We Would Be One — The Challenge Punishment Posésitarian Universalist Theology

“I'm trying to write a play that isn’t about reveag. It's never been done.”
— William Shagspeare in the plEguivocationby Bill Cain*

Legal punishment is morally problematic becausmitsists of deliberately inflicting harm on persoims
violation of a fundamental norm of behavior in @aciety. Its questionable character has movedth@aspotlight
with the huge expansion of incarceration as ouresgls dominant response to the harm that peogdletiron one

anothe? and with the accompanying trend toward invokingribetion to validate that response. These
developments pose with particular urgency the dprestf whether legal punishment can be morallyifiest.

There was a moment in our Universalist history wttenmoral status of punishment was a prominent and
controversial issue. In the early™®entury there was heated debate over whether @ftcteéd punishment on

some persons after death before they were savedth@aRestorationist Controversy, as it was callsded light on
the morality of punishment for us? How can thim@dt two-centuries-old controversy — which turivethrge part
on the interpretation of scripture that is no langethoritative for us, and which revolved largelsound the
conditions of an afterlife we no longer believe-n illuminate our understanding? This debate sffasights into
the character of punishment that contemporary aeggendo not touch on, precisely because those angisnare
not theologically grounded. The theological ligiee controversy shines on punishment reveals aasimess about
the practice which can deepen our perspective. eMar, the debate challenges us to articulate secgrorary
Unitarian Universalist theology that goes beyonel Widely held, largely unexamined societal assuomgtiabout
punishment.

It is hard to imagine a practice whose legitimasymore firmly established among us than punishioge
who break the law; as one author put it, “the trdol of punishment is ingrained in our culturé.There are those
who decry conditions in our prisons, of course, atiters who reach out to those who live there arehlaved there
to help them heal, change, and re-enter societyfdw of these people challenge the basic notian plnishing
someone who has harmed another by, in turn, inflicharm on her/him is morally valid and effectieemake us
safer. We Unitarian Universalists proudly proclathre worth and dignity of every individual, yet are content to
live with a criminal justice system that delibefgitenflicts harm on hundreds of thousands of peoplée promote
compassion in our dealings with others yet we esglarsystem that is driven not by compassion brathipution?®
The issue posed by punishment is not “just” a marad — is it morally justifiable to deliberatelyflict harm on
others, and if so, under what circumstances? —abtheological one — what understanding of ourumatand
destiny as human sanctions, or forbids, this pc@&i Examining our theology in the light of thiswtoversy can
point us toward a fuller theological understandiofgwhat it means to be humén.

Justifying punishment necessarily requires claimtimgt it accomplishes some good which outweighs the
harm it inflicts. That good is either good for gaty (deterrence), good for the target of the phmisnt (reform), or
good in and of itself (retribution). Taking thestaone first, retributive theory rests on the foatioh of a moral
order of desert: when people do wrong they destvee punished. Without elaboration this view $ymgefines
away the problem with a claim about “the way thiregs”: harmful misconduct disrupts the social fabricrooral

order and punishment restores things to their probalance? More sophisticated versions add the idea of
individual responsibility, so that harming the offer is “seen as an appropriate, respectful resgons his
conduct.”®

The Restorationists made a similar appeal to a maoraer that needed to be set right when they
emphasized that “God does not always deal with mehis world according to their moral charactersghd that

“men are not equitably recompensed on this sidedgtave. And hence the necessity of a future netioh.”*°
Post-death punishment “rights the scales,” so teap Those who opposed future punishment, mostipeatly
Hosea Ballou, did not challenge the idea of a marvaler, but claimed that it was fulfilled by rewarénd
punishments in this life: “[T]he morally righteous the present state, enjoy a moral recompensehwvperfectly
agrees with their moral characters; and...the morallie endure, in their present state, a moral ptiga and
infelicity, which constitute an exact balance dittsins.” The vehicle for the “recompense” was the commissi
of sin itself; sin was, for Ballou, its own rewardVhile his confidence in such exact moral accogntnay seem
naive to us, he expresses an unwillingness tobatito God the deliberate misery inflicted by ghnment. He
invited one correspondent to “join with me in endadng to explode [the doctrine of future punishtheand
thereby relieve people’s minds from views of Gdédalings with his creatures which are dishonoratalehis ever



blessed character and tormenting to rational beihlfs Ballous insistence that punishment is contramytite
nature of the divine is central to his rejectionfature retribution.

The Restorationists counter that the punishment #mision is for the good of its target: “Men deal to
repentance by mercies and by judgments...God puniihageatures only to amend them...[T]he sinner sgk
the justice of the misery he experiences. Thishaile a tendency to lead the sinner ultimatelyefsentance.™
Ballou rejects what he sees as a flat out contiiadiavhen the Restorationists “present[] us witha #rath of God
and eternal misery, as the fruit of his benevolefdteThough there may well be rehabilitative measithed can
encourage change in the lives of people in prisewy.(education, training, counseling), there is erapirical
validation that inflicting harm on people reliabgccomplishes that objective. Moreover, Ballou dexd that
urging future punishment to move people to love &odl moral virtue is “pernicious,” because it “amnts to a
declaration that [those objects] are, in themsejvaslovely and unworthy of being loved,” and if peobelieve
that, it will “alienate the[ir] affections” from te divine. True faith for Ballou does not grow fréthe terrors of
future misery.”® As with his contention that punishment is contriar the nature of the divine, Ballou rejects erol
for punishment in achieving repentance becausedbntrary to our relationship with the divine.

The final and generally most persuasive justifimatoffered for punishment is the good it produaes f
society through its value in inhibiting others frooommitting offenses — the deterrence rational&éhe

Restorationists denounce the rejection of punistirasri‘detrimental to the morals of the commun}ﬁ/because
foregoing it gives “encouragement to sil’” They speak apocalyptically about the impact ariegp of eliminating
punishment’s deterrent effect. Without punishmalhliaws must be repealed and “then all governmaetitorder,

all civilization must fall.™® The doctrine of universal salvation without ptmigent is “subversive of a just sense of
our accountability to God,” according to Jacob Woddnd the proper distinction between virtue andeji and,

consequently, lessens the motives to virtue, amesgiorce to the temptations of sili.” Conversely, they claim
great benefits for the spectre of future punishmehtch “will lead [men] to forsake sin.” They hawno hesitation
about using fear to inhibit misconduct: “It is juahd proper to excite the fears of men,” readilfirafing that men

are called upon to fear Gofd.

Ballou responds that this fear is plainly inadequ#b deter sin and crime, citing the case of a phes

who espoused future punishment in the pulpit, tha was indicted for murdét. He maintained that externally
inflicted punishment cannot be an effective detgrmmstead, “the only fear which can be sure teyent crime is

the fear of committing it...[S]in itself ought to bensidered as the greatest evil, and the evil mwbe dreaded.??
Just as sin is its own reward, so is virtue; it de@o external props: “I would humbly ask what tloafect is that
we ought to attain, which, not having within itsalffficient worth to induce us to acquire it, nedus assistance of

the fear of hell in a future state, to engage yatiention to it?”?> That object is love of “divine holiness,” which
punishment can never induce: “It is the lovelinean object which induces the mind to love it, thethatefulness

of its opposite.a4

What can we learn from this debate over the naame value of punishment? It might seem easy sttfir
dismiss Ballou as unrealistic in failing to appret@ the grievous harm we inflict on one anothed #rereby try to
reclaim punishment as an effective instrument ferspnal transformation and public safety. Takimg first
justification offered for punishing those who vielasociety’s rules, is there a moral order that ghment can
restore? For both the Restorationists and Ballbattorder revolved around the character of the miévi While the
former had ample evidence of a wrathful God intebrew Scriptures, Ballou insisted on a beneficgod, whose
love for his creatures does not countenance harntimgm. The orientation of our contemporary Unidari
Universalist theology supports Ballou. Whateveregsity there is among us about the nature of tle or the
cosmic order or the ground of our being, we doae& she universe in retributive, punitive terms. atknowledge
that bad things happen to good people and thatvifeked prosper, but we view the universe as a whsle
benevolent and our destiny in it as positive. A&bdeca Parker recently declared, “We are alreadyparadise,”

lifting up “the mysterious goodness” of this lifend “the compassionate care” we respond to it withSuch a
vision rules out deliberate harm to others as paftthe order of things and thus precludes any nfetsical
sanction for punishment. The contrary vision —mhao existence as a war of all against all — wosdadhction
many practices we find objectionable, even abharrenpre-emptive war, torture, and letting peopie decause
they lack the means to buy health insurance.

More challenging to our theology is Ballou’s asgamtthat we cannot be brought to repentance by
punishment. In contemporary terms, he is addrgssime question of what brings about transformation.



Punishment is so embedded in our “common senseénstahdings that many UUs would probably disagrétd w
Ballou, holding out a limited role for punishmemt personal transformation. But doesnt our firstingiple
preclude punishment as the means to fulfilmentd@wHan we honor the worth and dignity of someondewh
harming them? The “it's for your own good” ratioleacannot get around this problem because we dwaiieve
harm is good for people as a matter of principféne can try to avoid the principle by imaginingruais conduct
by which a person forfeits her/his dignity, butrthee host of questions must be addressed: Whatfgpeonduct
justifies the claim that a person has forfeited/hisr humanity? Does that forfeiture justify intenglly harming
them? And does their conduct mean we forevertréjecpossibility of their reformation? Finallyf, punishment is
justified, how much is enough? This last challersgespecially vexing, because affirming punishnogrns the
door to the common-sensical logic that if some glumient is good, more is better. We in Califorrazehwitnessed
the cruel power of this logic over the last thremades as prison sentences have grown considerabfjet and
solitary confinement has become a routine form ietigline in our prisons, all without any sound ergal
foundation suggesting more severe punishment makesafer. Affirming punishment significantly désithe force
of our First Principle. If we take our first prifgle seriously, without unspoken reservations aandlifications, we
are not entitled to intentionally harm people whayrhave harmed others, because that violates th@inanity.
Nor are we entitled to write them off as irredeetaatecause we affirm that that humanity, or thenitiy within

them, can never be irretrievably destroy&d.

Probably the most appealing basis to UUs for enshgrpunishment is deterrence: punishing some to
inhibit them and others from future wrongdoing. ffos point Ballou makes the same two counterclaims
emphasizing, first, the fundamental humanity os¢hewho are punishment’s target. Their status mitig against
using them as instrumerffsas “raw material for the furtherance of social ent?® “Harming some to benefit
others,” as Golash points out, “is at best moratlisecarious.”®® Her contention is borne out by the fact that, levhi
proponents of deterrence trumpet its benefits dtgercosts, they consistently fail to count the Higant harm
inflicted on those targeted by punishment, as aelbn their families, friends, and communifiésPrison in this
country is such a degrading, inhuman environmertt tfor many residents, especially long term ones,
“punishment...destroy[s] the sout:” Nor do the proponents of punishment considercpaiternatives that might
“do as much good with less harf”"and less cost, undercutting their utilitarian ctaiof superior benefits from
punishment as a deterrent. Ballou was also prescidout the unreliability of punishment in detagiothers,
reminding us that the goal is for people to religbehave in a moral fashion, and that fear of plment is a very
imperfect means to secure that end. Though iidelwheld as a matter of common sense that pur@shiheters,
the evidence is inadequate to back this up as améproposition (in part because it is difficuti tneasure crime
that doesnt occury® The callous neglect of those subjected to purestymiogether with the pervasive belief in
deterrence without scientific basis, raise the #tisp that deterrence is being used to rationafizeishment where
the true motivation is retribution.

There is another, even more serious, challenge Badliou makes to our validation of punishment. He
exposes the divisions among persons that the Rdistoists’ view fosters and supports by separatimgse subject
to punishment after death from those free of ithisTbelief, he contends, goes against Universaligmch has
refused to accept “how it can be possible for sadhvision to be made of the human family, ancofoe part to be
entirely happy and the other entirely miserablé.”Ballou also recognizes the human tendency to mede
consciously or not — earthly existence on thendivorder, declaringve both “form a God altogether like unto
[ourselves],” and are “moulded into the image afrfadeity.™ Because what we say about heaven is “altogether
like unto” what's true on earttsuch a categorical distinction based on moral ilngovides religious impetus for
dividing persons in this life into “them” — thoseho need “divine correction” — and “us” — who dwt require
it.*®* We affirm “on earth as it is in heaven” in terrathe moral distinctions we draw between persons.

The Restorationists’ picture of a sharply dividadrtanity was sharply at odds with Ballou’s visiori'the
human family.” His communal perspective graspeel deep connections among us. He describes thetfeds
God prepares for all humankind, highlighting thecton of the children who were invited to the feaken they
learned that their brothers and sisters were netr¢h “No [we are not glad], — we want them to cqroar spirit
yearns to have them come.” When asked if the @lesefitheir siblings caused them pain they sai@s"Y.it seems
very dark and gives us great paifl.” His story speaks to the yearning in us to cel&b@ur connectedness, to
simply be together sharing the banquet of lifer Ballou anything that is destructive of the bortldat connect us
is not a part of divinely ordained reality. “[B]@tise our nature partakes of such powerful sympsitthiat if we see
those whom we love in torment, we cannot avoid iggzation of such misery® The “awful division of
mankind” posited by the doctrine of future punishiris, for him, inimical to our common humantty.



Ballou’s communal perspective challenges the indialistic orientation of our theology in responditay
punishment. Assessing punishment on an indivibaals makes us much more susceptible to the naofion
“desert”; Isolating the person from any social cest means we can only view them through the lefraafality,”
giving credence to the notion that “bad” things adene by “bad” people who should suffer for it. ighores the
social dynamics and institutions that powerfullyagl our lives in myriad ways. Focusing so compjeta the
individual who commits harm distorts our diagnosfghe problem, in turn dictating responses that fixated on
the individual wrongdoer, despite the mountainouisience that social and environmental factors @asignificant
role in crime. Those in power, and those theyaspnt, bear responsibility for the policies thalpleel create those
environments; it is unjust to place exclusive reaility on the individuals who directly commitrha*

An important example of the role social dynamiaypé found in research by William Junius Wilsord an
Robert J. Sampson investigating the apparent caticed between race and crinie. The authors explicitly reject
the individualistic approach that attempts to ideldhe characteristics of those who harm othersnfthose who
dont. Instead, they identify those community cdtrres and cultures that lead to high rates of hdoing. They
found that the concentration of a number of speac®mographic characteristics in communities presi@ much
more reliable association with crime than race. eifhresearch highlights just how important communit
environments are to individual behavior, directingtoward the importance of collective policiegastering crime.
But we have far to go to put this lesson into pagtour obsessive reliance on incarcerating thed® harm others
has, since the termination of the brief Model Gitiprogram (1966-1974), supplanted policies aimed at
strengthening communities rather than punishingviadials*? Persistent crime in neighborhoods suffering sever
deprivation is the price of our neglect.

Our contemporary Unitarian Universalist theologyneent incorporate the lesson these authors teach, no
effectively articulate collective responsibilityr fthe incidence of crime, because we do not haeeherent and
credible communal vision like that which Ballou qted to. Too often we reflexively resort to thdofaistic
individualism” in our religious and social thinkin§j relying on an unspoken image of a self-determinaeif-
authenticating individual, abstracted from her/h&wvironment. The lack of an articulate vision afro
connectedness — a vision of the ways we live mustoared humanity and the ways we repudiate ounrnanal
reality — does concrete damage, reinforcing adoiés our alienation from those who live in our pris. Heavily
stigmatized by media and popular culture as “wroogis,” “offenders,” “convicts,” and “felons,” we ¢ them
become “others,” differing from us not just by racgass, and education, but presumably by charact®ur
alienation is reinforced by geography — locatingspns out of sight, usually far distant from urbegnters, keeps
these others out of mind, as well as isolated ffamilies, friends, communities, and those who majherwise
offer them help. Without a compelling vision of connection with these “others,” there is littleativation for us
to counter these pressures by concerning ourselWtbstheir living conditions, much less challenge punishment
system that perpetuates their banishment. Theonktof pressures alienating them encourages theidhaan-like
division of the world into us and these others whed disciplined correction.

” o

A theology without a vision of how we are togethed what that means for who we are as human risks
irrelevance, because it cannot adequately speakd@ressing problems of our society. It canntly fportray the
character of our humanity here in this societyhistera, and therefore is unable to be a religiondur time. Our
contemporary public debate is marked by a thorowjgig and relentless appeal to atomistic individsali by
powerful proponents. That vision distorts our hmiaand erodes our souls, but our inability to glam the
meaning of our shared humanity and our unwillingnes fully live out that meaning in concrete wagsdicaps
and dilutes our response. We need a comprehersivepelling vision of our connectedness that willdg and
nudge us toward lives, individually and congregaélly, that embody the vision.We need a theology of
Community?*

Community is, first, a realit§®> We are deeply implicated in each others’ lives dadtinies, much more
intimately than we acknowledge. There is perhapsiore potent evidence of this interdependence ttianthreat
we face together from the warming of the planetsivare, but other crises should alert us to ounirtteen destiny:
Decisions in Tokyo about nuclear safety can affeet milk we drink in this state. Decisions in bdr@oms in
London and Washington destroy wildlife and liveliitis on the coast of Louisiana. The desperate inamigvho
crosses the border tonight was pushed there bynatienal agreements made long ago and far distamtthe farm
land which will no longer support him and his fayfit As we are led by a deeply individualistic pergjwecto
isolate the end results from the matrix of choises or those who represent us, have made, we rdptiathto the
ways we have helped foster the environmental andaic degradation that recoils upon us.



But Community is not just a fact; it is also a wisiof our connectedness, a reality that is beyuuitthin,
and among usBeyond us— We do not create or control Community. It imadamental reality, the ground of our
being that is always already there — before usoth senses of that word: it precedes us andaiinays present to
us as a possibility, waiting for us to embracerdtality*’ Community is less a passive, visible entity (thishat
organization or institution), than it is an act8pirit moving in the world, constantly promptingjdging, luring us
into the solidarity and humanizing engagement witfers in history that is what we are meant tatie, is our true
destiny*® We respond to this transforming Spirit eitheremybracing it and midwifing each new birth of comrityin

in the world, or by refusing it and denying our nentedness with othefS.

Within us —The further inward we explore, the more we see @mmon humanity>® Our solidarity
with others is not a supplement to our personattitle it is at our core. We cannot be whole alooely with

others. When we embrace our connectedness we Hirldrger self®  When we neglect or break that
connectedness, we not only damage the world, welerbur own selve¥.

Among us— Community continuously holds out to us the ptiétrfior unleashing our collective energy,
the way an electric spark arcs across the gap betiveo charged poles. Power is one manifestatidhi® energy,
the power which arises from cooperative particgmain community. Power is widely misunderstoodaaero-sum
phenomenon in which more of it for one person amugrmeans less for all others. Some, for exangs&ime that
there is a limited amount of power when they urdgeheology of relinquishment” — the transfer ofwsr from the

wealthy to the poo?‘?’ But power grows out of and is enlarged by commyfﬁi The establishment of community
among us generates greater power than existedebefdke the loaves and fishes of the New Testaratonty, our

communities generate more power than we indiviguaiing to thent>

The summons to Community never ends its call toecamut of isolation to live more inclusively with
others. Insistently pushing and pulling us towaothnectedness with others, the Spirit nurtureslanging for
solidarity which engenders in us an accountabittCommunity, an insistence in us that the comnmemidf which
we are a part themselves participate in and withh 8pirit. But does this accountability bring witha loss of
freedom and thus a diminishment of the self? Hae 6f that loss is a formidable obstacle to ComityurAs long
as we consider ourselves to be self-contained a&ffedefining, solidarity with others can only corsh our

freedom:® in zero-sum fashion. Our participation in comntywill then be felt as a sacrifice, a compromi$éhe

self. Against that view of who we are, Communiffecs the larger self that encompasses solidadtgainst the
sacrifice of the social world which is the costtloé¢ privatized self, Community offers to restore sauls through
renewed and rejuvenated connectedness with oth#émwur congregations and through engagemenbaiety

which we come to know as charged with the presandepossibility of the divine.

The policy of punishment, repudiating solidaritythwithose we harm, costs us, as Ballou eloquently
describes. The doctrine of divine punishment, lys,sa

tended so to harden the hearts of the professattssofeligion, that they have exercised, toward
their fellow creatures, a spirit of enmity, whichtlioo well corresponds with the relentless cruelty
of their doctrine, and the wrath which they haveagmned to exist in our heavenly Father. By
having such an example constantly before their,eyey have become so transformed into its
image, that, whenever they have had the power, llhgg actually executed a vengeance on men
and women, which evinced that the cruelty of tldeictrine had overcome the native kindness and

compassion of the human he¥rt.

Sadly, there is frequent confirmation of his insigimat punishment erodes compassion and hardemts helaast
year, my local paper ran what was just anothehénstream of exposés of the racism and other defiaimg forces
in our state prisons, documenting “an environmériiratality, corruption and fear,” conspiring withe seemingly
inevitable cover-up in the corrections departn?énA recent report exhaustively documents the syatienabuses

in our immigration detention institutior’s. These stories are neither unusual nor unexpedtedy are exactly what
the notorious prison experiment at Stanford Unitgiia 1971 predicts. When ordinary college studehere were
put into what was only a make believe prison cantesth unchecked power over their charges, thelresas
“transformations of good, ordinary people, not deg@ato perpetrators of evil in response to theasive influence

of powerful situational forces® The transformations took place in 48 hours.



But it is not just those directly involved in adnsitering punishment who are infected by it. Pumisht is
but one manifestation of a culture of violence tlsadeeply ingrained in our society, so deeply tha difficult for
us to see it. The theologian Walter Wink calls tithe myth of redemptive violence,” so powerfultlit has taken
on the status of a religion: “Violence is the etldsur times. It is the spirituality of the modeworld. It has been
accorded the status of a religion...[T]he devotiais followers] pay to violence is a form of religoiety.
Violence is so successful as a myth precisely meé@udoes not seem to be mythic in the least.le¥i®e simply

appears to be the nature of things. Itis whatkest

It is foolish to believe we Unitarian Universalistee somehow exempt from the culture of punishrbgnt
our good intentions or our principles. For therawgelming majority of us, punishment “appears tatmenature of
things. It is what works.” Nor can we crediblyaich immunity from responsibility for the perpetwatiof this
culture because we have not actively endorseBéspite the frequent exposés of the barbaritysiteis, we do not
challenge it; we tacitly affirm it by our acquiesce. We are content to live by accepting what agard as its
fruits — personal security, maybe even a reinfbreense of justice built on harming those who dongr In the
face of what is, at best, the questionable moralitgunishment, its ineffectiveness compared t@o#trategies for
responding to harm, and the ‘hardening of heattfdsters in others and in ourselves, we remainpiaisant.
Integral to our passivity is our embrace of a tbgglwhich does not demand or even encourage usedhese
consequences; our “common sense” overrides ourecond he individualistic orientation of our theojogllows,
even induces, us to remain inert in the face ofgeve punishment. But Dr. King's pointed remind#il has
force, “History will have to record that the gresitéragedy of this period of social transition wax the strident
clamor of the bad people, but the appalling sileotéhe good people.” Our silence provides neitbg&cape nor
immunity. We are all jailers now. And we will ram so until those targeted by this perniciousqybecome our
brothers and our sisters. Sadly, that is unlikeliiappen until our theology proclaims that itas s
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