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I begin with some rather personal remarks. The only churches that I have 
supported financially in my adult life have been Unitarian. Yet I hesitate to label myself 
Unitarian. It is a tradition I was not brought up in, and many of those I feel closest to 
religiously are in other churches, including the Roman Catholic, in synagogues, or even 
in a branch of Hinduism. Yet I do share some of the concerns of Unitarians or 
Universalists.""

Nontrinitarians with a Christian heritage have rejected the deification of Jesus, 
and this seems to be the primary signification of the term ‘unitarian.’ Insofar the word 
stood for a return to the Judaic idea of the divine unity. “The Lord our God is one.” This 
return was clear in the religion founded in the the 16th Century by the Italian, Fausto 
Sozini or Socinus, who, like Channing, attributed to Jesus a divine mission but did not 
worship him. Socinus has, therefore, been called the first Unitarian. Like modern 
Unitarians, the Socinians gave cordial recognition to the importance of science. But they 
are worth recalling for still another reason, a reason that has been largely overlooked by 
historians in general and by Unitarians, both in England and in this country. Socinus 
and his followers revised the standard definition of God as unmoved mover or First 
Cause of all things, entirely independent of the world. The Socinians held that, on the 
contrary, God was not immutable and was influenced by the world. Above all, they held 
that God knows what we do, not eternally or beforehand, but only as or after we do it. 
They took this position because they believed in human freedom. God does not 
determine our acts, we determine them. They are our decisions, not God’s. And until 
we decide what to do, there is nothing for God to know except that we may do this or 
may do that. God would be mistaken in regarding our decisions as already, still less 
eternally, there to be known. In knowing us as doing things we might not have done, 
God has knowledge made possible only by our acts of deciding. So we produce effects 
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in God. We have power not only over other creatures but also power even over God, 
who exists eternally but is not in all respects immutable, independent, or infinite.""

In thus revising the very fundamentals of theology, quite apart from the Trinity or 
questions of Christology, Socinians surpassed the entire Middle Ages, whether 
Christian, Judaic, or Islamic. Alas, Unitarians have tended, with everyone else, to 
overlook this aspect of Socinianism. Ralph Waldo Emerson shows the unfortunate 
consequences. He accepted the idea of divine determination of all things, as one can 
show from his diary. As a result he had no reasonable solution for the classical problem 
of evil. Sooner or later this weakness was bound to lead to agnosticism or atheism.""

Another nontrinitarian religions, Universalism, broke also with tradition by 
rejecting the doctrine of eternal punishment. Berdyaev has called this doctrine a Hell of 
a piece of sadism. I agree but, like many of you I presume, I go further and reject the 
idea of heavenly rewards as well as of hellish punishments after death. Our human 
experiences all occur, I believe, between birth (or a certain stage of life in the womb) and 
death, not after death. It is God, not you or I, who is immortal. Thus I share two 
negative beliefs and as I suppose, most members of this church, the disbelief that any 
human being, even Jesus of Nazareth, is to be worshipped, and the disbelief in an other-
worldly career for human beings. I do not, however, share the disbelief of some modern 
Unitarians in God. I take this disbelief to be, in considerable part, a consequence of the 
traditional Greek and Medieval notion of God as all-determining cause of the changing 
world. If God strictly determines what [will happen?] in the last analysis, evils are 
God’s doing, and only God has any genuine freedom, or power of decision making.""

Once you admit with Socinus that there is creaturely freedom, and that this means 
that God is moved by the creatures, then no only do you not face the classical problem 
of evil, but you are in a position to take seriously the idea that we should love God with 
all our being because God loves us, and all we care about, infinitely better than we can 
love ourselves or our friends. We can suppose that God is moved by our sufferings, 
which are caused by our own and other creatures’ decisions, not by divine decisions. 
Nicolas Berdyaev and the Anglo-American mathematician and philosopher, A. N. 
Whitehead, agree that God is, in Whitehead’s words, “the fellow sufferer who 
understands.” Classical theists could say such things only by contradicting their very 
definition of deity.""

What is called Process Philosophy, not only as in Whitehead but also as in the 
thought of the great American mathematician, logician, and philosopher, Charles S. 
Peirce, and in what I call my Neoclassical metaphysics, goes beyond the Socinians in 
attributing freedom, not only to God and human beings, but also, in diminished forms, 
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to all genuinely individual creatures down to the very atoms and particles. Hence, even 
natural evils, such as diseases are not divinely determined. They are the harm that fee 
creatures could not be prevented from doing to one another. Freedom is inherently 
dangerous and universal freedom for the creatures means that all life involves risk of 
harm as well as opportunity for good. Risk and opportunity are nonidentical twins 
having the same root, freedom. If you want the second of these twins — and who does 
not — you cannot object to the first.""

The theory that being an individual creature means having some kind and degree 
of freedom, and the insight that freedom is inherently dangerous, as well as the ground 
of all possible good, implies that there can be no perfect utopia, no risk-free paradise. In 
consequence, one motive for dreams of heaven is removed. It becomes easier to accept 
our life on earth (or perhaps in our solar system) as our entire concern, and we escape 
from the temptations as well as the fears which the idea of surviving death has 
notoriously produced in human beings. They have ignominiously groveled in fear of 
hell, or ignominiously comforted themselves with the idea that whatever they do or fail 
to do, God will see to it that perfect justice is done and, with a little luck, they will end 
up perfectly happy even though some others will end up in hopeless misery. I honor the 
ancient [deists?] and many modern Jews, for not having fallen victim to these dismal 
fancies. If we want to love our neighbors or to love God, now is the time to do it, not 
after death. The reward of virtue is virtue itself. Those who seek any greater reward are 
to that extent no so virtuous as they claim. Love is its own reward.""

Process philosophy has another gift to religion. It can take more literally than 
traditional Christian philosophy the commandment, “Love they neighbor as thyself.” 
Here Buddhists have, for over two thousand years, been in possession of a secret until 
recently denied to nearly al lWestern philosophers and theologians. Peirce and 
Whitehead rediscovered that secret. It is the merely relative meaning of self-identity 
from birth (or, some say, from conception) and the merely relative meaning on 
nonidentity among persons. Pro-lifers often talk as though the fertilized egg, or at last 
the six-weeks old fetus, is already equivalent to an adult person, aware of right and 
wrong and of the consequences of its acts. The fetus that eventually changed into the 
thinking, reasoning person that I am now was not such a person; it had no thinking self, 
only a feeling, subhuman animal self. And even myself as a child barely beginning to 
understand a few words was not a moral agent, and was only potentially the person I 
now am.""

More generally, each fraction of a second you are, or I am, a [partly?] new 
actuality, a new creation. What we call ‘self-interest’ is not an identity relation, but the 
concern of the self of one moment for the self of other moments. In times of strong 
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passion we all do what we feel like doing at those moments, with negligible concern for 
the future consequences for ourselves or others. Self-interest is really a form of love, 
psychologically not absolutely different from the feeling we call love for others. Myself 
tomorrow is not myself now, and the relation between them is not one of sheer identity. 
The basic principle of action is neither love for self nor love for others but the love of a 
momentary actuality for other real or imagined actualities, some of which we term 
ourselves as at past or future times and some of which we term other people at other 
times. The sympathy or concern of experience for other experience, of life for other life, 
is basic, both to self-interest and to interest in other persons.""

One more step and you may begin to see why I think we have in our time a 
genuine break-through in religious thought. So long as there was belief in Heaven and 
Hell, it made some sense to take self-interest as the final court of appeal. “Take care or 
you end in Hell, be wise and you end in Heaven.” So it comes down to shrewd self-
interest after all! Berdyaev called this “the most disgusting morality even conceived.” 
But suppose our individual human destinies are entirely between birth and death, what 
becomes of the notion of self-interest? What will “my advantage” be when, instead of 
me there is a corpse, totally lacking in human consciousness?""

Our mortality should teach us that our long run goal must utterly transcend mere 
personal advantage. What advantage remains in death? The entire rational value of the 
present must consist in its contribution to the future of life and consciousness. For in the 
end, that will be all there is.""

Am I saying that it is unimportant that we enjoy living in the present moment? 
No, that would be absurd. But the primary contribution the present makes to the future 
is its joy, the intensity and harmony of its experiences, as appreciated by later 
experiences. Here, as everywhere, the belief in God makes a difference in principle. For 
who will appreciate your or my present experiences when we are no longer alive? The 
adequate appreciation of life can only be a life that transcends all other life in its 
unlimited and undying power to participate in the joys of others. The adequate 
recipient of the contributions of each moment of experience can only be divine. But the 
idea of God that satisfies this requirement is the idea of a being precisely not unmoved 
by creaturely experiences, but move by them all, enriched by their variety, intensity, and 
harmony. The Medieval conception of God as wholly self-sufficient deprived the idea of 
much of its religious value. In this respect we face a new day of faith in a genuinely 
living God. The God who was say is dead was never alive. No life can be simply 
unmoved by other life. Participation is the essence of living. We participate in the life of 
our bodily cells and our sensations are this participation.""
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There is, I believe, no more ultimate or universal principle than love, taken as the 
feeling of others’ feeling, the thinking of others’ thinking, the experience of others’ 
experiencing. Life is participation or mother. God is the eminent participator, moved by 
all, and precisely for this reason able to move all, through without determining any. The 
least creature has its tiny spark of freedom, and its small but genuine power to 
influence.""

The divine Creator is also the eminent Creature, endlessly enriched by every 
creative act, divine, human, or whatever. We have a new meaning for the old saying, the 
service of God is perfect freedom. For, as a Jewish ritual [says?] God will “endow or 
fleeting days with adding significance.”


