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Heresies            A Sermon Preached by the Rev. Angela Herrera 

 
First Unitarian Church        October 20, 2019 
 
Our sermon begins this morning on an autumn day much like this one, 466 years ago next 
Sunday. It is October 27th, 1553, just after noon, in the town square in Geneva Switzerland. A 
procession is beginning.  
 
Historical authors Lawrence and Nancy Goldstone imagine the scene. At the head of the 
procession are the local dignitaries, 
 

magistrates in their robes and hats, members of the town council, clergymen in their 
gowns, and… the chief of police. Immediately behind them [ride] a wave of officers on 
horseback and a guard of mounted archers. Next [come] the citizens of the city, first the 
well-to-do burghers [who are the wealthiest residents], then the tradespeople and 
artisans, and finally [a great number from among] the city’s lower classes. Their 
destination [is] a hillside at Champel, about a mile outside the city’s walls.i 
 

There in the middle of all these swiss citizens, a ragged-looking man stands out. He is in his 
forties. He has dark skin and hair. He is their prisoner. He has been in a dungeon cell for two 
and a half months, with no change of clothes, no bath, no sunlight, and not much food or 
water. From his appearance on this day, you would never guess who he is: a well-known 
university professor, physician and theologian. His name is Miguel Serveto, and he is being led 
to his execution.   
 
Serveto’s troubles began two decades earlier, when he first challenged the conventional 
teachings of both the Catholic and newly formed Protestant churches. 
 
When he was just a newly minted young lawyer, Serveto had gotten a job in the court of the 
King of Spain. Specifically, he served the court’s preacher and chaplain—a monk named Juan de 
Quintana. If it seems strange that a lawyer would serve under a monk, recall that there was no 
such thing as the separation of church and state back then. King Charles was king of Spain and 
also the Holy Roman Emperor. This is the same king who would oversee the first years of the 
invasion and colonization of the Americas, with the Doctrine of Discovery in hand, essentially a 
letter saying that since the Roman Catholic church represented God on earth, the entire earth 
belonged to the church. No separation of church and state. 
 
Serveto traveled around Spain with the King’s court, watching as de Quintana persecuted a 
group called the Alumbrados, or the illumined ones. Sometimes they are also called the 
illuminati. They were a mystical Christian sect whose beliefs and practices had, in the eyes of 
the Roman Catholic Church—strayed too far from church doctrine. Serveto also saw de 
Quintana pass judgement on whether the still-famous-today Catholic reformer Desiderius 
Erasmus was orthodox enough. And in that time, Serveto also observed the condition of the 
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moriscos in Spain—Muslims who had been forcibly converted to Christianity. All of these things 
he saw helped to shape his thinking.  
 
Serveto’s thinking was also shaped by his experience of having read the bible. For himself. The 
idea of reading the bible for yourself—rather than learning about it through the church—was 
still relatively new in Serveto’s time. But he had gotten to read it in law school. And, critical 
thinker that he was, he noticed some differences between what was in the text and what was 
taught by the church. 
 
For one thing, Serveto began to question the doctrine of original sin. The idea that we are born 
with a moral stain on our souls, and need to be saved from that. Original sin isn’t a teaching 
found in the bible. A theologian, Augustine, developed it in the fourth century. 
Along with that, Serveto disagreed with the practice of baptizing babies. The Christian baptism 
of  infants was a means of saving their souls from that original sin. The infants didn’t know 
anything about it. They couldn’t make a choice about their faith. So, as he did not believe in 
original sin, he didn’t think infant baptism was necessary. 
 
But most famously, Serveto began to doubt the church’s teaching about the trinity. The trinity 
is not really spelled out in the bible. Serveto believed God was present in Jesus, and is present 
in humans, and is present in the entire world. He did not believe that human and divine realms 
were completely separate and distinct. He saw them more as a continuum. He didn’t think God 
had three distinct identities. Rather, he thought that the spirit of God flowed through 
everything—and you could talk about it as the father, and the son, and the holy spirit, but there 
were not really three different things. His explanations of this are rather complicated, but this is 
the gist of it. Serveto felt the church was going too far in its teaching that there is one God with 
three distinct divine personages. It was too complicated, too easily accused of either atheism 
(for being wrong) or polytheism (for being three). He believed Christianity would be more 
successful, and would be more palatable to the Muslims and Jews that the church kept trying to 
convert, if it would reform this complicated doctrine of the trinity.  
 
In all of these things, Serveto felt very strongly. He did not tread lightly with his words. He 
accused the Catholic and Protestant churches of contorting the nature of God. He said that 
because of the Doctrine of the Trinity, Christianity had become a laughingstock among religions. 
Serveto said that even the animals in the fields—even the livestock—were laughing at the 
doctrine of the trinity. Even a cow had a better understanding of God’s nature, the doctrine was 
so ridiculous, is what he was basically saying. 
 
He called the holy trinity, as it was taught by Catholics and Protestants, a three-headed 
Cerberus. Cerberus is a creature from Greek mythology. It’s a dog-like figure. Does anybody 
remember Fluffy from Harry Potter? In Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, Fluffy is 
described as 
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a monstrous dog, a dog that filled the whole space between ceiling and floor. It had 
three heads. Three pairs of rolling, mad eyes; three noses, twitching and quivering … 
three drooling mouths, saliva hanging in slippery ropes from yellowish fangs…ii 

 
Like that. That’s what Serveto compared the doctrine to.  
 
It was Miguel Serveto’s hope that in sharing these comments, and others in his books, he would 
inspire the Catholic and Protestant institutions to change their thinking, and come around to 
see things his way. Instead, they were inspired to arrest him and put him on trial for heresy.  
When the inquisition of Spain summoned him to court, he fled. Afraid for his life, he moved to 
France and took on a new identity, changing his name from Miguel Serveto to Michel de 
Villenueve. In Paris, he studied math and medicine, becoming a highly regarded physician, and 
serving as the personal physician to an archbishop. But he never stopped feeling the pull to 
write of theology and church reform. Theology and the church, after all, exerted a heavy 
influence over every other aspect of social and civic life, not to mention determining the 
salvation (or not) of millions of souls. He could not ignore what he saw to be wrong with it.  
 
So he wrote another book. It was called the Restoration of Christianity—a gutsy name, as it 
insinuates that Christianity has been ruined somehow, and needs restored. When he published 
it, the French inquisition immediately figured out who he was. They arrested and jailed him. But 
somehow he escaped! A prison break. He fled France then, and crossed the border into 
Geneva. Alas, he was soon recognized again—this time as he tried to attend a church service. 
(Why, when he was wanted for heresy, did he try to attend a church service, of all things? I 
guess he just couldn’t stay away). The authorities sent him to the dungeon. John Calvin was in 
charge then in Geneva. He had heard plenty about Serveto. In fact, Serveto had written him 
letters over the years, while he was in hiding. The letters had made many of the same 
arguments Serveto put in the Restoration book. It was Calvin who had outed him to the French 
inquisition! And Calvin had vowed that if Serveto ever stepped foot in Geneva, he wouldn’t let 
him leave alive. Well, Calvin followed through on that promise.  
 
In a time and place known for horrific creativity in inflicting human suffering as a punishment, 
Serveto received the worst punishment of all. The one reserved specifically for heretics. 
Surrounded by every banned copy of his heretical books that the authorities could find, Miguel 
Serveto—Michel de Villenueve, the man UUs remember today as the honorable martyr Michael 
Servetus—was set on fire and burned at the stake.  
 
A heresy is a belief or opinion contrary to orthodox religious (especially Christian) doctrine. It 
comes from the Greek word αἵρεσις [hi-ra-sees], to choose. αἵρεσις. Heresy. To be a heretic is 
to choose a different course of thought or belief. 
 
Heresies have so shaped the religious landscape of our world, it is hard to imagine what the 
world would look like without them. After Jesus was killed in the first century CE—in part for 
espousing what the authorities then deemed dangerous and heretical views—after that, there 
was a lot of diversity among his followers and the generations that followed. Each of his 
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disciples had interpreted his teachings in their own way. In the fourth century, at the Council of 
Nicea, powerful church leaders formulated the Nicene Creed to try to clarify what was true 
Christianity and what was heretical. Their creed and the teachings that would grow to 
accompany it became orthodox. But all along the way, there have always been choice points. 
Some are remembered as heretical. Others are simply remembered for what they led to later. 
 
Before there was such a thing as Protestantism, Martin Luther—who is considered the father of 
Protestantism—was a Catholic who disagreed with church doctrine. He believed the church had 
become corrupt. It gave out salvation for a fee. He said people don’t need the church to be an 
intermediary between themselves and God. Salvation could come through faith. That was 
heretical at first. Then as it gained wider acceptance, protestants worried that a further spirit of 
nonconformity would take hold and cause them to lose their legitimacy. When Miguel 
Serveto—Michael Servetus— came along with his challenge to the trinity, it was exactly the 
kind of thing they had been afraid of. In fact, John Calvin himself had been questioned by the 
inquisition earlier. That is why he was so drastic in his response to Serveto. The judges who 
condemned Serveto called his heresy venomous. They wrote that he had “tried to make a 
schism and trouble for the church of God.” In addition, they wrote that due to Serveto’s heresy, 
“many souls may have been ruined and lost, a thing horrible, shocking, scandalous, and 
infectious.”iii The belief that souls were endangered by one person’s heresy… that is why 
heretics received the harshest punishment. 
 
But violence was unable to quash Serveto’s ideas. Actually, Serveto’s execution ignited a 
controversy about how heretics should be punished. One of the loudest voices against capital 
punishment for heretics was Sebastian Castellio, a professor in Basel Switzerland. He said, “to 
kill a man is not to protect a doctrine; it is but to kill a man. When the Genevans killed Servetus, 
they did not defend a doctrine; they but killed a man.”iv He argued that ideas can only be 
effectively countered with other, better ideas, not with violence.v He quoted Martin Luther who 
said that “heresy is a spiritual thing which can be cut with no iron, burned with no fire, drowned 
with no water.” And that only truth could combat false teachings. 
 
Despite his, uh, bold style of debate, Miguel Serveto also encouraged religious tolerance. In an 
addendum at the end of his second book, he wrote: 

I do not fully agree with these people, neither do I with those others, because they all 
seem to be partly right, and partly wrong. May God show us our own mistakes, and not 
be stubborn. It would be much easier to discern these questions if, in the church, 
everybody was allowed to speak their own minds, competing among themselves in the 
spirit of prophecy...vi 

 
Because of his pointed language, Serveto is often remembered as hard headed and rigid in his 
views. But it may be that more than his challenge to the traditional trinity, Serveto’s comments 
about tolerance and the controversy his death caused make him a celebrated figure and 
notable ancestor in the history of liberal religion. Because they were scandalized by his terrible 
death, influential people called for gentler treatment of heretics, and the open debate of 
differing religious ideas.  
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Take a look at the protestant landscape now—with dozens of denominations—and it is plain to 
see that many choices have been made; many choices that would have looked like heresies to 
those who opposed them have been embraced, and led to a broad flowering of religious 
expression: Lutheran, Methodist, Presbyterian, Mormon, Science of Mind, United Church of 
Christ, Church of Christ, Church of God in Christ, Episcopal, African Methodist Episcopal, 
Foursquare, Southern Baptist, and American Baptist, just to name a few… and Unitarian 
Universalism.  
 
Our religious history actually traces us straight back to John Calvin. Calvinism led to Puritanism, 
and American Unitarianism was born right there—inside the Puritan churches in the New 
England colonies in the 1700s. Later, Unitarianism was changed by a nature-focused 
transcendentalism (that’s why we have this sanctuary with tall windows and a wildlife habitat 
outside of it. We don’t have high elaborate ceilings with dark corners above us, like some 
unknowable god. We look to nature during these services, where the spirit that birthed this 
universe has left us much evidence about what we can trust—great cycles, interrelatedness, 
diversity).  
 
Unitarianism was changed by studies of other world religions—that’s why we have this mural. 
And eventually it was also shaped by the atheist movement, before merging with the 
Universalist denomination. That’s how it came to pass that our denomination includes both 
atheists and theists. Meanwhile, universalism had broken out as a heresy in England. When 
people who became universalists were persecuted as heretics, they crossed the ocean and 
grew into a denomination on this continent. And then the Unitarians and the Universalists 
joined together.  
 
We are so different now than our tradition’s religious ancestors. That tells you a lot about the 
role of heresy in our past. Today, we embrace religious diversity in our churches. This church 
does not teach that there is a God who will be displeased, or even condemn souls, for believing 
the wrong things. Orthodoxy is not a test of faith here. We see that diversity of thought—like 
diversity of physical forms— is the natural mode of existence. It is inherent in being, especially 
in being human. Diversity is part of the universe’s design. Diversity is what makes life resilient 
on this planet. And it makes our communities strong, too. There is no need to be afraid of it. To 
put it in theistic terms: “God makes no mistakes.” So we are not worried about orthodoxy. 
Instead, we believe a better test of our beliefs, meaning a better way of distinguishing a good 
belief from a bad one, is the fruit it bears in our lives and in the world.  
 
Many of us have experienced a time in our personal lives when we found ourselves at a kind of 
theological fork in the road. A time when the religious beliefs we’ve be taught don’t fit 
anymore. Maybe they were never an easy fit. Or maybe we came upon some new learning—
such as learning how the bible was put together over the centuries out of many individual texts, 
and how many texts were left out, and why. Or maybe a life experience shook our religious 
foundations. A loved one suffered unfairly, and this challenged our belief in an all-powerful, all 
knowing, all benevolent God. Or, maybe you watched as someone was ostracized from your 
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religious community, simply for being gay. And you just couldn’t accept that a loving God would 
want that. And it made you begin to question the faith you’d been taught. Or maybe, like me, 
you were raised in this religiously liberal tradition but as a youth you faced pressure from 
conservative peers that made you worry about the possibility of being religiously wrong.  
Many of us have faced that kind of crossroads, and made a choice to veer from the path others 
had laid out for us.  
 
Perhaps someone here is at just such a fork in the road today, and is visiting this morning (or 
listening or reading online) to see if First Unitarian could be their new spiritual community, or 
whether their evolving beliefs could be accepted here. It is such a tender place to be. At a 
crossroads like that we may be filled with uncertainty and doubt. We may be afraid of angering 
or disappointing loved ones, or of losing a community that means a lot to us, in spite of our 
concerns. We may fear being abandoned, or being wrong, or even disappointing or angering or 
being abandoned by God.  
 
Only you know your conscience, your heart, your deepest values, and what feels true and right 
to you. In this place, we do not tell you what to think. Instead, I trust your journey—each of 
you—and I encourage you to trust it, too.  
 
In the Hebrew scriptures, the prophet (and poet) called Isaiah compares divine truth to the rain 
and snow that fall, nourishing the plants and creatures of the earth.  
 
“As the rain and the snow 
    come down from heaven, 
and do not return to it 
    without watering the earth 
and making it bud and flourish, 
    so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater”vii 
 
…such is holy wisdom and sacred truth. As you listen with heart, mind, and spirit, may what is 
lovely, gentle, and kind flourish within you, and in your life. May your faith bear fruits of 
service, love, and peace. May your spiritual journey be blessed.  

i Goldstone, Lawrence and Nancy. Out of the Flames. Broadway: New York, 2002. (Prologue) 
ii From Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone. Qtd. https://harrypotter.fandom.com/wiki/Fluffy 
iii Parke, David B. The Epic of Unitarianism: Original Writings from the History of Liberal Religion. Boston: Skinner 
House, 1957. (p 8) 
iv http://uudb.org/articles/michaelservetus.html 
v Parke 11 
vi Qtd. in de Marcos, Jaume. “Servetus Biography: Competing in the Spirit of Prophecy.” Speech delivered at the 
IARF Servetus Day event, Unitarian Chapel of Rosslyn Hill, Hampstead, London, January 15, 2011. 
<https://www.uua.org/sites/live-
new.uua.org/files/documents/internationalresources/servetus_500_anv_book.pdf> 
vii Isaiah 55:10 

 


