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A Beautiful Heresy


 Some of you have heard Bishop Carlton Pearson’s story on the National Public Radio program, “This American Life.”  More of you have probably read the feature story about him in the Fall issue of UU World magazine.  Some of you are probably hearing Carlton Pearson’s name for the first time this morning.  And after that reading I just gave, you might be a little nervous about where this is going.  After all, it is somewhat unusual to hear words like “Sovereignty of God” and “devil” coming from a modern Unitarian Universalist pulpit.  A word like “heretic,” though.  That word we are more used to hearing, and using, and even celebrating.  “Heretic” is a word that many Unitarian Universalists are very comfortable with.  That explains, in part, how a Pentecostal preacher, the senior minister of a growing mega-church with his own popular television show on the Trinity Broadcasting Network, found his spiritual home in a Unitarian Universalist congregation.


The son and grandson of Pentecostal preachers, it is not terribly surprising that Carlton Pearson went into the family business.  He was casting devils out of people at youth group meetings while he was still a teenager himself.   A naturally gifted speaker and a devoted evangelical Christian, Pearson attended Oral Roberts University and became very close to the famous televangelist Oral Roberts himself.  Oral Roberts even dubbed Pearson his “black son.”  


After graduating from Oral Roberts University, Pearson started a new evangelical church in Tulsa, Oklahoma called Higher Dimensions.  The church was a great success for many reasons.  It was one of the few racially integrated churches in Tulsa and Pearson was an extremely popular preacher due in no small part to his use of humor in his sermons.  The church grew.  Soon the church was moved to a campus on the outskirts of Tulsa.  Seven more ministers were hired.  Police needed to direct traffic around the church every Sunday as weekly attendance grew to 6,000 people.  Can you imagine?  Higher Dimensions had become a mega-church.


As Higher Dimensions grew, so did Carlton Pearson’s reputation both locally in Tulsa and on a national level.  He began guest preaching along side Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson.  He was a guest at the white house during Bush, Clinton, and Bush administrations.  Pearson was appointed to the Board of Oral Roberts University and he was made a Bishop in 1995.  


At this time, Pearson was preaching the standard, orthodox message of salvation as espoused by his conservative evangelical tradition.  Simply put, humanity fell into two categories.  Either you were “saved” by believing in and accepting a particular version of Jesus Christ, or you were damned to spend eternity suffering the torments of Hell.  Pearson grew up with this theology.  He embraced it with his whole being and he, like many evangelicals, felt it was his Christian duty to save as many human souls as possible by preaching the gospel to them and bringing them to Christ.  This practice is called “witnessing.”  


Now I know many of us have had experience with witnessing.  Some of us may have engaged in it ourselves at one time.  As a Baptist kid, I know I did.  And a lot of us have probably been on the other end of witnessing.  We’ve been the ones being witnessed to.  This experience can feel annoying at best and spiritually violent at worst.  But let’s put ourselves in our witnessing brothers’ and sisters’ shoes for a moment.  Let’s imagine really believing that the “unsaved” of humanity are going to suffer endlessly in Hell when they die.  Imagine this “unsaved” person is someone you care about.  A family member or a friend.  Imagine how frightening that would be.  Now imagine that the fate of this person’s eternal soul could rest on you speaking about your faith to them.  Can you imagine what a heavy burden this can be?  


This is the burden that Carlton Pearson was shouldering and the call he was attempting to answer with his ministry.  He wanted to bring souls to Christ so they would not have to suffer endlessly in Hell.  Not such a bad goal really.  But as his rise to evangelical superstardom allowed him to reach greater and greater audiences, through mega-churches, presidential administrations, and Christian television, Pearson began to have doubts.  Doubts that he didn’t want to admit to anyone, not even himself.  


As is the way of such things, Pearson’s doubts eventually came to a head one evening while watching television.  The following are Pearson’s words as he described the event in his interview on “This American Life.”


“I was watching the evening news.  The Hutus and Tutsis were returning from Rwanda to Uganda. . .  My little girl was in my lap and I’m eating dinner watching these little kids.  Swollen bellies, and it looks like the skin is stretched tight across their little skeletons, their hair is kind of red from malnutrition. . . My little fat-face baby and a plate of food and a big screen television and I said God I don’t know how you can call yourself a loving sovereign God and allow these people to suffer this way and just suck them right into Hell, which was my assumption.  And I heard a voice say within me, ‘So that’s what you think we’re doing?’ . . . And I said, “That’s what I’ve been taught.”  And Carlton engages in a dialogue with this inner voice which he identifies as God about how people are saved.  At one point he breaks into tears because he thinks God is asking him to go preach the Gospel in Africa and he says, “I can’t save the whole world. I’m doing the best I can.  I can’t save this whole world . . . and God said, ‘Precisely. You can’t save this world.  That’s what we do. You think we’re sucking them into Hell?  Can’t you see they’re already there?  That’s Hell.  You keep creating that and inventing that for yourselves.  I’m taking them into my presence.’ And I thought, I’ll be. That’s weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth, that’s where the pain comes from.  We do that to each other and we do it to ourselves.  Then I saw emergency rooms, I saw divorce court, I saw jails and prisons and I saw how we create Hell on this planet for each other. For the first time in my life I did not see God as the inventor of Hell. “


And that, Ladies and Gentlemen, is a classic Universalist conversion!

I adore conversion stories.  I find the myriad of ways in which people come to a belief that ultimately changes their lives endlessly fascinating.  And while bolt of lightening style conversions that happen in the blink of an eye are neat and all, what I really love are the conversions that happen really slowly.  Over the course of years.  The kind of conversions that people initially struggle against because the beliefs involved are too bizarre, too scary, too contrary to the culture in which the convert lives and loves.  This is the kind of conversion Moses had. The kind of conversion Jonah had.  The kind of conversion our Universalist trailblazers had.  Like John Murray, who while living in England tried to talk Universalists out of their heretical theology and ended up becoming a Universalist himself and founding the first Universalist church in America.  Like Hosea Ballou, the son of a Calvinist preacher, who eventually embraced the Universalist heresy and spread the good news of Universal Salvation by riding from town to town across New England.  And now like Bishop Carlton Pearson, who opened his heart to the still, small voice within and accepted a revolutionary, yet ancient, revelation that went against everything he had previously believed and preached.    

And his new Universalist theology cost Pearson dearly.  You would think that hearing about God’s all-powerful, all-embracing love would be a good thing for a person’s ministry.  It’s hard for me to imagine a more joyful, more freeing idea than the Universalist claim that all of humankind, every single last one of us, will spend eternity knowing the perfect love and perfect peace of unity with God.  Maybe I’m a bit biased, but the message that we are already “saved” sounds pretty good to me.  Most of Bishop Carlton Pearson’s community didn’t think so.  

People started to whisper about Pearson’s heretical teachings.  Some wondered if he was possessed by the devil.  All four of his ministers quit, taking many of the congregants with them.  Sunday attendance at Higher Dimensions went from 6,000 to 200.  The weekly offering dropped by $50,000 per week.  $50,000.  Friends whom he considered to be like family denounced him publicly.  He was fired from the Board at Oral Roberts University and forced off his television program on the Trinity Broadcasting Network.  In 2004, he was officially named a heretic by the joint college of African American Pentecostal Bishops.  The Higher Dimensions church building had to be sold to avoid foreclosure and soon, what was left of the congregation, was homeless.  Pearson’s embracing of Universalism cost him, and his family, nearly everything they had worked toward for thirty years.

This might have convinced some people turn around or give up.  No doubt some would have apologized for their heretical “mistake” and reclaimed with new fervor the status quo.  But not Carlton Pearson.  He has the spirit of a pilgrim and a pioneer.  The same could be said for the 200 or so members of his congregation who stuck with him through all the turmoil and loss.  I imagine Pearson praying prayers similar to poem Jeff read by Kady Molodowsky.  “Don’t let me fall, God,” he must have pleaded.  “Don’t let me fall, but sow in me your living breath, as you sow a seed in the earth.”

Pearson took his diminished yet plucky congregation and set about searching for a new home.  They renamed themselves New Dimensions and rented space in community centers and a local Episcopal church.

Meanwhile, at All Souls Unitarian Church in Tulsa, the Rev. Marlin Lavanhar had been following Pearson’s dilemma.  When Pearson was denounced as a heretic, Lavanhar recognized that Pearson was, in fact, preaching classic Universalism.  He invited Pearson to lunch and the two ministers who had once found themselves at opposite ends of the theological spectrum became friends.  Lavanhar offered New Dimensions use of the church building during the summer, when the Unitarian church went from two Sunday services to just one.  Pearson could use the church during the second service slot.  

An interesting thing happened then.  Many of the people who came to the New Dimensions slot were All Souls members curious about the service.  And they liked it.  They liked the intensity of high spirit and high emotion.  The two congregations began to merge into one.

Carlton Pearson told his New Dimensions congregation to join All Souls.  He would be moving on, he told them, to spread his Universalist gospel to cities across the nation.  “My wife and I are going to consider All Souls our spiritual home,” he said to his congregation, “I encourage you to do the same.”

And they did.  All Souls Unitarian Church of Tulsa now offers two services each Sunday.  A traditional service at 9:30 and a contemporary service at 11:30.  The contemporary service features drums, song lyrics projected on a screen, and a gospel choir.  In this way All Souls is celebrating the spiritual cultures of this uniquely mixed congregation.

So why did I spend so long sharing this story?  Sure, it’s interesting.  Inspiring, even, but what does it have to do with us?  Well, I think the story of Carlton Pearson and the people who followed him raise some important questions for us as a movement.  Such as, can Pentecostal Christians find their home in a Unitarian Universalist congregation?  Tulsa seems to be proving that they can.  We say we value theological diversity, but I think we actually struggle with this more than we would like to admit.  We try to get around this by saying that people with certain theological beliefs probably would not want to be a part of our communities.  People like Pentecostal Christians who believe in the full divinity of Jesus Christ and the redemption of the world through his sacrifice on the cross.  Yet, this describes the new members of All Souls in Tulsa.  They have embraced Universalism, but they still consider themselves Pentecostal Christians.  Something to mull over.

The other matter which Carlton Pearson’s story brings to light is the vitality of the traditional Universalist message.  Carlton Pearson’s “Gospel of Inclusion” is nearly identical the Universalist theologies espoused by many of the founders of our movement 200 years ago.  It was radical then and Carlton Pearson’s story proves it is radical today as well.  I think we sometimes confine our Unitarian and our Universalist heritage to the pages of history unnecessarily.  We think of it as something archaic, something quaint.  No, it is much more than that.  Just because the boundaries of our faith have expanded, blurred, merged, been re-defined and reinvented again and again does not mean that the messages of our past are not alive and important today.  Carlton Pearson proves that the Universalist message still has the power to change lives and, yes, even save lives.  

So, is Carlton Pearson a heretic?  Absolutely. One of the original meanings of “heresy” is “to choose.”  A heretic is someone who chooses.  Carlton Pearson chose to follow is heart and his calling even though it cost him so much to do so.  Our Unitarian Universalist faith is sometimes called “the Chosen Faith.”  So in that sense, we are all heretics.  And I think we have chosen some marvelous company.

Please join me in saying Blessed Be and Amen.

