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Who was this guy who wrote about God and oranges? Hosea Ballou was the last of eleven children born to a Baptist preacher name Maturin Ballou and his wife Lydia on April 30, 1771 in Richmond, New Hampshire.  He grew up dirt poor, going sometimes without underwear and socks and shoes. His father taught him to read and write, but he had no formal schooling until he enrolled himself in a classroom as a young adult so that he could learn some proper grammar.  His mother died when he was three. A passing biographical footnote, except as his biographer Ernest Cassara points out :

The boy formed a deep attachment for his father; and it is probable that his later thought of God as a heavenly Father, capable of both love and chastisement because he truly loves his children, was not a little uninfluenced by his earthly father ( Hosea Ballou: The Challenge to Orthodoxy, p 5).
Of course. The man who was the missionary of Universalism to New England had a deep love for his Father.  Our image of God is influenced by our image of our parents. This idea is so common, it’s  often overlooked.  The Judeo-Christian image of God as father or even God as parent is a double-edged sword.  Using this metaphor is wonderful if one has loving parents, but doesn’t work if one has abusive parents, or a bad relationship with one’s parents.  It’s noteworthy in the extreme that the man who gave us the Treatise on Atonement, a document from which Universalism would spring to a major religious movement of the 19th century had great relationship with his own father and saw God as a father who loved all his children so much that he could damn none of them to eternal torment forever.

Part of the power of Universalism’s message, that all are saved and included in the divine, reaches out to those who have felt excluded and unloved especially in places in our society where they should feel most loved and most welcome - at home and at church and at school.  

Hosea Ballou was tall, outdoorsy, and athletic. He was known to be sarcastic and sharp-tongued by opponents but thought to be witty, quick and friendly by allies.  Ernest Cassara reports this anecdote: 

Ballou was asked, “What would you do with a man who died reeking in sin and crime?”

Ballou replied, “I think it would be a good plan to bury him.”

Although Ballou was man of the heart and a man of deep Christian faith, Universalism was born of the enlightenment.  Hosea Ballou was deeply influenced by Ethan Allen, the Vermont Deist and his 1782 work Reason, the Only Oracle of Man.  Ballou did not reject the Bible like Allen did, but he came to believe that reason too is a gift from God and even the scriptures must hold up to the light of reason.  Not only science, but morality, Allen argued was acquired progressively through reason and experience.  As Ernest Cassara notes in his biography of Ballou there is internal evidence in the Treatise that it is heavily influenced by Ethan Allen’s thought and Reason, the Only Oracle of Man.
Christianity cannot encounter the Age of Reason and continue to hold its most unreasonable positions such as men being gods, eternal damnation, original sin, and literal interpretation of ancient texts. These things and others were bound to fall, and fall they did.  

Hosea Ballou published the 216-page Treatise on Atonement in 1805.   Ballou divides the Treatise into three parts:

1. The Finite Nature of Sin

2. Its Causes and Consequences as Such

3. The Necessity and Nature of Atonement and its Glorious Consequences in the Final Reconciliation of All Men to Holiness and Happiness

You have to grant Ballou the Christian framework he is

working in and you to remember he came from a Baptist background.   Ballou begins his theological explorations because his heart and his reason don’t allow him to accept the idea of God he grew up with, and he believes in God with all his heart and soul, but he can’t reconcile a God of love with what else he’s been taught about God – that God punishes people forever and that God accepts some people and rejects others. So he begins with the idea of sin, the idea that people can do things that separate themselves from the divine forever.

Ballou’s approach is this: God is infinite and humans are finite, thus God’s nature is infinite and human nature is finite, so human beings are limited in their ability to understand God, the nature of ultimate moral good, and sin is according Ballou, “the violation of a law which exists in the mind, which law is the imperfect knowledge men have of moral good.”


“Sin,” Ballou writes “in its nature ought to be considered finite and limited, rather than infinite and unlimited, as has, by many been supposed.  


What Ballou is saying is if sin is infinite and committed against an infinite law, then there is no way out, no forgiveness. The sin is ultimate and unforgiveable, always and the law is unbendable and unbreakable always, so no forgiveness for nobody. God has set up a game you can’t win. What kind of deity does that? Certainly not a loving, kind parent, reasoned Ballou. It must work a different way. In addition if sin is infinite, killing a child is the same as killing a fish.


Because human understanding is always imperfect, nothing human beings can do, nothing, nothing could ever warrant eternal punishment, says Ballou.  He says:


“All our knowledge of moral holiness is but faint resemblance of that sublime rectitude from which the most upright of the sons of men are at a great distance.”
This isn’t saying human beings are stupid or depraved, just that we are not perfect and not God, so whatever wrong or evil we may do, eternal punishment is completely unreasonable.

In the second part of the Treatise Ballou argues against the doctrine of the Trinity and the traditional orthodox doctrine of the atonement of Christ on the Cross .  

On the Trinity Ballou says:

“I contend that if the Mediator be the Son of God, he is the son of himself, and he is his own father; that he is no more the son of God than God is his son! To say of two persons, exactly of the same age, that one of them is the real son of the other, is to confound good sense…”
Because it is unreasonable for a loving God to damn anyone to eternal torment, there is no need of Christ to die on the Cross in atonement for sins.  Ballou argues that Christ did not die on the Cross to appease God’s anger because God did not love humanity any less for Adam’s sin or anyone else’s, rather than God needing to be reconciled to God, it is humanity that needs to be reconciled to God.  So for Ballou, Jesus doesn’t die on the Cross in an act of sacrifice to appease an angry God needing blood atonement but to demonstrate to the world the “power of love.”  Not exactly where we might be coming from, but a radical departure for his day.  Ballou states:

“The belief that the great Jehovah was offended by his creatures to that degree that nothing but the death of Christ or the endless misery of mankind could appease his anger, is an idea that has done more injury to the Christian religion than the writings of all its opposers for many centuries.”

Part Three of A Treatise on Atonement focuses on Ballou’s contention that the consequence of people being reconciled to God is the universal holiness and happiness of all people. He goes boldly against the prevailing theology of his day that said only a select few of the “elect” would go to heaven and says God would not create a being to let it experience more misery than happiness and if it was not in God’s power to make all things sufficiently happy then it was not an act of goodness to create them.  Being a reasonable man, he has to argue ultimate salvation or union with God for everyone or there is no staying power for a God of love and goodness.

Ballou points to where Universalism ends up going in the 20th century and in our own time, places he could never really foresee:

“The moment we fancy ourselves infallible, everyone must come to our peculiarities or we cast them away. Even the truth may be held in unrighteousness….Let brotherly love continue. If we agree in love there is no disagreement that can do us injury, but we if do not agree in love there is no agreement that can do us any good…Let us endeavor to keep the Spirit in the bond of peace.”

Universalism does away with all categories of an elect.  There are no special few righteous saved in Universalism.  This is still a radical idea.  This means no “us and them.”  This means no bright, enlightened us and no ignorant, feeble-minded them.  No looking down our noses at any “others” because this is just another way of setting ourselves up as the righteous infallible elect and the saved. This means no dividing lines along the prejudicial isms. Universalism calls us to be one people and it calls us there with humility to keep the bonds of peace and love.

I think it’s a common idea for people who take the idea of the divine seriously, especially among people who are raised in the cultural atmosphere of Christianity to contemplate Universalism.  If you are raised in a Christian culture and you are taught that the God Jesus knew was a God of love, that this God loves everyone, but also sends bad people to hell forever, at some point, if you are a loving and rational person, you start questioning the fairness of the process.  Forever? For what? What about all the forgiveness everyone is always talking about? Hell starts to become the scary threat of punishment, the negative reinforcement and all of sudden the spiritual life is all about not going to hell and it all seems so backward, spending all of one’s emotional and spiritual energy wondering and worrying about where one is spending eternity when the entire Christian premise about God is supposed to be love, forgiveness, forgiving seventy times seven times, starting over, rebirth, resurrection, hope, new life, good news.  

What kind of God requires the torture and death of a human being on a cross for the rest of us to be acceptable and worthy? Are we that depraved? Well, in some theologies, the answer was and still is yes.  The Universalists like Hosea Ballou said, “That’s nuts!”

Sing it with me, You know the tune it’s to the old Christmas Carol (it’s okay if it crashes and burns, neither you nor I will go to hell, I promise):

“There is No Hell,” Hosea did say , 

to all the  good people way back in the day.

Back in the day when ev-ry one sighed,

 we are all damned to hell so why even try?

No Hell, No Hell! No Hell! No Hell! 

Sing it out loud just like a church bell!

ONE MORE TIME!

The are Hells, if you will, but they are not underground or mystical places of torture, torment and eternal damnation.  They are the evils within and the evils that we create in the here and now.   They are hatred, rage, violence, anger, war, racism, selfishness, homelessness, hunger.  The only hell and the only devils we need fear are the ones within ourselves and the ones we create in this world.

There are modern disagreements with the Treatise on Atonement. It’s evident that Ballou still makes the Cartesian separation between body and soul and many if not most Unitarian Univeralists today think in terms of an integration of body, mind and spirit wholeness, but this is something I see of the evolution of the Universalist thought Ballou was a pioneer in explicating.  

Ballou was makes statements in the Treatise that today we recognize as anti-Jewish saying that a changeable God is an old covenant, meaning Hebrew Scriptures or Old Testament idea and that an unchangeable God is a new covenant or Christian New Testament idea.

Ballou was a committed Christian, but Universalism in the 20th Century grew far beyond the scope of the argument Ballou makes in the Treatise on Atonement.  

In 1943 the General Superintendent of the Universalist Church of America, Robert Cummins described Universalism like this:

"Universalism cannot be limited either to Protestantism or Christianity, not without denying its very name. Ours is a world fellowship, not just a Christian sect. For so long as Universalism is universalism, not partialism, the fellowship bearing its name must succeed in making it clear that all are welcome: theist and humanist, unitarian and trinitarian, colored and colorless. A circumscribed Universalism is unthinkable."
From the off set Cross of the Universalist Church of its Christian origins to the all encompassing Universalism of today, Universalism calls us to be our best selves.  Universalism calls us to radical hospitality, it calls us to radical acceptance, it calls us to our mission as a Welcoming Congregation, it calls us to walk the talk, and to live our DNA. Universalism calls us to find rhymes for oranges in our work to create a religion that unifies, unites and includes everyone.  
� This sermon is heavily indebted to the work of Ernest Cassara, Hosea Ballou: The Challenge to Orthodoxy (Beacon Press 1961), Charles A. Howe, The Larger Faith (Skinner House 1993) and A Treatise on Atonement by Hosea Ballou.


� Hosea Ballou: The Challenge to Orthodoxy p 20


� Ernest Cassara - Hosea Ballou: The Challenge to Orthodoxy, pg 67
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