“All Shall Be Well” — Draft Introduction. © Robin &ry 2010

1
Introduction
Between Heresy and Dogma

Gregory MacDonald

At the most simple level Christian universalisnthis belief that God will (or, in the case of
“hopeful universalism,migh?) redeem all people through the saving work of &hkVithin the
history of Christianity such a belief has been aanty sport, and those who have embraced it
have been, with some notable exceptions, not vetiykmown. Indeed, it would probably be true
to say that for most of Christian history the mayoof Christians have thought that such a belief
was outside the bounds of orthodoxy. In the mirfd® majority it was simply giventhat
Christianity taught that the unsaved were consigoesiffer the never-ending torments of hell.
But there were always Christian voices that sadijfarent song—a song in which, one day, all
God’s creatures would be redeemed.

The main goal of this volume is that of listeningaind understanding these discordant
voices. The book is intended asexplorationof their views rather than aglafenseof them.
Some of the authors of this book are universalisispthers are agnostic on the issue, and some
of them think that universalism is just plain misa. So if you are looking for a book on “the
case for universalism,” or, alternatively, one arhy universalists are wrong,” then you will be
disappointed. If, however, your goal is to underdtand to think afresh then our hope is that this
volume will provide a unique and fascinating openimo the little-known worlds of Christian

universalism.
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This book, however, is not merely a descriptivereise that outlines what various
individual Christian thinkers have thought abouiversal salvation. Each of our authors was
invited to offer some brief assessment of the gitehand/or weaknesses of their subject’s
theology, and these brief evaluations are offemeatder to further stimulate the theological
engagement of readers with the issues.

Before launching into the studies themselvesimigortant, in light of the common
perception of universalism as “dangerous” and “tiegig” to take some time to locate these
explorations in relation to orthodox Christian ffailt is also useful to get some appreciation of
the diversity of Christian universalisms beforergling into the depths of specific theologies.

This introduction seeks to perform these two tasks.

Universalism between heresy and dogma

While attending the Baptist Association meeting’hiladelphia in 1779 Elhanan Winchester
(see chapter 7), a twenty eight year old Baptistgraand revivalist preacher, was invited to lead
the First Baptist Church in the city. Winchestecegated. He quickly became a very popular
preacher in Philadelphia and preached, in his wdtdsnany thousands of different people.”

What those who invited Winchester did not realizsthat, though he had a reputation
for hyper-Calvinism, for some while he had beend®ssimg the theology of universal restoration.
In 1778 he had skimmed a book by Paul Siegvolleddlhe Everlasting Gospelvhich
defended universalism. This book slowly began teettfe his theological thinking. He found its
arguments to be powerful and discussed them irafariwith friends when opportunity arose.
These private theological explorations continue@nvhe moved to Philadelphia, but there his

conversation partners reported him to another teirisa man Winchester considered his best
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friend. This “best friend” denounced him as a herahd never spoke to him again, refusing all
Winchester’s attempts at reconciliation.

He saw the storm coming! Ironically it was thisiaipated resistance that compelled him
in 1780 to focus intensely on the Bible and clafdfiyhimself what he thought about
universalism. He wrote, “I became so well persuanfatie truth of the Universal Restoration,
that | was determined never to deny it, let it gostever so much, though all my numerous
friends should forsake me, as | expected they waurld though | should be driven from men . . .
and suffer the loss of all things, friends, wedléme, health, character, and even life its&lf.”

But while notdenyingthe doctrine, he never proclaimed it in public aacly in private.

In 1781 some of his church members, learning ofi@ws, asked him never to speak of them.
He agreed never to preach them, nor to bring themn gonversation, but insisted that if he was
asked about the subject he could not deny hisfbelidis compromise satisfied them. But, of
course, the lid could not be kept on the box—wartlayit and people did come and ask him
about his unusual theology. Some were persuadeelsotesisted, and a “situation” developed.

Not long later, some of his opponents took advantddis absence on a trip to visit
George De Benneville (see later) in nearby Gernvamto try to discredit him. The attempt
backfired on them, however, when he returned bdfag expected him to. The opponents then
demanded that the congregation get a new ministeisuch issues were decided in Baptist
churches by majority vote and the majority suppbkénchester. So the opponents were
compelled first of all to put pressure on churchmbers to change their allegiance (threatening
to excommunicate all who did not do so) and segptaitake the matter to law. They argued

that the votes of Winchester’'s supporters did ooint because their “heterodox” views placed

1 “Preface” to 1792 edition of Winchesté@ihe Universal Restoration
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them outside of membership of the Baptist Socieianise the universalists denied the
confession of faitl. The minority prevailed and in this way they webéeao take control of the
church property and expel Winchester and his fodies#

The reactions both of Winchester’'s ministerial ‘tieignd” and of his opponents within
the Baptist church itself are not unusual. Univiisgahas often been labeled as heresy. It is
considered by many to be unbiblical, unorthodoxawory, unhelpful, and unchristian—
something to be avoided! Some universalists haeengted to strike back by arguing not only
that their views are consistent with the Bible &lsb that universal restoration was the prevailing
view of the church in its first five hundred yeaffie view that hell is an everlasting punishment
is, they maintain, a theology that arose as pagakihg infected the churchiSo the purer,
more original Christianity is universalist, and $kavho affirm everlasting hell are the true
heretics. The claim thatl will be savedvas believed by some universalists tdhmegospel
itself—the true heart of Christian faith.

I think that both of these approaches are unhebpfdithat if we are to be true to the
historic faith we need eschew both of these extseamel to relocate universalism somewhere

between heresy and dogma.

Isuniversalism heretical ?
One not infrequently hears the claim that univéssalis heretical. More often than not those
making such claims simply mean that the doctripeigheir opinion, botlwrongand

dangerousBut sometimes they mean that an ecumenical chaaghcil formally condemned

2 Presumably the Second London Confession of 1677.

3 On this incident see Storiography 46-57. Stone includes both Winchester’s accondtadso an account from
the perspective of the non-universalist group.

4 The internet is awash with such claims (which loaniraced back at least to the nineteenth cenfurgt earlier).
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the doctrine as heretical. As the declarationsadfyeecumenical councils were taken as binding
by both eastern and western churches, they sstdhdard for orthodoxy in all mainstream
Christian churches—Orthodox, Roman Catholic, armdeRtant. If such a council formally
condemned universalism, then it is, strictly spepgkinorthodox—not merely unorthodox in the
sense of “unusual” but in the sense of “not confogro Christian faith as understood by the
church.” That might not worry some Christians, ibig a genuine concern to Christians who
seek to remain within the bounds of orthodox Clamsfaith. Even Protestants, though they do
not see the decisions of the councils as beyonstigme will still seek to take them very
seriously. So the issuesmatter. Now | am not (by any stretch of the imagjion!) a patristics
scholar, but | will say a few words about how Iremtly see the issue.

The worry concerns the fifth ecumenical council—$leeond to be held in
Constantinople—in 553. The council of one hundned f&ty-seven eastern bishops and eleven
western bishops was primarily called togetheryatrd form an official consensus position on
christology—one that would continue to affirm thealtedonian definition, but do it in terms
that would be more acceptable to those who wererafartable with it: affirm it as emphasizing
the personal, divine unity of subject in the twaounas of the incarnate Word. There is no doubt

that the council condemned Origen by name in @sezith anathema:

If anyone does not anathematize Arius, Eunomiuscddanius, Apollinaris, Nestorius, Eutyches, and

Origen,6 as well as their impious writings, as also allestheretics already condemned and anathematized by
the Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church, and by tiferesaid four Holy Synods and [if anyone does not
equally anathematize] all those who have held aid ar who in their impiety persist in holding teet end

the same opinion as those heretics just mentideedim be anathema.

S The fifth ecumenical council, for instance, deethMary to beAeiparthenogEver-Virgin) fixing her perpetual
virginity in church dogma. Few Protestants feel ahlygation to affirmthat proposal because they (a) consider it
prima facieunbiblical (or, at very least, going beyond Saripts claims), and (b) theologically unnecessary. M
point is simply that most Protestants aiifling to reject a decision by an ecumenical council.

6 Interestingly Origen is listed out of chronolodioader.
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But no mention ohpokatsatasiss connected with this condemnation, nor doeppiear in any
of the other thirteen anathemas. Indeed, whenirethee context of the other anathemas, the
concern with Origen is quite possibly christologigay this time Origen’s christology was
thought to be problematic).

Outside the main sessions of the council, howeavappears that some fifteen additional
anathemas against Origen were quite possibly agpoénd/e should also note that ten years
earlier, in 543, a local council called by the engpdustinian had produced nine anathemas
against Origen. Both lists, which overlap consitsraconcern a range of supposed teachings of
Origen that by then were considered risky or miileg. The idea ofpokatastasis-that at the
end of history, all created intellects will be @ed to their original condition of union with
God—was one of these.

It is useful to look at the relevant anathemasnttoe council’s fifteen anathemas,

consider I, XIV and XV:

I. If anyone asserts the fabulous pre-existence ailsscand shall assert the monstrous restoration
(apokatastasiswhich follows from it: let him be anathema.

XIV. If anyone shall say that all reasonable beingbamié day be united in one, when the hypostasegehs
as the numbers and the bodies shall have disagheare that the knowledge of the world to come wéliry
with it the ruin of the worlds, and the rejectiohbmdies as also the abolition of [all] names, &mat there
shall be finally an identity of thgnosis and of the hypostasis; moreover, that in thisgmreéedapokatastasis

7 And it was indeed inadequate in the light of lafarifications. However, we need to be cautioughEenri
Crouzel warns against reading Origen “in the cantékeresies other than the ones he had in msdeéhad not
foreseen these, some of his expressions or spienidatould, with a bit of a push, be made to loskf e
embraced these heresies, especially when no trawgddaken to look in other parts of his work foe key to his
assertions. The main one was Arianism. Origen, whsitarian vocabulary was not yet sufficienthgpise, might
seem opposed to the unity of nature defined atédicalthough he held its equivalent in a dynantizerathan
ontological mode. Some expressions could drawdbsmlinationism, which is in terms of origin anddmomy,’
towards the Arian subordinationism of inequalityngstexts which assert nothing more than a hiesaoftorigin.
Besides, he is constantly accused, for reasoneaathulary . . . of making the Son and the Holy iEpieatures of
the Father. In this detractors take no account$peculations on the eternal generation of thedfotheTreatise
on First Principlesitself and of the celebrated formula attestedeasgin Origen by Athanasius himselfuk en
hote ouk en-there was not a moment when He (the Word) wa$’i@ouzel, Origen, 171-72.

8 Although there is some debate as to whether tteadly did originate with the council or were addatkr. See
chapter 16 and http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/rdmf. xii.viii.html.
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spirits only will continue to exist, as it was imetfeigned pre-existence: let him be anathema.

XV. If anyone shall say that the life of the spirit&l be like to the life which was in the beginniwdile as
yet the spirits had not come down or fallen, sd tha end and the beginning shall be alike, antdtti@end
shall be the true measure of the beginning: letlgnanathema.

Of Justinian’s earlier nine anathemas (which aearty not part of the output of an ecumenical

council) the directly relevant ones are seven ane:n

VII. If anyone says or thinks that Christ the Lord ifuure time will be crucified for demons as he vias
men, let him be anathema.

IX. If anyone says or thinks that the punishment ohales and of impious men is only temporary, and will
one day have an end, and that a restoratippkatastasiswill take place of demons and of impious men, let
him be anathema.

Before considering the implications of these amatefor universalism we need to say a
word about how accurately they represent Origdrosight (see chapter 2). Origen’s ideas were
always controversial, but to understand both seémathemas we need to understand that in the
three hundred years between his death and thesifimenical council his ideas had been picked
up and developed in more radical directions thatfomds in Origen’s own worRIndeed,

arguably, Origen himself would have agreed with saithese anathem&in part it was the

9 n the late third and early fourth centuries (UNicea), Origen’s theology divided Christians insupporters (e.g.,
Gregory of Nyssa) and critics (e.g., Methodius)the latter part of the fourth century, groups séetic monks in
the Egyptian desert took Origen’s speculationshfnt Their thinking was represented by DidymusBhed (313—
398) and Evagrius of Pontus (346—399). In 400 Théaop, bishop of Alexandria, convened a council and
condemned as heretical a number of doctrines tiegbarticipants thought that they found in Origemésk. The
doctrines that they condemned were indeed taugBivbgrius and Didymus but not obviously by Origémgelf.
This Evagrian, neo-Origenist eschatology was realimethe sixth century by the likes of Philoxend4({—523) and,
in an even more radical pantheistic form, by StepBar Sudaili (c.480-c.543). In the 530s a groupastinian
monks of Evagrian persuasion became influentialsmith 543, ten years before the fifth ecumenioahcil, the
emperor Justinian | (Emperor from 527-565) conveméatal Synod in Constantinople condemning Origen’
heresies in nine anathemas. See Dalbg, Hope of the Early Church7-64, 89-91, 176—-78, 188-90. While the
council’s conclusions and anathemas (assuminghiegtactually come from the council) have a cledharity
amongst orthodox Christians, the status of Justigiaine anathemas is somewhat ambiguous. Presyitieyl do
not have the status of the pronouncement of an egizal council. Although the later council’s anattes did
vindicatemostof what Justinian wrote they do qualify his appéat#danketcondemnation ohpokotastasigsee the
main text).

10 For instance, while it is often said that Origanght the salvation of Satan and demons (e.g., #irgCity of
God 21.17), in fact, he explicitly denied it (see Ngr“Universal Salvation in Origen and Maximus7-60). Part
of the problem is that Origen’s work was sometimeiguous and, right from the start, was misundetsby
some readers. It also had the potential to be dpeelin questionable directions. On top of thateswofhis readers
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theology of these Origésts—people such as Evagrius of Pontus (346—399), rétha that of
Origen himself, that was condemned by Justiniantheaouncil. But neither the council nor the
later church made this distinction between Origeth @rigeimsm—he was the seed from which
the plant had grown, even if it had mutated agwetbped—and thus he was condemned, in part,
for the theological views of his heits.

That aside, the critical question is: what did ¢bancil intend to condemn? Universalism

per seor a specifikind of universalism? Let us consider the options:

1. All forms of universalism? It seems that many thotlght this was so. The fact that a lot
of medieval theologians were very cautious aboyt affirmations of universal salvation
suggests that the general opinion was that thecbhwad condemned universalism.

2. The proposal that one can assert that alldedinitelybe saved? Some insist that all that
the council rejected was the notion that we camrassiversal salvation with absolutely
certainty. They argue that while one nfaypeall will be saved, certainty is not permitted.

3. A version of universalism that taught a universturn of pre-existent souls to an original
state? This was arguably Origen’s view, but itdusion does not rule out different versions
of apokatastasisThis interpretation of the anathemas was deferme8ergius Bulgakov
(see chapter 12).

In defense of view 3, let me make the followingefstions: First, it is clear that when
apokatastasiss condemned in the fifteen canons idlwaysdone so in association with other,
problematic, ideas. Thus in anathemas | and X\ttmeern is wittapokatastasigs linked with
the idea of the pre-existence of souls and an &sidgy which sees a simple return of souls to
an original unity. In anathema XIV it &pokatastasias associated with an immaterial,

pantheistic eschatology. But this is not a condgimnaf universalisnas suchRather, it is a

and translators felt at liberty to change his tex@¢sen during his own lifetime. We must also rementhat Origen
lived prior to the flowering of orthodox theologgdiso some of his speculations did turn out todsdends but it
would be anachronistic to suggest that he was teg@ontrary to the established doctrine of his. dary the
contrary, he was insistent that Christian theologyst conform to “the rule of faith” and his thedlcsy speculations
endeavoured to move within those constraints. Sged\ “Origen.”

11 5ee also Norris, “Universal Salvation in Origed dtaximus.”



“All Shall Be Well” — Draft Introduction. © Robin &ry 2010

condemnation of universalism as linked into a widleeologically problematic, system of
thought. Even Justinian’s anathema IX—an anathématatus of which is ambiguous given
that it was not a product of the ecumenical couraihich looks like a blanket condemnation of
all universalism might, in conteX,be taken as a condemnatiorQfgenistuniversalismts It
seems that when the fifth ecumenical council turhestinian’s earlier anathemas against Origen
into fifteen approved anathemieynuanced it in that way. If Justinian intended ankkt
condemnation of universalism it is not at all olmgdhat this is what the council agreed to.

Second, in support of this interpretation we materibat Gregory of Nyssa (see chapter
3) was known to teach a version of universal sainahat denied the problematic notion of the
pre-existence of souls. Neither Gregory nor hishe®s are ever condemned. Gregory was
highly revered as an orthodox theologian—namedFRha¢her of the Fathers” by the seventh
ecumenical council in 787—and remains so to this Baul Gavrilyuk writes, “This means, |
suppose, that any Orthodox theologian has, shaflayea canonical loophole to speak of the
apokatastasis la Nyssanota la Origen—an apologetic move that Bulgakov makés.”

Third, when the fifth ecumenical council condem@igen by name in canon XlI, the
context suggests that christology, and aqmbkatastasiswas the primary concern.

Finally, we might add that none of the centralmsiof orthodox Christianity, as
embodied in the rule of faith or the ecumenicakdss are incompatible with universalidm.

Universalism is, at very least, not unorthodoxhie sense of being contrary to essential dogma,

12 By “context” | refer to Justinian’s other anathespanhich, like the council’s fifteen anathemas, @acerned
with the pre-existence of souls, the nature ofrédseirrection, deviant christology, etc. The quesisowhether
Justinian’s anathema IX should be interpreted stard-alone condemnation or interpreted in the lighthe other
anathemas.

3we might also add that universalists do not nedéach that Christ will die again for demons asJostinian’s
anathema VII. | have never come across a univetsalio believed this.

14 Email to me dated 18 Oct 2006.

Sytis interesting that no creed makes any refexdnche punishment of the damned. While “thedif¢he age to
come” is a matter of creedal orthodoxy, the prefase of the lost is not.
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nor in the sense of entailing beliefs which areti@my to such dogma. Indeed some universalists
have embraced universaligrecisely becausthey feel that it enables them to better hold
together important Christian beliefs which standwkward tension on more traditional notions
of hell (e.g., divine love for creation and divipevidence over creation).

So it seems to me plausible to suppose that thieallbgorthodox versions of
universalism can exist.

However, one result of the ambiguity about whethercouncil had condemned all forms
of universalism or simply Origenigpokatastasisvas that from this point on Christians avoided
anything that looked remotely Origenist. In the t@es church this impulse was reinforced by
the enormous influence of Augustine’s theology,alihivas emphatic about the eternal
conscious torment of the lost.

Some, such as Maximus the Confessor (580-662),esktnfly close to the wind at
times but always pulled away before getting toselto the “dangers” @pokatastasisThose,
like Julian of Norwich (1342-1416), who seemednidine towards universalism did so very
circumspectly (see chapter 4). The thinker who celmsest to a version of universalism was
Irish Christian neo-Platonist John Scotus Eriug@i®—877), but even here it is not totally clear
that he went all the way. Thus it was that univissamore or less disappeared from the scene
of orthodox Christianity until after the Protest&#formation. The Reformers opened the door
for individual believers to interpret the Bible filremselves and, amongst those that did, a few

came to affirm some kind of universal salvation.

10
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Isuniversalism the true Christian faith?
We do not know what ordinary Christian believersha early church thought about issues such
as universalism—probably all sorts of differennths. Augustine, however, offers us a clue that

universalism was popular amongst certain sectibi@hastians. He wrote:

In vain, then, that some, indeed very many, moaar tive eternal punishment, and perpetual, unirgéescl
torments of the lost, and say that they do noteleliit shall be so; not, indeed, that they direcihpose
themselves to Holy Scripture, but at the suggestibtheir own feelings, they soften down everythihgt
seems hard, and give them a milder turn to stateswemich they think are rather designed to tetfifgn to be
received as literally true. For “Has God,” they s&grgotten to be gracious? Has He in anger shuhis

tender mercies?®

Notice that the number of those who rejected aml@asting hell are said to be “very many.” Note
also that this rejection isotunderstood to be a rejection of the Bible but natie particular
interpretation of it (one Augustine thinks has beshastray by sentimentalism). Elsewhere he
writes that he must “have a gentle disputation wéltain tender hearts of our own religion, who
think that God, who has justly doomed the condemmizdhell fire, will after a certain space,
which his goodness shall think fit for the meriteaich man’s guilt, delver them from that
torment.’

These “very many” tender hearted Christians wegarty universalists. So was J. W.
Hanson correct in arguing that universalism wagtiegailing doctrine of the early churchiz
universalism in fact the more original, purer Ctigis doctrine, and are Augustine and his heirs
the real heretics? No.

First of all, Christian doctrine is not decideddyote of believers at a particular moment
in time—if it were so there then Arianism would lkasome claim to be Christian dogma rather

than heresy. Second, it is simply wrong to claiat tmiversalism was the prevailing belief for

16 Augustine Enchiridion, 112.
17 augustine The City of God21.17.
18 HansonUniversalism, the Prevailing Doctrine

11
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the first five hundred years of the Christian churBetting aside the Bible itself (the
interpretation of which is part of the disagreement have plenty of evidence for Christian
belief in eternal torment and in annihilation froine second century onwardsAside from a
couple of hints in an early belief in the posstgibf salvation from heR? the firstfairly clear
evidence of universalism comes from Clement of Atekia (c.150—c.215).And even once
universalism appeared on the Christian scene asceemdraced by several prominent believers
it was never the majority view of the leaders & @hmurch. To claim that universalism is the
purer, original Christianity from which later Chrans, under the influence of paganism,
deviated is absurd. And when one considers therljistf the church as a whole, universalism
has clearly been a minority view even in its “p@liphases. It has never had the status of a
fundamental Christian teaching—not even for thoke Mike Origen and Gregory of Nyssa,
believed it! Consequently to suggest that non-usalests are rejecting an important Christian

dogma is just plain bonkerg!

Universalism as theologoumena
Universalism, | suggest, occupies a middle growstevben dogma and heresy. It is neither a
teaching that all orthodox believers are expeaeatihere to (in the way that the Trinity, or the
union of deity and humanity in the one person ofi€tare), nor one that they must avoid at all

costs. Perhaps the most appropriate category ttogngpthat oftheologoumena

19 A read of Brian Daley’s survey of eschatologyhe early church should be enough to settle thigisSee
Daley, The Hope of the Early Church

20Sibylline Oracledl.404-15;Apocalypse of Petel5.1 (Rainer fragment).
2l gee Harmonkvery Knee Should Bowhapter 2.

22 This is not to say that a universalist is noilarity to argue that non-universalists might hoddidfs about hell
that appear to be inconsistent with fundamentaisfthn teachings about, for instance, God’s loustig¢e, or
providence.

12
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Theologoumenare pious opinions that are consistent with Cianstlogmas. They are neither
required nor forbidden. To see universalism indaegory otheologumenaneans that one
cannot preach universalism dké Christian view” or “the faith of the church,” biitalso means
that onemaybelieve in it and one may also develop a univestsegrsion of Christian theology.
It is not uncommon for theologians to suggest thapokatastasiss a matter of
theologumendhen, although one is permittediopethat God will save everybody one must not
go beyond this tentative faith to assert that Gexdainly will save all. Several of the authors in
this book take the view thatcanvinceduniversalisr® is not appropriate. My purpose here is
not to evaluate the case for the view that “hopefuversalism” is theologically legitimate while
“convinced universalism” is not. That is a theotmdidiscussion that needs to be undertaken in
its own terms (and, for what it is worth, | confésdinding the theological case against
“convinced universalism” to be unpersuasive). Mgu® here is on the more limited question of
whether the status of universalismthgologumenantails that confident universalism is out of
place If | may be permitted to speak for myself (and o behalf of all the other authors in this
book), | can see no reason at all to think thdbés. There are plenty of matters that are
theologumenabout which a believer may hold strong convictidfa instance, if universalism
is theologumenahen so is its denial, yet it is rarely suggested a firm conviction that some
people will be lost forever is in some way unortbwdthough one may argue that it is
theologically inappropria#é). Indeed most Christians throughout history haae precisely

such a conviction and have felt at perfect libéotpreach it. When | say that universalism, like

23 now prefer the terminology of “convinced univalism” to that | used previously of “dogmatic unisalism”
(see the introduction to Parry and Partriddeiversal Salvationsimply because the word “dogma” has certain
associations in discussions of orthodoxy that hdbintend to apply to universalism.

24 pg chapter 16 makes clear, Hans Urs von Balthdidahink that both a strong declaration of uniaiissnmand of
its denialwere presumptuous. In this he was consistentyart Balthasar, so far as | am aware, did not tthiak a
strong declaration of the denial of universalisnswatside the bounds of orthodoXihe had then the vast majority
of Christians, past and present, were not simpbtaken but also unorthodox.

13
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its denial, igheologumena mean simply that it is an issue about which €tfans can
legitimately disagree within the boundaries of odbix Christianity. So while | have no problem
with some universalists affirming no more than adfal universalism | can see no good reason
to suppose that Christian orthodg®r sedemandsuch hesitancy. It seems to me that the
guestion of whether universalists may be “convingedersalists” or must restrict themselves to
being merely “hopeful universalists” is itself a ttea oftheologumenaThere is a case to be
made both ways, but even though one view may be thewologically appropriate than the
other—and which view that is an issue on whichatthors of this book do not agree—neither
view is outside the bounds of orthodoxy. Speakorgniyself, | have no qualms about saying
that | am a convinced universalist. | do believat tihe proposition “God will save everyone
through Christ” is a true proposition and consedjydrthink that those who disagree with it are
mistaken. However, whatdo notbelieve is that those who disagree with it (i.en@dt

everybody) are unorthodox, unchristian, unkind pimtsial, or . . . unclever. Similarly, while |
have never preached or taught universalism in acbhzontext, if | were to do so | would not
claim, “This is the Christian teaching,” or “This fundamental doctrine,” or “This is the faith of
the church.” | would say, “This is an issue on whitevout Christians disagree, but here is what
| believe and this is why | believe it. You mustge for yourselves, before God.”

None of this is to suggest that the issue is aanaftindifference, nor that Christians
should not debate about the issue—even vigorolisk/simply to relocate the discussion from
being a debate between “the orthodox” and “thetlos;g and to see it as an in-house theological
disagreement; indeed to see it as an issue th&ti@ahs, while they might disagree about it,

should not divide over.
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The variety of Christian universalisms
Elhanan Winchester and John Murray were contemigsratboth universalists and both living
relatively close to each other in eighteenth-century Amefait is no surprise that they had
some contact with each other; first through lettard then meeting face to face. At first Murray
was thrilled by Winchester but he began to havelbishts. Their universalisms had different
theological roots and consequently took differdratpes. As time went on some tensions began
to show. For instance, Murray, being a good discgilJames Relly (see chapter 6), believed
that Christ had taken all the eschatological punistt of all humanity upon himself at Calvary.
Consequently, nobody would go to ifeNVinchester, on the other hand, made much of the
fate—albeit @emporaryfate—of the lost in hell. He felt that the biblic@arnings of
eschatological judgment were “an insuperable b#ngmpinions of those who deny a future
state of retribution, which | think impossible finem to answer fairly26 Was he thinking of
John Murray?

They continued to work together but at something distance. Murray had some
periodic input to Winchester’s congregation in Btiélphia while Winchester was away in
London. Yet when Murray visited his mother in Londiuring the time that Winchester was
leading a church there, the evidence suggesthiehaid not go to see hifd.

This story neatly illustrates the fact that uniadisn is not a single system but can take
different shapes, and it raises the issue of therse genealogies of universalism. Let me make

some observations about this.

25 30hn Murray never set out his view systematidallyriting. But the patient reader can easily gl#am from
reading through hiketters and Sketches of Sermons

26 WinchesterUniversal RestorationDialogue 1V, Answer 10. Similarly, he later objgto “those who suppose
that all the human race shall be admitted intakthgdom of heaven on the day of judgemettR(DIV.A13).

27 our evidence on Winchester's side for this pertodery thin but Murray left a detailed accounth visit to
England and it makes no mention of Winchester kéeeay, Life of John Murray.
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Winchester and Murray were two of the leaders ofrches that were officially
universalist and were part of the foundation foetpon became a universalist denomination.
For the first time in Christian history we see tl@ominational institutionalization of
universalisé8 The universalist churches provided structurepémsing on universalist
theologies from generation to generation. Howepgoy to the eighteenth century—and still
now in mainstream Christianity—universalism has aadore precarious existence. There have
been no reliable channels to secure its passirigpanone generation to another. Consequently,
we observe two things about its perpetuation:atsstant “spontaneous” reinvention, and its,

sometimes complex, genealogical lines of descent.

Reinventing universalism

Throughout Christian history, but most especiaiihge the seventeenth century, universalism
keeps being “reinvented.” We can illustrate th@irthe eighteenth century again. Here | will
introduce three different people who all appedrdaee come to universalist convictions without
having been taught them by anyone else.
George De Benneville (1703-1793)
George De Benneville, the son of Huguenot refuffees France, was born and brought up in
the royal court in London. After a period of merdaaguish over his sinful state, he had a
profound conversion experience—a revelation of Géave and grace in Christ. This
experience made him both an avid evangelist amdversalist.

His expansive views of divine grace set him at aalidls the Huguenot community he

had grown up in and as a result he was cast ouadgal seventeen, he travelled to France and

28 ought to add that, from the start, denominatiaméversalism was theologically heterodox, emhngaiot
merely universalism but also unitarianism.
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later to Germany and Holland to preach the gosgelioined with like-minded believers setting
up pietistic communities, was thrown into prisonsaveral occasions, and once was only saved
from execution by &terally last-minute reprieve from Louis XV.

At the age of thirty-seven (c.1740) De Benneville la vivid and profound near-death
visionary experience. He “became sickly of consuwepdisorder” resulting from his deep
anguish over the fate of the unsaved. The sickoergyht him to death’s door and then to his
life-changing universalist visiof®. Here we have an example of a man that becamevaraalist
on the basis of a couple of profound religious elgmees that ran counter to his religious
upbringing.

Charles Chauncey (1705-1787)

Charles Chauncy, the son of a prosperous Bostoohaet, went to Harvard College—of which
his great-grandfather had been the second presidsdrihe age of twelve to study theology. In
1727 he was ordained and installed as co-pastoston’s First Church, where he remained
until he died in 1787. He obtained a reputationtigh his controversial writing. The topics he
wrote on included (a) criticizing what he saw as ¢ixtravagancies of the “Great Awakening,”
(b) defending congregational forms of church goweent, and (c) affirming certain
“unorthodox” theological convictions (amongst thaniversalism and doubts concerning the
doctrine of the Trinity). His universalism was firmade public in a sermon in 1762 titled “All
Nations Blessed in Christ” but it was not until Z#8at his book-length defense of
universalism—Fhe Salvation of All Merwas published. It is the most scholarly of all
eighteenth-century defenses of universalism andirgstworthy of serious reflection. The heart

of Chauncey’s case is composed of arguments fot nhaees as key biblical-theological

29 De Benneville's testimony, written in 1782, waartslated from French into English by Elhanan Wistéeand
published in London in 1791 (against De Benne\slwishes). Winchester considered De Benneville a ofia
“piety, humility, benevolence, and universal gobdm@cter.”
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principles that establish universalism (in the pss; offering very detailed and scholarly—
though sometimes idiosyncratic—exegetical studiddam 5:12-21; 8:19-23; and 1 Cor 15:24—
28). The final section of his book considers stadddojections and offers responses.

What led Chauncy to reject eternal conscious totnmefavor of universalism? Clearly
the influence of the Enlightenment freed him ufpéoprepared to challenge tradition; but he was
no Bible-rejecting liberal. In fact, he took thermative role of Scripture as a given and his book
was simply an attempt to expound what he saw aeti¢eaching of the Bible; teaching that he
believed had been obscured by tradition. So whibtheBeachers guided Chauncy to this view?
According to his own testimony it seems that he lgd4o universalism simply through his own
Bible studies on the issde The distinctive shape of his arguments makescthis plausible.
So in Chauncy’s case we have another spontaneopsaer of universalist thinking but one with
a quite different foundation.
James Relly (1722-1778)
Finally, consider James Relly. As Relly is the sabpf chapter 6 | shall be brief. Relly was one
of George Whitfield’s converts and evangelisticguteers. It appears that he was troubled by
theological difficulties with the popular evangali@ccounts of penal substitutionary atonement.
The standard objection to the idea that God pudig€teist for our sins was that: (a) punishing
an innocent person for the crimes of someone @ld€lg failing to punish the guilty person,
were quite simplynjust Relly came up with a solution to this problemd @ninvolved a strong
doctrine of union with Christ. Christ unites hinfsglth humanity in such a way that heally
takes our sins upon himselfd is not “innocent” of them. And humanity is el to Christ in

such a way that when he dieg really die“in him” This, to Relly’s mind, solved the problem

30 He tells us, in the preface ©he Salvation of All Menthat he was influenced in his thinking by the Rinhn
Taylor of Norwich; but this was more at the levEhayeneral approach to the interpretation of Sergprather than
in a direct influence on his universalism. Rev DaylChauncy tells us, explicitigenieduniversalism.
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of divine justice and the atonement. One impligatd his system, however, was tladit
humanity was already savedhey simply did not yet realize it. So we find waisalism
spontaneously “reinvented” again. This time nott@nbasis of religious experiences (as with De
Benneville), nor on the basis of rigorous exegétidalical studies (as with Chauncy), but on the
basis of basis of systematic theological reflediaibeit ones with biblical roots).

| would suggest that one of the reasons that us@hsm seems able to keep
spontaneously reappearing, even when it is notitaigythat it is rooted in some fundamental
Christian and biblical convictions. | am not clamgithat Scripture or Christian theology require
people to be universalists—far from it—but | woslaggest that certain Christian beliefs and
certain biblical textseem to poinin that direction and thus the potential for sdoren of
universalism to burst forth is ever-present. Clarstiniversalism is most fundamentally
motivated not by mere sentimentalism nor by padalogophy (though both have had influence
on some versions of universalism) but by currentsimwChristian Scripture, tradition, praxis,
reason, and experientalVhether such currents are best followed to unalistsconclusions is

another matter, but that they sometimes have beepm@bably will continue to be seems clear.

Genealogies of universalism
Another feature of universalism is the creatiowifferent “family lines” through the passing on
of the teaching (whether through books, sermorfisnmal discussions, or formal church
structures). We can illustrate this using a coaplne characters mentioned above.

The De Benneville “family tree”

3110 take Clement, Origen, and Gregory of Nyssdlustrate the point: While Stoicism and neo-Plasomiclearly
influenced their theologies; the Bible played aisige role in shaping their universalisms. On thiaim see
Harmon,Every Knee Should Bow
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At the age of thirty-eight De Benneville moved tmérica and lived in Germantown, near
Philadelphia, where he worked as a physician. Aateghis medicine he continued on
preaching tours in Pennsylvania and New Jerseyhmtlied of a stroke in 1793.

De Benneville transmitted the heritage of Germaatigtireligious communities and the
European Radical Reformation (of the Schwenkfelidetition) to a wider American public. He
also translated Paul Siegvolk’'s boblke Everlasting Gospéito English. This book, as | have
already mentioned, fell into the hands of Elhanandiester and it played a key role in his
conversion to universalism. Winchester’s subsedy@made contact with De Benneville and
they shared fellowship between 1781 and 1787. Mhpesof Winchester’s theology owed a lot
to this pietistic version of universalism (chapigrWinchester himself then went on to publish
on the topic and his books, in turn, converted Mfll Vidler (1758-1816)—an English
Particular Baptist minister—to the cause. Vidlegrilwent on to be an influential universalist
teacher in England continuing the “family line.”

The Relly “family tree”

As chapter 6 makes clear, James Relly’s most caletbiconvert was John Murray (1741-1815).
Murray had grown up as a boy in the heart of thengelical Methodism, knowing both George
Whitfield and John Wesley personally. He ended opsWipping at Whitfield’s tabernacle in
London and, while there, converted to Rellyismnggiersuaded by Relly’s biblical and
theological arguments. Eventually Murray left Emgldor America and, against his intentions,
became a preacher of universalism. Over many yeavgorked tirelessly and against much

opposition, to the detriment of his health, becagrtine pastor of the first universalist church in
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America (in Gloucester, Massachusetfs)Murray never claimed to have rediscovered
universalism but simply to have transmitted thelézgs of his mentor. His gospel message was
a faithful development of Relly’s own thought. Adappens, while his ministry bore fruit for a
while and he left his mark on American universaliis distinctive Calvinist mode of
universalism quickly faded and that short-livecommhial “family tree” was extinguished.

And these are just two traditions within universali Another recurring tradition is that
of the neo-Platonic Christianity of the Alexandrgshool. Throughout Christian history, but
especially since the seventeenth century, wherma@iPlatonism and/or Clement, Origen, or
Gregory of Nyssa are “rediscovered” one finds th@wing some level of influence on small-
scale “revivals” of Christian universalism. ThabrRlatonic influence might be strong (as was
the case with Cambridge Platonists Peter Sterrydanemiah White—see chapter 5) or weak (as
was the case with various nineteenth-century usalists).

And the above simply illustrates the neater sideneflines of transmission for
universalist theology. Often, the picture was moare complex, as is clear from, for instance,
chapter 9. There Don Horrocks traces the diffeti@retads that influenced Thomas Erskine’s
universalism and, in turn, the way in which hiswting became one of several different
interweaving influences on late nineteenth centumyersalism. The role of literature—both
ancient and modern—and personal friendships andaaaigances played their part in both the

perpetuation and the transformation of universé#fisblogies.

32 Murray’s autobiography is a truly fascinating s into eighteenth-century evangelicalism andola
universalist ministry.
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Thediversity of universalism
The different roots and family trees of universaligevitably mean that Christian universalists,
while having much in common, will often disagreeaowhole range of issues. Consider the
following:
Biblical interpretation
The interpretation of key biblical texts relatirgthe issues of hell and universalism have been

handled differently by different universalists. &ake “hell” texts. How should they be handled?

1. Try to show how they are compatible with univessaThis is the classical approach of
Christian universalists, although it has been danarious ways. For instance,

(a) The hell texts are argued to be consistent aitmporaryfire from which all will
eventually exit. This is the mainstream historiewi But even here some would see
the fire as purgative suffering, while others wosé&e it as more “educative” suffering
that has no salvific power in itself, but insteag@ses the reality of sin and leads
people towards divine grace. The idea that sufferm hell was a mode of divine
education, motivated by love, was especially pr@ninamongst nineteenth century
universalists. Some would see retributionpast of the reason for the punishment,
while others would deny retribution any role.

(b) The “hell” texts arenot about a postmortem hell at all but about histbriteine
judgments on Jerusalet.

(c) The hell texts describe not the fate of indists, but of the sinful nature within
each individual.

2. Hold them in tension with universalist texfRis is a more modern strategy, and quite
how that creative tension will work might vary. Gaoater the following:

(a) John A. T. Robinson (see chapter 15) beliehatlthe Bible-reader is not called to
harmonize the universalist passages with the dtdralh passages (they are not
consistent). But nor are readers free to reject aehing or the other. Both are
essential to vital Christianity. The hell texts front people with a real existentially
possible fate in their moment of decision evemnifthe end, none will experience that
fate.

33 As this view is not represented by the case ssudi¢his book, see Ansell, “Hell: The Nemesis afpd?”
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(b) Several universalists use the tension as cmeorefor being “hopeful” rather than
“confident” universalists. The hell texts stop obrh asserting with certainty that all
will definitely be saved. Universal salvation can therefore ordyasserted as a
possible, and hoped-for, outcome.

3. Reject them as sub-Christiaifhis is a much more recent strategy by some uselists
who feel that certain biblical texteally doteach eternal conscious torment but that we are
not bound to agree with them.

Exclusivism / inclusivism / pluralism

Christian universalists will agree that the salwatof all people is achieved through Jesus Christ,
but they will not agree ohow people might be saved through Jesus. Some wékbleisivists

and will maintain that a person can only experiesalgation through Jesus if they have explicit
faith in him and thus belong to the church. (Obsiguhis scheme requires that many come to
God through Chrisafter death)

Others will beinclusivistsand will allow that a person might be saved thifoGgrist’s
atoning work without explicit faith in him—indeethey may not even have heard of him. So
long as they respond with faith and humility to thee, even if very limited, revelation that they
have received then God'’s grace can reach them.

One of the subjects of this volume—John Hick (chaf7)—is gpluralist and believes
that “God” will “save” people through all religiousaditions and that Christ is only one route of
salvation (he is the “savior” of Christian belieserHick’s universalist explorations began within
the bounds of Christian theology and were originpittified in part on the basis of Christian
theological criterigf but his move towards pluralism took him bey@fuistian universalism
into something incompatible with orthodox Christtaeology.

The atonement

34 Though we should note that, even in his earliestkywHick's Christian theology was underpinned bynare
fundamental Kantian philosophy that, in the endded the Christian parts of his theology. See @rap? and
Sinkinson,The Universe of Faiths
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Christian universalists will typically agree thasdis died for all and that, on this foundation, all
will be saved® However, bearing in mind the different views of gtonement within
Christianity in general, it should not surprisethist there is no agreed account of how it is that
Christ’s atoning work saves.

Some universalists really say very little about Hbw cross-resurrection of Christ might
relate to the issue of universalism. Some make ro@ithe cross-resurrection as the basis for
universalism but have mdear account ohowit works orwhyit is necessary (although, to be
fair, the Bible is not unambiguous on this matiérex). Some have made a specific doctrine
such as penal substitution central to their accotinhiversalism while others have fiercely
rejected penal substitutionary accounts of atonémen
Divine justice
Related to this is the issue of how we think ofr@vjustice. Is it primarily retributive, punishing
sinbecause that is what sin dese¥@r is it a saving and restorative justice pumglgin in
order to redeem people from it? Or is it perhapgsBo

Satan’s salvation

On the issue of the salvation of demonic powerslse see disagreement. Some universalists
deny that Satan and his demons will be saved; ®tféirm that they shall be; others are
agnostic. Still others do not believe that Satath@mons are individual persons that can be

either lost or saved.

35 Although, in the case of Origen’s universalisng thcarnation seems to play a more important f@e the cross
(see chapter 2). Precisely how the cross functiémdus universalist scheme is not clear, and #wt that so much
of his work is no longer extant makes it impossibld&e sure whether or not he ever explored thesigsore fully.

36 Note that, as an aside, it is perhaps worth pajnbiut that, while most universalists—both thos® whe justice
as retributive and those who do not—have rejedteddea of hell as eternal, conscious tormerns, it essential
for a universalist to do so. It is perfectly possifor a universalist who (a) took a retributivewi justice and
punishment, and (b) was persuaded by the argurfarttse justice of eternal punishment, and of (peaal
substitutionary account of the atonement, to aggtllows:

(1) sin deserves to be punished by eternal tornaert;

(2) Christ bore that infinite penalty on the crassnobody else will ever suffer that fate.

24



“All Shall Be Well” — Draft Introduction. © Robin &ry 2010

The certainty of universalism
Some universalists—indeed the majority—believe thatsalvation of all is a certain outcome,
while others believe that it isppssibleoutcome but not one that can be affirmed with
confidence. They maintain that we must always Ibefahto allow for the “impossible
possibility” that some may, in the end, reject Gitdls view is especially helpfully presented in
chapters 12 and 16).
Freedom
All universalists believe that humans have freewillt they disagree on how this is compatible
with God getting his saving will done in the endn& simply do not address the issue and leave
it as an unresolved tension for God to sort oute®t believe that human freedom is compatible
with divine determinism and thus freedom is no ablst for God getting his will done. Many
others would believe that human freedom is not atibfe with determinism (divine or
otherwise) but that God still has ways to work witiman freedom to bring about a situation in
which all freely choose salvation. Exactly whatdaavays are will differ from one account to
another. Still others would object that we elevaieman freedom too high if we see it as
something that God must bow the kneadanatter what the cast

To this list one could also add different view dection, Scripture, sin, christology,
Trinity, ecclesiology, the millennium, God'’s relati to time, and so on, and so forth (and
different approaches to how universalism interwsavigh such theological loci). Universalists
can exist anywhere on the conservative—liberaltspec Some are theological conservatives

while others are more theologically liberal. Andénms of ecclesial affiliation, setting aside the

37 The reasons for avoiding certainty typically ird#ureasons such as the following: (a) the bibtiesds do not
speak with sufficient clarity to allow certaintyg)(we must not infringe on God’s sovereignty andmest therefore
allow him space in our theology not to save alj;t¢cprotect human freedom we cannot have a thgdlugg says
that all will inevitablychoose salvation.
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obvious—though unorthodox—Unitarian Universalishgaegations, we find Catholics,
Orthodox, Anglicans, Baptists, Congregationalistdependents, Reformed, Pietists,
Presbyterians, Quakers, Pentecostals, etc., etisti@h universalism never has been a
monolithic system to be taken off the shelf andpeld. We will explore some of this diversity

through a range of case studies.

Soundings
Returning now to the issue of the studies thabfellthis book makes no claims to discuss all the
key universalist thinkers but simply aims to pravghmple explorations. In fact, there are quite
a few notable “missing persons” from the list obgets. Even if we do restrict ourselves to non-
universalist churches, the following spring immeelato mind as those with universalist
inclinations ofsomevariety or other: Clement of Alexandria (c.1504&p, Maximus the
Confessor (580-662), John Scotus Eriugena (c.81)-&®orge Rust (d.1670), Ann Conway
(d.1679), Jane Lead (1623-1704), James Fraseraf 8639-1699), Johann Wilhelm Petersen
(1649-1727), William Law (1686-1761), Charles Claufi705-1787), John Murray (1741
1815), Judith Sargent Murray (1761-1820), Johamms@iph Blumhardt (1805-1880),
Christoph Friedrich Blumhardt (1842—-1919), Andrawels (1815-1901pamuel Cox (1826—
1893), Thomas Allin (nineteenth century), Hannahit&thSmith (1832—-1911), Herbert H.
Farmer (1892-1981), Karl Rahner (1904-1984), MarMcCord Adams (1943-), and Thomas
Talbott (1941-). And there are a growing numbethofkers exploring the possibilities of

universalism with increasing theological sophidiima38

38 See, for instance, David Congddine God Who Saves: A Dogmatic Sk€Elgene, OR: Cascade Books,
forthcoming 2013) which will be, to the best of kryowledge, the first book-length systematic theimaly
exploration of universalism ever published. It wdpresent a Reformed version of universalism.
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But all that is to speak of whatm®tin this book. What we offer are seventeen case
studies on universalist thinkers. Most were ovatyvinced universalists, others were hopeful
universalists, while a couple explicittieniedbeing universalists (P. T. Forsyth and Karl Barth)
We have included the latter because, arguablyipthie of their theology led clearly in
universalist directions and one might be justifiedvondering whether their denial of
universalism was a failure to follow the logic b&tr own theology to its conclusion (and
chapters 11 and 13 in this book argue that thisim@esed so for both these particular
theologians). Even if that is not the case, tHeptogy has much of value for more explicit
universalists to engage with.

Whatever readers may feel about universalism eweryall find numerous points of
agreement and disagreement with the thinkers tealiacussed in the chapters that follow. It is
my hope that, if nothing else, this book can plams small role in bringing into the light a
diverse minority-tradition that deserves both mattention and more respect as an authentically

Christian attempt at faith seeking understanding.
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