  On that Christmas 

Eve – when better? – he found a true north star for his life and his death through 

the mystery and power of Universalism.   

 

Some may be wondering about the audacity, perhaps, of reassuring a stranger 

that a loving God forgives all.  To which I say that the realm I occupied was that 

of a witness - not judge or jury.  My call to ministry, your call to me as your 

minister, is to minister to hearts that yearn for healing … that yearn for a north 

star and I am profoundly grateful that my ministry rests upon a theology that not 

only proclaims and promotes the inherent worth and dignity of every person, but 

also sincerely means it.  That’s the language I was speaking with this man.   

 

I meant it when I said, “Friend, you are loved and forgiven by God.”  Our 

ancestors tell me so.   

 

This still-unique Universalist message is a saving message for these brutal times.  

There isn’t a Soul in this sanctuary this morning who does not yearn for the same 

heart healing as did that stranger who found All Souls one Christmas Eve years 

ago.  And although your personal theology may differ from the one that I 

accessed in ministering to that man, the spirit of that cornerstone Universalist 

theology is still yours to claim in your own way. 

 

Claim it, Beloveds. It is your North Star.      

 

Let’s turn our gaze to our country and Edward Everett Hale statement that "If 

America is to fail, it is because the doctrines of Calvinism … are true; if American 

is to succeed, it is because God is love, and loves each and all children."   Is 

what the Calvinists proclaimed true? And if so, has America failed?  Some days 

it certainly feels like the answers are, “yes” and “yes”.  150 years ago Universalists 

sincerely believed that Universalism’s doctrine of universal salvation and God’s 

love were best reflected the newly formed country’s foundational values.  How 

they thought this in the midst of our country’s foundational sin:  slavery … how 

they thought this when in the Declaration of Independence itself Native 

Americans are referred to as “the merciless Indian savages, whose known rule of 

warfare, is undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions.” … how 

those early Universalists thought that there would be a massive change of heart 

and mind is either naïve or perhaps a complete white washing of the deep 

cracks in the country’s foundation.  

 

And so here we are 150 years later still tending to those deep cracks.   

 

But in the light of this new day, we are willing to cast a steely gaze upon our 

country’s true history.  We know that the effort toward a “more perfect union” is 
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and will ever be a life-long effort for each and every one of us.  But you know 

what will make that effort sweeter and more effective?  The righteous 

universalist theology that proclaims that “God is Love and loves each and all 

children.” Because all good things – including a robust and true democracy – 

spring forth from that platform.   

 

Here’s a platform for you.   

 

In 1917 the Universalist minister and prominent social gospel theologian 

Clarence Russell Skinner, served as the denomination’s secretary of the 

Commission of Social Service.  He was determined to expand Universalism’s 

reach beyond the church, to the country and to the global community at large.   

 

He led the effort to present the Declaration of Social Principles.   I think you’d be 

interested in learning about those principles: 

 

1)  An Economic Order which shall give to every human being an equal 

share in the common gifts of God and in addition all that they shall earn 

by their own labor. 

2) A Social Order in which there shall be equal rights for all, special privileges 

for none, the help of the strong for the weak until the weak become 

strong. 

3) A Moral Order in which all human law and action shall be an expression of 

the moral order of the universe. 

4) A Spiritual Order which shall build out of the growing lives of living people 

the growing temple of the living God.   

 

And although we would wish to thoroughly wordsmith this declaration, at its 

heart is balm for a country’s aching soul.  The heart of it says that God is love 

and loves each and all children. 

 

That’s one something that our old-time religion’s history and theology offers to 

this present moment:  vision of an America that cares and supports all people 

economically, socially, morally, and spiritually.   

 

But there’s more.  Universalism has been by and large a hopeful movement.   

Our Unitarian Universalism tells religious seekers that revelation is ongoing … that 

truth is not sealed.  The hell on earth that we are living through as Americans 

today can and must be changed and that we alone have the agency and 

power to change it.   

 

Give us that old time religion so that we may find ourselves as we really are. 

Precious, unique. And, in a contradiction only out of our sense of isolation, both 

passing as the morning dew, and eternal. Always alive within the mysteries  
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of our interdependent, interpenetrating, all encompassing, love. 

 

Give us that old time Universalism.   

 

Together, we will follow that north star. 

 

Amen.   

 

 

 

 

Benediction: 

 

Go out into the highways and byways of America, your new country.  Give the 

people, blanketed with a decaying and crumbling Calvinism, something of your 

new vision.  You may possess only a small light but uncover it, let it shine, use it in 

order to bring more light and understanding to the hearts and minds of all 

people.  Give them not hell, but hope and courage.  Do not push them deeper 

into their theological despair, but preach the kindness and everlasting love of 

God.  John Murray 

 

 

 

 


