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The Prodigal Son READING
From a first century storyteller we have a parable of the Prodigal Son? Some of you may know it. Luke 15:11-32

SERMON
This story, one of the most well-known parables from Jesus’ followers of the first century is about unconditional love of father for son. True, a bit patriarchal, but nevertheless, one of the stories used to describe Jehovah’s love for humankind. And Universalist ministers preached this many times, along with the parable of the lost sheep. Do you remember, the shepherd who counted his sheep at the end of the day, and only 99 were there. He would not rest until he had all 100 safe in the fold. They would preach; God is like that; he never leaves anyone behind. 

Universalism, a theology of love. 

Today’s exploration will be some history and then an exploration in post-modern Universalism. We will look at what our faith might mean to us as a religious people. 

I have a colleague, a retired UU minister, who just finished writing a book on Universalism. He said he found an old newspaper cartoon about Universalism from the late 1800s. 

It seems there was a man who died and he found himself outside the Pearly Gates. The cartoonist had him labeled “sinner.” And there was God dragging him through the Pearly Gates, and the sinner’s heels were dug in, and he was crying, “No, no, no, I don’t want to go!” 

From Canada to Mississippi, Universalism throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was a “hot topic,” much debated, and a popular religion. Religious movements often develop and grow in response to cultural phenomenon or other religious beliefs. Unitarian and Universalist beliefs grew because of Calvinism. 

Calvinism, as you know, is the belief that humans are essentially depraved, sinful creatures, doomed to an eternal hell. 

While we may think of the very early years of the Colonies and the States as a country of Puritans and religious people, most people were too busy making a living to give much thought to their personal beliefs.  

That is why, the “great” preaching of the First and Second Great Awakenings was so successful and claimed so many followers. These “great awakenings” were waves of religious fervor during the 1730s through the 1740s, and from the 1820s to the 1870s. It rolled across the country, from New England, down through the eastern coast to the western frontier of Illinois and down to the wilderness of the southern pines. 

At the same time, Universalism grew steadily from the late 1700s to the early 1900s. The primary tenet of Universalism was God’s unconditional love. Hosea Ballou in New England, John Murray in New York, and George de Benneville in Pennsylvania, were capable, enthusiastic preachers who gave Universalism a strong foundation throughout the settled states and into the frontier. It was John Murray who left us the famous quote, “Give them hope, not hell.” 

Universalism, a theology of love. 

The decline of Universalism began in the early 1900s. 
According to Unitarian Universalist historian Charles Howe, “It was a victim of its own success.” It seems that so many people began to believe in Universalism—God’s unconditional love of humankind—that it became “acceptable” in many of the mainline churches. So, why pass a Methodist, Congregational, or Christian Church to get to a Universalist Church? Believe it or not, there were even some Baptist churches that were of this “liberal” persuasion. And, there still are today Universalist Baptists in the hills and mountains of West Virginia and North Carolina. 

There were many different views of Universalism. There were trinitarian universalists as well as unitairian universalists. There were those who believed in immediate reconciliation with God and there were those who believed one’s soul had to be “restored” in some way before it could be united with God. 

Nevertheless, the overarching, abiding tenet of Universalism in the twentieth century was the belief in God’s unconditional love for humanity, and that no soul was forever lost to that love.  

Universalists, whether by intuition, mystical experience, or through Bible study, have preached and believed, that when God is viewed as a loving God, humankind is more likely to be loving toward each other. When God is seen as a vengeful, wrathful God, then humankind is more likely to be hateful to and disconnected from each other. 

It makes perfect sense to me. You all know of Fred Phelps. He is the Calvinist minister from Kansas who hates everything and anyone different from him. He pickets gay funerals and threatens to burn the Koran. His is a theology of hate. 

A theology of hate. 

Universalism, a theology of love. 

As we live into the twenty-first century, as we embrace post-modern life, Universalism has come into a post-modern life of its own.  

It has become a theology of which James Fowler in The Stages of Faith would say is grounded in “conjunctive faith.” Conjunctive faith is that fifth stage of faith. When there is no longer an “other.” I call this the “We are One” faith.

Fowler writes, conjunctive faith:

…sees both (or the many) sides of an issue simultaneously. Conjunctive faith suspects that things are organically related to each other. It attends to the pattern of interrelatedness…

What the mystics call detachment, Fowler says, is the willingness one has to embrace reality—Reality being an interconnected world of interrelated beings. 

How willing are we to embrace diversity and differentness. Fowler said that we could feel threatened by difference. If our reality is tied up with our ego and our self-esteem; if we can’t leg go of “being right,” then it is difficult for us to embrace diversity. 


Understanding our Universalist faith in this way, seeing it as a belief that can provide a foundation for us in our post-modern world, is like seeing light not only as a wave but also as a particle of energy. 

Universalism is about ourselves – it is personal – and about everyone else and everything else – is universal.

It is a religious belief that sustains us as human beings, and it is a religion that can sustain the world. 

Universalism, a theology of love. 

In the nineteenth and twentieth century, before we were called to see ourselves as post-modern, a Universalist God was that anthropological being dragging the sinner through the pearly gates. But in our world today, God is post-modern. 

There is no clear definition, no concrete metaphor, and no agreed-upon symbol that represents the Mystery surrounding life. Today, each and every person has her or his own image of God and it is different for everyone. 

It is common to hear “I believe,” 
“God IS love.” 
Or	God IS creation
Or	God IS the event that caused the big bang
	God IS the Cosmos
I could go on with images and metaphors, because today they are many.

There are those of us who have no image of God, and see no need for a God. Yet, we still have a need for love. As individuals and as the world. We need a radical inclusive love. 


That brings us back to unconditional love. 
If the anthropological God had unconditional love for humankind, and the post-modern metaphors are unlimited, who is going to love us unconditionally? 

We are. We are going to love each other unconditionally. 

Now I joke and say, “Oh, my goodness, it is hard to love someone like that; I can’t do it, God is going to have to love them. I am not good enough to love them unconditionally!”

In the post-modern world Universalism, a conjunctive “We are One,” faith, calls for us to love unconditionally. 

What does that look like? Let’s consider for a moment, that “unconditional love” is often-used these days in counseling and therapy. It is believed, that if children have unconditional love, they will grow up to be healthy, functioning adults. Who can argue with that? But what does unconditional love look like for us human beings?

For our daughters and sons, unconditional love is life affirming. But that does not mean there are no boundaries and no accountability. With human love for family, unconditional love is possible. Who would argue with a mother and father who sit watching the electrocution of their son? Who would argue with the mother who continues to love a daughter who killed her own husband and then killed herself?  

You ask what conditional love looks like? Many years ago, I was doing pastoral work with a young man from a family who had immigrated to the United States. He was a talented, bright young professional, who had been a good son, who had always been a source of pride for his mother. The challenge was: he had grown to love an American woman, divorced, with a young child. Totally unacceptable to his mother. 

He said, “I always thought my mother’s love was unconditional. But now, I find out that there are things I could do, or ways I could be, that would not be acceptable to her. It happened that I always did what she wanted. It was never unconditional, and certainly isn’t now.” 

The parable of the Prodigal Son is about more than one son. There are two sons in the story. There is one brother who never leaves home, does what is expected of him, and, in our human way, complains that he has stayed home, and now his brother is treated the same as him. Did the father really love both sons unconditionally? 

Unconditional love is hard,
A challenge,
Yet it is a possible with family, however, in our relatedness, we must have boundaries and accountability. We must live as though we love one another, each and every member of the family. 

Buddha said,

A family is a place where minds come in contact with one another. If these minds love one another, the home will be as beautiful as a flower garden. But if these minds get out of harmony with one another it is like a storm that plays havoc with the garden. 

How does unconditional work outside our family, in our broader lives, at work, at church, wherever we are? 

REMEMBER: There are people in our lives that are not lovable. “It’s hard to love someone like that.” Yet, in a post-modern world, when we are as close to each other as our Facebook page, our television, and next door, we need to have a faith, a belief, and a theology of love. 

Why do we need it? As Buddha says, “for harmony” in the garden. 

Conjunctive love allows us to see no difference between “you and me.” We may want to call it unconditional love, and it is almost humanly impossible to love everyone unconditionally, isn’t it? Shouldn’t we at least need to try?
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