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Hungarian can be a very difficult language for English speakers. It is related to Finnish, 
though there is still some linguistic controversy over its possible relationship to Korean. 
While this seems an unusual combination, it could explain the challenges I had both in 
speaking and understanding the language on my pilgrimage to Hungary and Romania more 
than a decade ago. I was there to connect with our 450 year old religious roots in that part 
of the world.  
 

We went first to Budapest in Hungary and then to visit Unitarian villages in Transylvania. 
The first phrase I learned was a very practical and necessary one. Hol van a WC? means 
where is the bathroom? Unfortunately, this phrase sounded like so many others I was 
learning, that I found myself saying it at less-than-appropriate moments – like when making 
toasts with palinka, the powerful Hungarian plum brandy. I would raise my glass with a 
rousing “Hol van a WC?” creating much merriment among Americans and Hungarians alike, 
and our laughter echoed across the waters of the Danube.  
 

We have deep theological roots among these Unitarians. This congregation too has a 
powerful connection with your partner village in Mészkő, Romania. 
 

Though sometimes we North American Unitarian Universalists seem to think we made up 
this whole endeavor of religious openness, reason and tolerance, there have been 
Unitarians as long as there have been Christians. 
 
In the first centuries after the death of Jesus, Christianity suffered an identity crisis. How 
could his followers explain that their teacher had died in the most hideously shameful way 
possible in his time? Debates raged. Was Jesus God or man – or somehow both? There 
was more diversity of opinion than we might think.  And many Unitarians among those early 
Christians. Yet after some three hundred years, some wanted to establish uniform, 
consistent doctrines. A theological issue would arise; debate would ensue; was Jesus man 
or God or both? was debated in 324 at the Council of Nicaea. One side would ultimately 
triumph and henceforward become orthodoxy. Any who clung to the other “side” would be 
labeled heretical, its adherents excommunicated, even executed.   
 

Our religious and theological forbears were almost always the ones labeled heretics and 
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excommunicated. Quite literally they could not take communion in church, which meant 
exclusion from the community which this ritual represented. This was a very painful 
decision. Some simply put their faith in the church and its authority. Others found that their 
consciences would not “be quieted by anything less than truth and justice” even if it meant 
leaving their church. Even in some cases dying. 
 

Our Unitarian forebears were these kind of heretics. They started out as Renaissance 
humanists who kept getting drummed out of town. They ended up in Eastern Europe where 
the Radical Reformation flowered. They were people who insisted in the unity of God rather 
than the Trinity. If God is one and indivisible then Jesus must then be God, but fully human. 
This was blazingly heretical.  
 

Yet these early Unitarians believed just as fervently in another heresy – tolerance of many 
religious ideas. They understood that it was possible to have many different approaches to 
religion and thought people should be free to pursue them. They knew: 
 
We need not think alike to love alike. 

* * * * * 

The traditional interpretation of the Tower of Babel story is that the people were very close 
to building a tower to heaven, but that God, appalled by such human arrogance, made 
everyone speak different languages so they could not work together.  
 
Toni Morrison has a different take on the story. What if God understood that building a tower 
to heaven was not the path humanity should be taking? Getting to heaven might insulate us 
from suffering on earth. But what if God understood that humans – God’s peskiest creation 
– were looking in the wrong direction, looking outside themselves for something that could 
only be found within and among themselves?  

“Perhaps the achievement of Paradise was premature, a little hasty if no one could 
take the time to understand other languages, other views, other narratives. Had they, 
the heaven they imagined might have been found at their feet. Complicated, 
demanding, yes, but a view of heaven as life, not heaven as [after]-life.” 

 
That’s what Unitarian Universalists have always been seeking – the kingdom of heaven 
among us, found within this lifetime, not a reward for good behavior after we die. As Francis 
Dávid said in the 16th century: 

“Conscience will not be quieted by anything less than truth and justice. 
We must accept God’s truth in this lifetime. 
Salvation must be accomplished here on earth.” 
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He knew, too,  
We need not think alike to love alike. 
 
Early Unitarian history is remarkable a flowering of religious tolerance, nurtured in time of 
cultural crisis. All during the 15th and 16th centuries in Europe when Catholics and 
Protestants were killing each other over doctrine and dogma, our forebears were preaching 
tolerance. In Transylvania in 1568 the Edict of Tolerance was passed at the Diet of Torda 
after an impassioned plea to the king by Francis Dávid.  It is called the Magna Carta of 
religion in Transylvania. The king decreed:   

“preachers shall be allowed to preach the Gospel everywhere, each according to his 
own understanding of it.  If the community wish to accept such preaching, well and 
good; if not, they shall not be compelled, but shall be allowed to keep the preachers 
they prefer.  No one shall be made to suffer on account of his religion, since faith is 
the gift of God.”   

 
Indeed, we come from a proud tradition of heretics who knew, 
We need not think alike to love alike. 

 
Those are, of course, the words of Francis Dávid who died, cold and alone, in a dungeon 
cell for the beliefs that led him to make such a radical statement. His words may not seem 
so radical today, yet even now, such an idea is a challenge when we try to put it into 
practice in community.  Dávid was martyred for such radical love and tolerance. 
 
Dávid’s “official” heresy was innovation. Yes, the heresy of innovation.   
 
As one story goes, Dávid had just successfully converted King John Sigismund to 
Unitarianism at the Diet of Torda and convinced church leaders and nobles to pass the 
Edict of Toleration. Religious tolerance became the law of the land. Flush with that success, 
Dávid returned to the capital Kolosvar, leapt upon a rock in the town center and continued to 
preach. It is said that the entire town converted on the spot. The rock from which he spoke 
is enshrined in the city’s Unitarian church. It is one of our pilgrimage sites. 
 
Whether this story is apocryphal or not, Dávid’s passion and eloquence were renowned. He 
also had this annoying habit of continuing to question – even his own conclusions. He 
simply could not stop and say, “I’ve found enough truth now.” Yet in a turbulent world, those 
early Unitarians were happy to stop at a Unitarian theology and a doctrine of religious 
tolerance. It took great courage to hold such beliefs in the face of violent persecution. But 
Dávid could not stop. He was an innovator.   
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When he could find in the Bible no commandment to move the Sabbath from Saturday to  
Sunday, he espoused Sabbatarianism – a return to Christianity’s Jewish roots. This was too 
much. When Dávid refused to recant this heresy, he was convicted and sentenced to life 
imprisonment in the dungeon at Deva. His health already fragile, he died just months later. 
That dungeon in Deva is another of our pilgrimage sites.   
 
Yet Dávid had begun something that could not be stopped. At the time of his trial, there 
were 300 Unitarian churches in Transylvania. Before the end of the century, there were 
nearly 500.  
 
Because, 
We need not think alike to love alike. 
 
Some like to point out how boring the world would be if we all thought alike. Yet it goes still 
deeper. If we all thought alike, we would not be doing our job – the human task of paying 
attention, listening, learning, growing. Yet when we do think differently, the trouble starts.   
 
Unitarian Universalism is not just a faith in which we walk side by side on separate spiritual 
journeys. Our faith is not just about the freedom to ask your own questions and find your 
own truths. Such freedom is a great gift, yet our journey is not complete until we share it. 
Here again, the love comes in. 
 
We live in a world where many – on both the left and the right – try to make us afraid, to put 
forth an agenda based on our fears. Fear makes us contract away from one another. When 
threatened, we pull together with whomever we consider our “own” people. As humans, we 
naturally react to immediate threat, yet love is as important to our survival, even if its affects 
take longer to realize. 
 
One last time: 
We need not think alike to love alike.  
 
Our faith calls us to that love, and we must heed that call. We need to reach out beyond 
whatever we consider our “own” people to be outside of this congregation and even within it. 
This is precisely one of the gifts that our partnerships with churches in Transylvania bring 
us. We learn from other people in other lands who speak other languages, hold other views 
and tell other narratives. Stories that are like our own yet different. 
 
We learn a sense of our history. Ours is not, after all, a modern religion. We have a legacy 
that goes back nearly 450 years. Partnership connects us to people who put their faith at 
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the center of their lives. For the over the centuries, Unitarians in Eastern Europe have had 
to put their faith on the line and some have died for their right to worship as they chose. 
They know that as much may be asked of them even now. We have much to learn from 
people of such faith. When might you be willing to put your safety, perhaps even your life, 
on the line for your faith? 
 
Those who travel on pilgrimage to our partners gain new eyes and ears, and in the value of 
knowing “The Other.” We’ve also learned some lessons in humility. We American do so 
want to fix everything we see amiss and can be very free with our advice. Sometimes we 
seem just a little condescending to our Transylvanian partners. 
 
I do encourage you to go with other members of this congregation to Transylvania this 
summer. You can witness the culmination of some of your past good work there. And you 
can forge the friendships anew.  
 
Some of the ways our partnerships have helped the folks in Romania are economic. We 
also bore witness to their lives in the 1990s, assuring them they had powerful friends who 
might help shield them from genocide as a Hungarian minority, a threat that was very real in 
the 90s.  Kosovo, as it happens, is just a mountain range away from Transylvania.  
 
The Balazs Scholarship, named for Francis Balazs who was minister in Mészkő in the 
1930s, brings ordained Unitarian ministers from our partner churches to study for a year at 
Starr King School for the Ministry. The depth of this connection brought much to both sides 
of this equation it has has helped change attitudes among our brethren about LGBT people. 
It has brought a liturgical openness to their services. Our financial support – things like your 
scholarship program in Mészkő – are actually helping younger people stay in or return to 
their villages where some find technology helps them work from home. 
 
Much has also changed since the beginning of our partnerships in the 90s. Romania is now 
part of the European Union and economics are not so dire. So we need to learn new ways 
to keep our partnerships alive. A true partnership is a deepening relationship. How will we 
find ways to keep our love alive? A question to keep asking, to carry with you to 
Transylvania this summer, for those who go. 
 
The channels of giving and receiving flow both ways. Sometimes it is hard to know when we 
are giving and when we are receiving. We are given the chance to live out our commitment 
to the interconnected web of all peoples and all existence.  We open ourselves to being 
changes by other languages, views, narratives. 
 
Hungarian is indeed a difficult language, yet we do well to keep learning. There is so much 
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to give and so much to learn from our people on the other side of the world. 
 
Viszont latasra. Isten aldja meg. 
Until we meet again, may God bless you. 
 
Amen. 
Blessed Be. 
 


