
Freedom of Religion 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 1/14/18 

Reading: Responsive Reading #609, “To Serve the People,” by Saadi of Shiraz, a major Persian 
Islamic poet of the 13th century [Singing the Living Tradition, Beacon Press, 1993] 

To worship God is nothing other than to serve the people. 
It does not need rosaries, prayer carpets, or robes. 

All peoples are members of the same body, created from one essence. 
If fate brings suffering to one member 

The others cannot stay at rest. 

Freedom of Religion 

Today we celebrate the Edict of Torda and Unitarianism and religious freedom, and if you 
read my sermon blurb, it sounds like it has a lot to do with Christian Europe, which it does, but 
there’s more. The story of the Edict of Torda is a story that is told differently today than it was in 
the past.  In fact, it’s told differently than it was when I was in seminary, which was only 10-15 
years ago. 

The story I learned in seminary was that Unitarianism emerged as a religious movement in 
the 1500s in two different parts of Eastern Europe, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and 
Transylvania, which today is a region in central Romania. Both beginnings came out of the 
Protestant Reformation—the movement led by Martin Luther, John Calvin, and others who 
wanted to reform the Roman Catholic Church. Unitarianism was part of the radical wing of the 
Reformation.  In 1531, a book by Michael Servetus called On the Errors of the Trinity had 
opened up a debate on the nature of God, arguing that God was not three persons in one being—
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—but one.  One unit, one entity.  It was an old debate, and 
it had been officially decided in favor of the trinity hundreds of years earlier. Some of the 
Protestant reformers agreed with Servetus that the doctrine of the trinity was not supported by 
the Bible, but they didn’t consider it an essential point.  In fact, they felt that by raising the 
argument, Servetus was attacking the most sacred doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church at a 
time when the emerging Protestant churches were not looking for more controversy.   

It’s interesting that our theological beginnings centered on a debate that most Unitarian 
Universalists today would probably consider irrelevant. Was Jesus both human and divine, 
existing in and with God from the beginning, or was he purely human, or was he a son or child 
of God as we all are, or was he the son of God in a special way? These were not matters on 
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which people were encouraged to speculate, however, and so Michael Servetus became a target 
of the Inquisition.  In 1553 he was arrested and tried.  He escaped from prison but was found 
guilty of heresy in absentia and condemned to be burned at the stake, a sentence that was carried 
out later that year.  

Thousands of people were executed as heretics during this part of our history, but according 
to Charles Howe, who wrote For Faith and Freedom: A Short History of Unitarianism in Europe 
[Skinner House Books, 1997], a debate erupted over the execution of Servetus, and thus his 
death became a catalyst for the eventual growth of religious tolerance and it brought increased 
attention to his writings, which later influenced the Unitarian movement in Transylvania [p. 41]. 

Transylvania was a borderland between Christian Europe and the East, and in particular, the 
Ottoman Empire.  It was populated mostly by Catholics, but the Protestant Reformation was well 
established there by the 1550s, largely because it was far enough from Rome that it had been left 
alone by the Inquisition. Francis David, a Catholic priest and the hero of the Edict of Torda story, 
became a Lutheran minister and later bishop for all Transylvanian Lutherans. Still later he 
became a Calvinist, then was appointed preacher to the royal court, and in 1566 he preached a 
Unitarian sermon. Controversy had already been brewing between the Lutheran and the Calvinist 
Protestants over their understanding of communion—whether the presence of Jesus in the bread 
and wine was real or spiritual—and now the Trinitarian Protestants were arguing with the 
Unitarian Protestants. In 1568, the king, John Sigismund, convened a series of diets, or 
assemblies, for theological debate. Francis David argued passionately both for religious freedom 
and for Unitarianism—God must be one, he said, or in Hungarian, “Egy as Isten” [Edge Oz 
Eeshten]. David was the popular winner of the debates, and there followed a brief but rapid 
spread of Unitarianism—hundreds of churches were formed.  I say brief because unfortunately, 
King Sigismund was soon followed by another king who discontinued his policies, and the 
Unitarians were persecuted, and David was martyred for his faith. But before all that, King 
Sigismund issued several proclamations concerning religious freedom, including in 1568 the 
Edict of Torda, which read, in part [combination of two translations, Howe and Lafayette]: 

Our Royal Majesty, as he had decided at the previous debates within his country about 
matters of religion, confirms as well at the present Diet that every orator shall preach the 
gospel by [their] own conception, and if the congregation like it, well and good, if not, no 
one shall compel them, for their souls would not be satisfied, but they shall be permitted 
to keep a preacher whose teaching they approve.  Therefore none of the superintendents 
or others shall abuse the preachers, no one shall be reviled for [their] religion by anyone, 
… and it is not permitted that anyone should threaten anyone else by imprisonment or by 
removal from [their] post for [their] teaching, for faith is God’s gift born from hearing 
and this hearing is conceived by the word of God.  
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Both Unitarianism and religious freedom have different meanings for us today. Expanded 
meanings, as we understand it. The Edict of Torda was a huge step forward, but it protected only 
four churches, not other Christians (Catholics, for example), let alone other beliefs. It defined 
faith as a gift of God revealed in the Protestant Bible. The Unitarianism to which it gave official 
recognition is not the Unitarianism we know today, which we no longer think of as defined by 
theology but as committed to certain principles: especially the principle of reason applied to 
faith; and of freedom of conscience and religion—the idea that individuals can experience and 
recognize the holy for themselves and need not be bound by authority or tradition; and the 
principle of tolerance, which grants the right of conscience and religious freedom to others, or as 
we might put it today, pluralism. This is what I think most feels like our Unitarian heritage. 

What does freedom of religion mean to us, today?  It means that each of us is free to form 
our own opinions about the nature of God (or not) and to choose the religious or spiritual path 
that best gives meaning to our own lives. And I would like to try an experiment to illustrate that 
freedom.  I’m going to ask you to get up and move to a different part of the sanctuary for the rest 
of the service, based on your theology. Don’t worry, there will be wiggle room in case you don’t 
fit just one category or would rather not say, but let’s be proud of our theologies and our 
diversity.  

Here’s the plan: If you are a Christian UU and see Jesus as brother or prophet or as your 
window to God, you will move over to your right, in the section past that side aisle. If you are 
Jewish or Muslim or another kind of theist, if God is an important part of your theology, you will 
be in this center-right area, but not the first 3 pews.  If you have a less traditional idea of God, or 
for you it’s more about nature or Earth-centered spirituality or Feminist spirituality, or you’re 
Buddhist, or a mystic, you will be in this center-left area, but again, not the first 3 pews.  If you 
are a secular Humanist, not a theist, or you’re agnostic, you will be over on the left, in the section 
past that side aisle.  And if you are not sure, or you’re a mix, or you don’t want to say, you are 
down here in the front. And if it would be hard for you to move, that’s OK, you’ll probably be 
comfortable with your new neighbors. Ready? Go to your places! Let me repeat: Christian; 
theist; more vaguely theist; non-theist; hard to say. …  If nothing else this should be a 
conversation starter. …  I hope this helps us to see and feel all of our diversity. …  Is everybody 
settled?  Thank you. 

I thank whatever gods there be that we are free to follow what our hearts say is the right path 
for us and to be welcome here. And assuming Emerson and the Transcendentalists were right, as 
we follow our internal compass we are in alignment with everyone else who is doing the same 
thing, whether we express it the same way or not.  
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And that brings me to the rest of the story. Several years ago, UU historian Susan Ritchie 
wrote a book she called Children of the Same God: The Historical Relationship between 
Unitarianism, Judaism, and Islam [Skinner House Books, 2014]. Ritchie started her research 
with a question about whether there might be “a connection between the development of 
Unitarianism in 16th-century Transylvania and the liberal Islam”—the religiously tolerant liberal 
Islam—of the Ottoman Empire that ruled the area [p. xv].   

As it turned out, she found quite a bit of evidence for just such a connection. The Edict of 
Torda, she writes, “stands in direct relationship to both previous edicts and practices of toleration 
originating with officials of the Ottoman Empire” [p. xvii]. And as she continued her research, 
she became increasingly intrigued by the influence of the everyday lives of the people, who lived 
in a multi-religious way, through interfaith marriages and inter-religious observances. Ritchie 
writes, “European Unitarianism grew up in the soil of a variety of boundary lands in the 
outreaches of Eastern Europe …  Here, far from Rome and the power centers of Luther’s 
Germany and Calvin’s Geneva, … Unitarianism often found that its nearest theological kin were 
not Christian [but Muslim and Jewish]. … Thus Unitarianism was multicultural and multi-
religious from its beginning” [p. xvii-xviii].   

It’s interesting to tell ourselves a new story about our origins: that Unitarianism arose not just 
out of the liberal wing of Protestant Christianity but out of a lived multicultural and multi-
religious exchange. Might we welcome diversity more generously in our world, knowing that we 
were born from it? Might we take more enjoyment from our own pluralism? 

What does religious freedom and diversity mean to us today?  What does it mean in the 
America of President Donald Trump, where we are debating exclusion on the basis of race and 
national origin?  What does it mean on the anniversary of the birth of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
who died 50 years ago this year, when we seem so far from racial justice?   

The thing about religious freedom is that you can’t have it just for yourself, or just for one 
group; it has to be liberty for all, so that all can participate, all can contribute, all can benefit 
together. Ritchie’s book concludes with her hope that Unitarian Universalists “will more fully 
claim the multi-religious aspect of our identity” [p. 73-74] because she believes it will be 
impossible for us to serve justice, let alone God, without it.   

Sitting in your new location, listening with ears open to our own multicultural roots, hear 
again the words of the Islamic poet Saadi Shirazi: 

To worship God is nothing other than to serve the people. 
It does not need rosaries, prayer carpets, or robes. 
All peoples are members of the same body, created from one essence. 
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If fate brings suffering to one member 
The others cannot stay at rest.           

May it be so, and Amen.
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