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Reading:  

Shortly after noon on a cold and rainy day in 1553, a procession began at 

the town hall of Geneva, in western Switzerland, on the border with France. 

At its head were the local magistrates in their robes and hats, members of 

the town council, clergymen  in their gowns, and the lieutenant-criminel, the 

chief of police.  Immediately behind them rode a wave of officers on 

horseback, and a guard of mounted archers. Next came the citizens of the 

city, first the well-to-do burghers, then the tradespeople and artisans, and 

finally, a mob of the city’s lower classes. Their destination was a hillside at 

Champel, about a mile outside the city’s walls. 

 In the midst of these fair-skinned Swiss, one man stood out, a 

prisoner.  He was in his forties, dark, almost Moorish, dirty and weak, with a 

long unkempt beard and ragged clothing. He was surrounded by a crowd of 

pastors exhorting him to confess his sins. An aging churchman walked 

next to him, whispering in his ear. The prisoner prayed silently in reply. 

The prisoner’s shabby appearance belied his status as one of Europe’s 

leading physicians and preeminent thinkers. His name was Michael 

Servetus, and his crime was publishing a book that redefined Christianity in 



a more tolerant and inclusive way. Although this book contained, almost as 

an afterthought, a great scientific discovery, one which a century later 

would propel medicine into the modern age, on that October afternoon in 

1553, no one in Geneva knew or cared.  –from Lawrence and Nancy 

Goldstone, Out of the Flames (2002) 

The Sermon:  

They were interested in burning Servetus alive, together with his 

books, on a slow greenwood fire.   

 The man responsible for Servetus’ cruel death was the famous 

reformer John Calvin.  Calvin absolutely detested Servetus, beginning 

twenty years earlier, when they were both students at the University of 

Paris.  But let me start at the beginning. 

 Servetus was born Miguel Serveto in Spain.  Spain had been turned 

upside down by the Inquisition, forcing thousands of Jews and Muslims to 

convert to Christianity.   Still, the converted Muslims and Jews, who 

believed in one God, found it hard to believe in the doctrine of the trinity.  

Throughout Europe, the Spanish were derided as not quite orthodox, which 

made the Spanish orthodox even madder.  An Italian poet compared 

anyone who did not believe in Christ and the unity of the Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit as a Spaniard.  The Spanish redoubled their efforts to conform 



to orthodox belief by the wholesale slaughter of any Jews or Muslims who 

had foolishly thought to remain in Spain, but it didn’t do any good.  There 

were still slurs on the Spanish character. 

 It was with this background of religious tolerance turned intolerant 

that Miguel Serveto grew up.  It was obvious that he was a child prodigy.  

By the time he was thirteen, he could read Spanish, French, Greek, Latin 

and most significantly, Hebrew.  In most of Christian Europe, Hebrew was a 

forbidden language.  It was considered dangerous, mystical and 

subversive.  The Church was adamantly against it:  knowledge of Hebrew 

meant that the Old Testament could be read in its original form without 

resorting to approved translations.  It is probable that Serveto learned 

Hebrew from Jewish neighbors. 

 The 16th century was one of the most turbulent and pivotal times 

in history.  The invention of the printing press with moveable type a 

half century before had resulted in an explosion of books and 

information.  Several universities, including the University of 

Toulouse, France, became centers of radical scholarship; and 

Servetus went there.  There was nothing more radical for Servetus 

and his fellow students than the Bible.  For a thousand years, the 

Church had limited access to the Bible to its own priests, and this had 



become the primary instrument the Church used to control both kings 

and common people alike.  But now, Bibles were in print, in European 

languages as well as in Hebrew and Greek.  The Toulouse students 

would stay up late at night reading and discussing the Bible, ignoring 

the threat of being burned at the stake or drowned in the river.  These 

were turbulent, exciting times in the world of ideas.  If that is all you 

take away from today, it will suffice.  It was a time of clash of ideas 

and cultures.  And we are fighting the same battles today.  The same 

theological and political controversies! 

Servetus could read the Bible in its original languages.  At the age of 

17, he had added Arabic to his repertoire, and read the entire Koran as 

well.  He soon came to the conclusion that Rome had corrupted the text of 

the Bible and the fundamental tenets of Christianity and there could be no 

truth in Christianity until this corruption was eliminated.  Only a return to 

rigorous biblical scholarship could save Christianity.   

While studying the Bible at Toulouse, he found, in his words, “not one 

word about the Trinity, nor about its Persons, nor about Essence, nor about 

a unity of the Substance.”  In other words, the trinity was a contrivance, a 

compromise arrived at in the Council of Nicaea in the year 325.  Servetus 

realized that Christianity could never be purified until the Trinity was 



stripped out of it.  He moved to Basel, Switzerland and wrestled with his 

thoughts, publicly.  While at dinner one night, he argued that God was in all 

of us, and a person did not need a mediator between God and oneself.  

And then he began to write down his ideas.  “I say, therefore, that God 

himself is our spirit dwelling in us and this is the Holy Spirit within us.  In 

this we testify that there is in our spirit a certain working latent energy, a 

certain heavenly sense, a latent divinity and it bloweth where it listeth and I 

hear its voice and I know not whence it comes nor whither it goes.  So is 

everyone that is born of the spirit of God.”  He told his host in Basel that he 

could and would personally disprove the notion of the Trinity and therefore 

undermine the entire rotten structure on which stood the power of Rome. 

He wrote “On the Errors of the Trinity,” found a printer, and published 

it in 1533.  Although he affirmed that Father, Son and Holy Spirit were all 

dispositions of God, that Jesus Christ was a manifestation of God, that 

scriptures revealed God to us, and that it was only the churchly construct of 

the Trinity to which he objected, still the book caused an uproar.  It was 

banned everywhere, and Servetus himself was sentenced to death in 

absentia by the Inquisition in Spain.  The Spanish inquisitors sent out spies 

to bring him back for trial and execution.  But they failed.  Servetus 

disappeared. 



He surfaced in France, not with his own name, but with a pseudonym, 

Michel de Villeneuve.  He had entered the University of Paris to study 

mathematics.  Also at the university, there was another student, two years 

older, a brilliant, ambitious, driven man whose life would forever change 

Servetus’.  It was John Calvin, born in France, as Jean Chauvin.  Like 

Servetus, he was brilliant, and although he had fine teachers, and started 

out in Paris with a humanist teacher, within three months he transferred 

into the College of Montaigu, the center of church orthodoxy.   It was an 

austere place.  Erasmus once described it as “a barrack, filthy, bleak, 

inhospitable, reeking with the foulest smells, clotted with dirt, brayed with 

noises, where the dinner would be stale bread and half a herring.  Here, at 

four in the morning, a small wretch of fourteen would begin his lessons.  

With short  breaks they would go on to seven in the evening, larded with 

mass, with religious exercises and with floggings.”  Parisians called the 

college “the very cleft between the buttocks of Mother Theology.”   

Here Calvin learned austerity and began working on ideas to reform 

the Church.  He had read Servetus’ book, hated it, and took an entirely 

different tack. 

However at the university, it wasn’t a healthy time for reformers of 

any stripe.  A raging battle between church reformers and the orthodox 



churchmen erupted.  The orthodox cracked down, and Calvin fled for his 

life. Servetus, even as Villeneuve, wasn’t safe at the university, either, and 

disappeared once more.   But both remained in Paris.  Calvin began 

preaching at various country churches—and writing.  His reforms of 

Christianity were exactly opposed to Servetus’.  His message can be boiled 

down like this:  Man is nothing; God is everything.  Man is small, corrupt, 

weak.  Free will is an illusion.  God alone decides who will be saved.  An 

individual cannot alter that decision by good works or other exertions.  It is 

made before that person is born.  Through Christ, Calvin continued, man as 

a species participates in salvation.  To understand God, people must turn 

to the pastors and teachers of the true Church, for which he, Calvin, was 

prepared to provide a definition. 

The rest of the book, which was called The Institutes of the Christian 

Religion, went on to define every element of Christianity:  faith, Christ, 

penitence, redemption, Scripture, the soul, the Trinity, etc.  He spent the 

rest of his life expanding and revising the Institutes.   

In the meantime, Servetus was in Paris, spreading opposing ideas of 

a simpler and more compassionate Christianity among the reformers; the 

love of God, human goodness, and the innocence of children.  These ideas 

were gathering support.  Calvin, furious, challenged Michel Villaneuve, 



whom he knew to be Servetus, to a secret debate.  He invited the 

reformers to show up, which they did.  But Calvin was embarrassed and 

enraged because Servetus didn’t show. 

In the meantime, an unknown radical reformer insulted the French 

king by posting broadsides all over the country, including the king’s own 

bedroom door.  The broadsides criticized the Catholic mass and called for 

its abolition.  The title was True Articles on the Horrible, Great and 

Insufferable Abuses of the Papal Mass.  King Francis was livid to find the 

notice on his own bedroom door.  All church reformers were pursued 

mercilessly, a reward was offered to turn in any “Lutherans,” as he called 

them, and within a month, executions began.  Then began the burnings at 

the stake; they even devised a device to lower and raise the heretics in and 

out of the flames to prolong the agony.  There was no more religious 

tolerance in France.  By 1539 the Inquisition was reintroduced. 

Calvin fled to Switzerland.  By a strange quirk, Villeneuve—Servetus, 

remained in France.  He worked as a scholar and translator for a large 

publishing house, and then, in a life change, he returned to the University 

of Paris to study medicine.  He was a brilliant medical scholar, and became 

a country doctor, discovering the circulation of blood through the heart—a 



discovery that others took credit for because most of Servetus’ books had 

been burned—but now I am ahead of the story.   

In Geneva, Calvin refined his strict Christianity and eventually 

became head of a theocracy.   He wrote articles concerning the 

Organization of the Church and of Worship at Geneva.  There were rules 

for worship and for Christian life.  And there were religious spies to ensure 

that the people were behaving in an upright, austere way all the time.  Only 

then could they be eligible for communion and admission into the church.  

Most controversial was the requirement that everyone in the city of Geneva 

take a solemn pledge, 21 paragraphs in all, affirming their faith in Calvin’s 

interpretation of the scripture as it applied to everything from God and law 

to prayer, salvation, and behavior.  If you didn’t sign the pledge, you were 

stripped of citizenship and banished.  At first, the Genevans protested and 

Calvin left, but after a few years, lawlessness became so bad that the city 

fathers invited him back and agreed to his terms.  Calvin’s domination of 

Geneva was complete.  He continued to refine his theological work.    

And so, eventually did Servetus.  Although he was a progressive, 

successful physician as Dr. Villeneuve, he could not keep from rewriting his 

earlier book.  He spent six years working on it in secret and in 1552 it was 

ready for publication.  It was now almost 800 pages.  He called it The 



Restoration of Christianity.  The themes were similar to his earlier work:  

the injustice of infant baptism (because they are innocent), the contortions 

of the Scripture, the myth that was the trinity, but most of all, the assertion 

that God existed in all people and things.  He found a publisher, and sent a 

cartload of books to Geneva.  Calvin knew it at once and immediately 

banned the book in Geneva, but not before many people read it.  He also 

sent word to everyone he knew in the Roman church, and the other 

reformers.  The French inquisitors made ready to arrest the good doctor, 

but once again he escaped, fleeing towards Italy.  Unfortunately, he chose 

to go to Italy via Switzerland, even entering the city of Geneva.   

He was recognized, and a jubilant Calvin had him locked up in jail.  

For the next several months he was kept in the dark, fed poorly, not 

allowed exercise or bathing, and was allowed out only to go to court.  He 

was tried for heresy.  The trials dragged on, the charges changed a number 

of times.  Calvin eventually served as prosecutor himself, and finally, as 

historians note, the two had their long-awaited debate, in court.   

Servetus lost all appeals.  On October 26, 1553, exactly 450 years 

ago, he was sentenced to die by burning, and with him, every copy of his 

book.  The sentence was carried out the next day.  It took Servetus a half 

hour to die after the fire was lit, and at the end, he was heard to say, “Oh, 



Jesus, Son of the Eternal God, have pity on me.”  He had not recanted, for, 

as theologians note, otherwise he would have said, “Oh Jesus, Eternal Son 

of God.”   

The crowd, as it turned out, was repulsed by the barbarity of the 

burning, and charged Calvin with excess and intolerance.  Throughout 

Switzerland, letters of condemnation poured in.  Revolt threatened, but 

Calvin had (as usual) the upper hand.  Discipline in Geneva became 

harsher.  The merest breath of discontent meant a whipping, a tongue 

pierced with hot iron, or banishment.  Mental illness was no excuse – an 

obviously deranged woman who thought Calvin was her husband was 

kicked out of town.  Calvin lived another 11 years, exporting his ideas to 

England, wishing nothing less than the annihilation of Catholicism.  He 

might have succeeded except for the rise of Loyola, the Jesuits, and the 

development of Catholic education.  But that is another story. 

Servetus died, but not in vain.  His story and theology was told and 

retold in the succeeding centuries wherever religious freedom was sought 

and cherished… in Poland, Transylvania, England and in America.  Copies 

of his books continued to find their way into literary collections.  Eventually 

it was known that 3 copies of his last book survived, and strangely enough, 

one of the surviving copies had belonged to Calvin…he never destroyed 



his own copy, with his refutations and trial notes on it.  Those copies are 

today in the National Library of Austria, the National Library in Paris, and in 

the library of the University of Edinburgh.  There are small monuments to 

Servetus in Geneva.  He is considered the spiritual forefather of American 

Unitarianism. 

Thomas Jefferson knew the story of Servetus, and viewed John 

Calvin as one of history’s worst offenders, “a tyrant who bred other tyrants 

in his name.”  He cited the worst of Calvin’s hypocrisy as the trial and 

execution of Servetus.  It was his concern about the repressive religion that 

was Calvinism that made Jefferson adamant about the separation of 

church and state.  Writing in 1820 to William Short, an American diplomat, 

he said that the Calvinists “are the loudest, the most intolerant of all sects, 

the most tyrannical and ambitious, ready at the word of the law-giver, if 

such a word could now be obtained, to put their torch to the pile, and to 

rekindle in this virgin hemisphere the flame in which their oracle Calvin, 

consumed the poor Servetus, because he could not subscribe to the 

proposition of Calvin, that magistrates have a right to exterminate all 

heretics to the Calvinistic creed.  They pant to re-establish by law that holy 

inquisition which they can now only infuse into public opinion.” 



It’s a noble heritage we have, my friends, we Unitarians committed to 

the ideal of freedom in religion, in a God who loves us more than 

condemning us, in the ability of every one to intuit and apprehend spiritual 

truth, and the way of free exchange of ideas and open exploration.  That is 

what this institution, this congregation, this beloved UUTC represents. 

For Servetus, in his time, it was worth his life.  For us, why shall we 

be silent in the face of those who think they have the only truth?  We do not 

have to argue our position in the face of death, but we must speak our 

truth.  The times are changing, the climate is becoming more orthodox in 

many ways, and we have things to say.  So, in love, let us say them as we 

see fit, with courage, dignity and conviction.  The world needed Michael 

Servetus and it needs each of us, and our lights, and our courage. 

He held the light in his time.  He is with us still.  It is our time now.   

So may it be, amen. 

 


