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Good morning.  

 

On Thursday, news broke that last December, the 

Department of Homeland Security secretly spied on the 

First Universalist Church of Minneapolis. As ICE agents 

set upon residents of the Twin Cities, churches tending to 

their neighbors warranted official infiltration. Who were 

these people gathering to meet a campaign of terror and 

deportation with neighborly solidarity, witness, and care? 

 

Rev. Jennifer Crow, Senior Minister at the First 

Universalist Church of Minneapolis, says “There is no 

need for covert surveillance of our community. We make 

no secret about who we are and what we are about.” 

Founded in 1859, First Universalists’ “mission has been 

clear for more than 166 years. We are a people of love 

and hope who believe that each and every person is born 



whole and holy and worthy, welcome and wanted exactly 

as they are, all with room to grow.” 

 

This earthly Universalism has called to me throughout my 

life, and it brings me to the pulpit today. I did not have the 

words for it until my grampa Keith Cooper, in his twilight 

years, gave me the whole of his religion in six words, 

words that his mother gave him: "Life on earth is hell 

enough." 

 

Life on earth is hell enough. 

 

My grampa grew up Universalist in New Hampshire in the 

1930s, decades before the Universalists and the 

Unitarians joined as one faith. He never spoke much of 

hell with me, but I knew some torments he experienced in 

life, stories of hard times from his childhood during the 

Great Depression. He once hitch-hiked from New 

Hampshire to Colorado Springs and back again to get a 

glass eye, replacing the eye he lost to lawn darts as a 

child. In adulthood, he worked as a child psychologist, 



carrying heavy burdens he struggled to leave at the office.​

 

Universalism, he told me, is the belief that “life on earth is 

hell enough.” 

 

I first learned of Universalism not as a distinct theology, 

but like Unitarianism, one half of who we once were in a 

more explicitly Christian context. As an adult I learned to 

see the two legacies in a new light, while collaborating on 

a Sunday school curriculum for this church about UU 

martyrs. The names for our faith are trace evidence of the 

beliefs of our predecessors, people who would rather live 

and die as heretics than profess a belief that anyone else 

is less than worthy of love. 

 

This belief in Universal Salvation, I thought, required a 

belief in damnation, in a hell that people must necessarily 

be saved from. I was simultaneously drawn to 

Universalism and skeptical of hell: why would a god so 

loving create people only to condemn some to torment? 

 



My grampa learned Universalism in the long Christian and 

Protestant tradition of his childhood church, though 

Universalism predates protestantism by over a thousand 

years. We can trace its origins back to a third century 

theologian named, and I am not making this up, Origen.  

 

Universal Salvation, which came as a revelation for 

Origen, comes to modern UU ears instead as a question: 

how big is this universe, and who is to be saved from 

what? 

 

For centuries, these were questions decided in synods 

and councils, the ideas of early thinkers and old heretics 

preserved in church archives, deemed sufficiently refuted. 

The protestant reformation revived these debates in part 

because the reformation was also a technological 

revolution. Books, studiously copied one at a time by hand 

by monks, were now manufactured products, printed on 

printing presses and sold as the lively debate of the day. 

 



In a twist that surprised early church reformers like Martin 

Luther and John Calvin, but is unsurprising to anyone who 

has ever discussed a sermon over coffee, access to the 

same text let people ask more questions just as easily as 

it let them receive answers. 

 

The history of Universalism in what would become the 

United States starts here, as another protestant reading of 

the bible at odds with, primarily, Calvinism. John Calvin 

and his followers had done the reading and done the 

math, and decided that omniscience and damnation meant 

Heaven was only for a few souls. Which souls? Why, the 

ones following Calvin, of course. 

 

Calvinism saw the scope of love and redemption as tightly 

bound, a small circle of the elect admitted to the only seats 

in heaven, with everyone else predestined to eternal 

damnation. When John Calvin applied these theological 

principles in governance, he led a city-state that publicly 

executed heretics. 

 



There is a purity to the idea of clean lines dividing the 

damned and the saved. People are far too human to fall 

entirely into either category. 

 

Universalism, as preached by foundational American 

Universalist John Murray, reads divine love as boundless, 

going forward and backward in time and encompassing 

the whole of humanity. This is not the rationed admission 

of a private country club, but the infinite welcome of an 

open city, home to all who dwell within it. 

 

Over the centuries since Murray first preached, 

Universalists kept lit this cherished flame of boundless 

love for humanity. 

 

In a sermon at the 2018 General Assembly, then-UUA 

president Rev Susan Frederick Gray returned to this 

expansive, Universalist read of divine love. 

 

She preached, “Theologically, our Universalism tells us 

that no one is outside the circle of love. However, we must 



understand that in our lives, in the context of oppression 

and discrimination, that the circle has never been drawn 

wider from the center. It has always grown wider because 

of the vision, leadership and organizing of people living on 

the margins who truly understand the limits and costs of 

oppressive policies—and what liberation means." 

 

Rev Frederick Gray joined this theological debate over 

how we draw the bounds of our compassion and over who 

gets written off as beyond the circle of love, and urged us 

to consider the universe at its largest extent. This is not a 

Universalism that asks you to sit and forgive your 

tormentors their transgressions, but one that invites you to 

forgive yourself for ever thinking you deserved those 

transgressions. 

 

Speaking to the hard work of coming together to share a 

vision and a mission of love, Reverend Jake Morrill offered 

this old Universalist saw: “if nothing else we gather in the 

commitment to the love that will not let us go.” 

 



You’ll notice that I’ve gone deep into this sermon on hell 

without actually offering any affirmative beliefs on the 

afterlife. This is the intentional mark of an agnostic. What 

happens after is a question I’m happy to leave blank on 

the exam when it’s time to turn in. 

 

There is, after all, plenty of observable torment here on 

earth already. In the face of that torment, a belief in 

boundless love, where no person is less deserving or less 

worthy of love than any other, is a call to terrestrial 

solidarity.  

 

Life on earth is hell enough.  

 

I came of age in this church and politically at the time of 

the Abu Ghraib scandal, when a prison once used by the 

dictator of Iraq to torture people deemed enemies was 

then used by the occupying United States to torture 

people deemed enemies. This was hell on earth by policy, 

euphemistically deemed “enhanced interrogation 

techniques.” The CIA and collaborators continued to 



torture in secrecy, holding people in “black sites”, prisons 

outside the normal bounds and knowledge of law. These 

little hells were built by people and then, at times, 

dismantled in the face of outcry and scrutiny, their 

surviving captive occupants released into the world they 

had been denied. 

 

Life on earth is hell enough 

 

In May 2025, I read Mahmoud Khalil’s letter from detention 

to his newborn son, while bottle-feeding my own infant 

daughter, then just five months old. I wept. Amidst their 

national campaign of deportations, the Trump 

administration sought to punish Mahmoud, damning him 

for insisting human dignity included Palestinians, detaining 

him despite his green card. After witnessing his abduction, 

Noor Abdalla was denied his presence during her labor, 

and denied his tender care in the weeks before and after. 

What should have been their first moments as a family of 

three were irretrievably taken away. 

 



Life on earth is hell enough. 

 

In a New Yorker profile, writer Andrew Marantz describes 

Mahmoud’s current limbo as “a state of bureaucratic 

superposition,” under a stayed final order of removal while 

his legal challenges proceed through the courts.  

 

If there is a bureaucratic hell more punishing than that, I 

do not care to know it. 

 

This week, ICE abducted a father from a clinic parking lot 

in Santa Fe while his 11-year-old daughter watched, 

waiting in the car for him to drive her home. Universalism 

is the argument that what separates me from him is 

nothing more arbitrary than the random chance of birth. It 

is the argument that our worths and dignities are 

inseparable. 

 

Universalism is a commitment to abolish these hells on 

earth, to harrow the sites of torture and deprivation and let 



the people once held inside experience their full, holy 

dignity as human beings. 

 

There is a terrestrial, secular Calvinism that argues those 

who suffer deserve it, that they may be our cousins but 

they are not invited to the family reunion, that the richness 

of life should be hoarded by the special few instead of 

shared, a treat for the deserving rather than a bounty for 

us all. 

 

It is against the smallness of that vision of love that 

Universalism says life on earth is hell enough. 

 

We are, in this sanctuary, in this city, in this nation and on 

this earth bound to each other by a love that will not let us 

go. It is a love for each other that persists despite torment, 

that celebrates with us in joy, and that is home to all of us, 

at the end of a long day when all we wish is to be cradled 

in the soft embrace of something beyond ourselves. 

 



As Reverend Morrill continued from this pulpit last week, 

“the Universalist call is that we will not be abandoned in 

our holy becoming." 

 

Without a claim to motivation based on the hereafter, or a 

seminary education with the requisite Greek to decipher 

Origenal texts, I offer my theology as it formed here, in the 

church of my youth. The work of religion is the divine work 

of tending to life on earth. It is to see the worth and dignity 

of ourselves in each other, the worth and dignity of each 

other in ourselves, and to do what we can as we can to 

make our shared time here less hellish. 

 

As Reverend Jennifer Crow, of First Universalist Church of 

Minneapolis, said in response to the surveillance of her 

congregation:  

 

“We believe that the experience of unconditional love is 

the ground from which Beloved Community grows. We 

believe that a world of justice and joy is possible not only 



in the hereafter, but in the here and now, and our faith 

compels us to do everything we can to create it.”  

 

This is the sacred charge of a belief that life on earth is 

hell enough. Together, we can love the hells out of this 

world. 

 

Thank you. 

 


