William Ellery Channing,
Excerpts from “Unitarian Christianity” (1819),
“The Moral Argument Against Calvinism” (1820)
and “Likeness to God” (1828)
William Ellery Channing (1780–1842) was an intellectual leader of Boston’s Unitarian movement, which
rejected Calvinism for a more humanistic (and purportedly more rational) faith in a markedly benevolent God. In
the following three pieces (the first an ordination sermon, the second a book review, and the third a sermon),
Channing articulated the Unitarian critique of Calvinism and offered his alternative definition of the purpose of
Christianity. –D. Voelker
From “Unitarian Christianity: Discourse at the Ordination of the Rev. Jared Sparks” (1819)
[1] . . . I have thought it my duty to lay before you, as clearly as I can, some of the distinguishing
opinions of that class of Christians in our country who are known to sympathize with this
religious society [viz., the Unitarians]. . . . I shall endeavor to unfold, 1st, the principles which we
adopt in interpreting the Scriptures . . . .
[2] We regard the Scriptures as the records of God’s successive revelations to mankind, and
particularly of the last and most perfect revelation of his will by Jesus Christ. Whatever doctrines
seem to us to be clearly taught in the Scriptures, we receive without reserve or exception. We do
not, however, attach equal importance to all the books in this collection. Our religion, we
believe, lies chiefly in the New Testament. . . .
[3] Our leading principle in interpreting Scripture is this, that the Bible is a book written for
men, in the language of men, and that its meaning is to be sought in the same manner as that of
other books. We believe that God, when He speaks to the human race, conforms, if we may so
say, to the established rules of speaking and writing. . . .
[4] Now all books, and all conversation, require in the reader or hearer the constant exercise of
reason. . . . Human language, you well know, admits various interpretations; and every word
and every sentence must be modified and explained according to the subject which is discussed,
according to the purposes, feelings, circumstances, and principles of the writer, and according to
the genius and idioms of the language which he uses. These are acknowledged principles in the
interpretation of human writings . . . .
***
[5] We profess not to know a book which demands a more frequent exercise of reason than the
Bible. In addition to the remarks now made on its infinite connections, we may observe, that its
style nowhere affects the precision of science, or the accuracy of definition. Its language is
singularly glowing, bold, and figurative, demanding more frequent departures from the literal
sense, than that of our own age and country, and consequently demanding more continual
exercise of judgment. We find, too, that the different portions of this book, instead of being
confined to general truths, refer perpetually to the times when they were written, to states of
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society, to modes of thinking, to controversies in the church, to feelings and usages which have
passed away, and without the knowledge of which we are constantly in danger of extending to all
times, and places, what was of temporary and local application. We find, too, that some of these
books are strongly marked by the genius and character of their respective writers, that the Holy
Spirit did not so guide the Apostles as to suspend the peculiarities of their minds, and that a
knowledge of their feelings, and of the influences under which they were placed, is one of the
preparations for understanding their writings. With these views of the Bible, we feel it our
bounden duty to exercise our reason upon it perpetually, to compare, to infer, to look beyond the
letter to the spirit, to seek in the nature of the subject, and the aim of the writer, his true meaning;
and, in general, to make use of what is known, for explaining what is difficult, and for discovering
new truths.
***
[6] Enough has been said to show, in what sense we make use of reason in interpreting
Scripture. From a variety of possible interpretations, we select that which accords with the nature
of the subject and the state of the writer, with the connection of the passage, with the general
strain of Scripture, with the known character and will of God, and with the obvious and
acknowledged laws of nature. In other words, we believe that God never contradicts, in one part
of scripture, what he teaches in another; and never contradicts, in revelation, what he teaches in
his works and providence. And we therefore distrust every interpretation, which, after deliberate
attention, seems repugnant to any established truth. We reason about the Bible precisely as
civilians do about the constitution under which we live; who, you know, are accustomed to limit
one provision of that venerable instrument by others, and to fix the precise import of its parts, by
inquiring into its general spirit, into the intentions of its authors, and into the prevalent feelings,
impressions, and circumstances of the time when it was framed. Without these principles of
interpretation, we frankly acknowledge, that we cannot defend the divine authority of the
Scriptures. Deny us this latitude, and we must abandon this book to its enemies.
***
[7] Say what we may, God has given us a rational nature, and will call us to account for it. We
may let it sleep, but we do so at our peril. Revelation is addressed to us as rational beings. We
may wish, in our to sloth, that God had given us a system, demand of comparing, limiting, and
inferring. But such a system would be at variance with the whole character of our present
existence; and it is the part of wisdom to take revelation as it is given to us, and to interpret it by
the help of the faculties, which it everywhere supposes, and on which founded.
From “The Moral Argument Against Calvinism” (1820)
[8] Calvinism owes its perpetuity to the influence of fear in palsying the moral nature. Men’s
minds and consciences are subdued by terror, so that they dare not confess, even to themselves,
the shrinking which they feel from the unworthy views which this system gives of God; and, by
thus smothering their just abhorrence, they gradually extinguish it, and even come to vindicate in
God what would disgrace his creatures. A voice of power and solemn warning is needed to rouse
them from this lethargy, to give them a new and a juster dread, the dread of incurring God’s
displeasure, by making him odious, and exposing religion to insult and aversion. . . .
[9] [W]e beg that it may be understood that by Calvinism we intend only the peculiarities or
distinguishing features of that system. We would also have it remembered that these peculiarities
form a small part of the religious faith of a Calvinist. He joins with them the general,
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fundamental, and most important truths of Christianity, by which they are always neutralized in
a greater or less degree, and in some cases nullified. Accordingly, it has been our happiness to see
in the numerous body by which they are professed, some of the brightest examples of Christian
virtue. Our hostility to the doctrine does not extend to its advocates. In bearing our strongest
testimony against error, we do not the less honor the moral and religious worth with which it is
often connected.
[10] The book under review will probably be objected to by theologians, because it takes no
notice of a distinction, invented by Calvinistic metaphysicians, for rescuing their doctrines from
the charge of aspersing God’s equity and goodness. We refer to the distinction between natural
and moral inability, a subtlety which may be thought to deserve some attention, because it makes
such a show in some of the principal books of this sect. But, with due deference to its defenders, it
seems to us groundless and idle, a distinction without a difference. An inability to do our duty,
which is born with us, is to all intents and according to the established meaning of the word,
natural. Call it moral, or what you please, it is still a part of the nature which our Creator gave us,
and to suppose that He punishes us for it, because it is an inability seated in the will, is just as
absurd, as to suppose him to punish us for a weakness of sight or of a limb. Common people
cannot understand this distinction, cannot split this hair, and it is no small objection to
Calvinism, that, according to its ablest defenders, it can only be reconciled to God’s perfections,
by a metaphysical subtlety, which the mass of people cannot comprehend.
***
[11] The principal argument against Calvinism in the General View of Christian Doctrines is
the moral argument, or that which is drawn from the inconsistency of the system with the divine
perfections. It is plain that a doctrine which contradicts our best ideas of goodness and justice,
cannot come from the just and good God, or be a true representation of his character. This
moral argument has always been powerful to the pulling down of the strongholds of Calvinism.
Even in the dark period, when this system was shaped and finished at Geneva, its advocates often
writhed under the weight of it; and we cannot but deem it a mark of the progress of society that
Calvinists are more and more troubled with the palpable repugnance of their doctrines to God’s
nature, and accordingly labor to soften and explain them, until in many cases the name only is
retained. . . . Such is the power of public opinion and of an improved state of society on creeds,
that naked, undisguised Calvinism is not very fond of showing itself, and many of consequence
know imperfectly what it means. . . .
[12] Calvinism teaches that, in consequence of Adam’s sin in eating the forbidden fruit, God
brings into life all his posterity with a nature wholly corrupt, so that they are utterly indisposed,
disabled, and made opposite to all that is spiritually good, and wholly inclined to all evil, and that
continually. It teaches, that all mankind, having fallen in Adam, are under God’s wrath and
curse, and so made liable to all miseries in this life, to death itself, and to the pains of hell for
ever. It teaches, that, from this ruined race God, out of his mere good pleasure, has elected a
certain number to be saved by Christ, not induced to this choice by any foresight of their faith or
good works, but wholly by his free grace and love; and that, having thus predestinated them to
eternal life, he renews and sanctifies them by his almighty and special agency, and brings them
into a state of grace, from which they cannot fall and perish. It teaches, that the rest of mankind
he is pleased to pass over, and to ordain them to dishonor and wrath for their sins, to the honor
of his justice and power; in other words, he leaves the rest to the corruption in which they were
born, withholds the grace which is necessary to their recovery, and condemns them to “most
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grievous torments in soul and body without intermission in hell-fire for ever.” Such is Calvinism,
as gathered from the most authentic records of the doctrine. Whoever will consult the famous
Assembly’s Cathechisms and Confession, will see the peculiarities of the system in all their length
and breadth of deformity. A man of plain sense, whose spirit has not been broken to this creed by
education or terror, will think that it is not necessary for us to travel to heathen countries, to learn
how mournfully the human mind may misrepresent the Deity.
[13] The moral argument against Calvinism, of which we have spoken, must seem irresistible to
common and unperverted minds, after attending to the brief statement now given. It will be
asked with astonishment, How is it possible that men can hold these doctrines and yet maintain
God’s goodness and equity? What principles can be more contradictory? . . . Calvinists will tell
us1 that because a doctrine opposes our convictions of rectitude, it is not necessarily false; that
apparent are not always real inconsistencies; that God is an infinite and incomprehensible being,
and not to be tried by our ideas of fitness and morality; that we bring their system to an
incompetent tribunal, when we submit it to the decision of human reason and conscience; that
we are weak judges of what is right and wrong, good and evil, in the Deity; that the happiness of
the universe may require an administration of human affairs which is very offensive to limited
understandings; that we must follow revelation, not reason or moral feeling, and must consider
doctrines, which shock us in revelation, as awful mysteries, which are dark through our
ignorance, and which time will enlighten. How little, it is added, can man explain or understand
God’s ways! How inconsistent the miseries of life appear with goodness in the Creator! How
prone, too, have men always been to confound good and evil, to call the just, unjust. How
presumptuous is it in such a being, to sit in judgment upon God, and to question the rectitude of
the divine administration, because it shocks his sense of rectitude; such we conceive to be a fair
statement of the manner in which the Calvinist frequently meets the objection that his system is
at war with God’s attributes.
***
[14] We are presumptuous, we are told, in judging of our Creator. But he himself has made this
our duty, in giving us a moral faculty; and to decline it, is to violate the primary law of our
nature. Conscience, the sense of right, the power of perceiving moral distinctions, the power of
discerning between justice and injustice, excellence and baseness, is the highest faculty given us
by God, the whole foundation of our responsibility, and our sole capacity for religion. Now we
are forbidden by this faculty to love a being, who wants, or who fails to discover, moral
excellence. . . . [God] rests his authority on the perfect coincidence of his will and government
with those great and fundamental principles of morality written on our souls. He desires no
worship, but that which springs from the exercise of our moral faculties upon his character, from
our discernment and persuasion of his rectitude and goodness. He asks, he accepts, no love or
admiration but from those, who can understand the nature and the proofs of moral excellence.
***
[15] We have thus endeavored to show, that the testimony of our rational and moral faculties
against Calvinism is worthy of trust. —We know that this reasoning will be met by the question,
What, then becomes of Christianity? for this religion plainly teaches the doctrines you have
condemned. Our answer is ready. Christianity contains no such doctrines. Christianity, reason,
and conscience are perfectly harmonious on the subject under discussion. Our religion, fairly
construed, gives no countenance to that system, which has arrogated to itself the distinction of
1
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Evangelical. . . . It is plain, that, were a human parent to form himself on the universal Father, as
described by Calvinism, that is, were he to bring his children into life totally depraved, and then
to pursue them with endless punishment, we should charge him with a cruelty not surpassed in
the annals of the world . . . . Let the Scriptures be read with a recollection of the spirit of
Christianity, and with that modification of particular texts by this general spirit, which a just
criticism requires, and Calvinism would no more enter the mind of the reader, than Popery, we
had almost said, than Heathenism.
***
[16] Calvinism, we are persuaded, is giving place to better views. It has passed its meridian, and
is sinking, to rise no more. It has to contend with foes more formidable than theologians, with
foes, from whom it cannot shield itself in mystery and metaphysical subtleties, we mean with the
progress of the human mind, and with the progress of the spirit of the gospel. Society is going
forward in intelligence and charity, and of course is leaving the theology of the sixteenth century
behind it. We hail this revolution of opinion as a most auspicious event to the Christian cause.
We hear much at present of efforts to spread the gospel. But Christianity is gaining more by the
removal of degrading errors, than it would by armies of missionaries who should carry with them
a corrupted form of the religion. We think the decline of Calvinism one of the most encouraging
facts in our passing history; for this system, by outraging conscience and reason, tends to array
these high faculties against revelation. Its errors are peculiarly mournful, because they relate to
the character of God. It darkens and stains his pure nature; spoils his character of its sacredness,
loveliness, glory, and thus quenches the central light of the universe, makes existence a curse, and
the extinction of it a consummation devoutly to be wished.
From “Likeness to God” (1828)
[17] Ephesians V:I: “Be ye therefore followers of God, as dear children.”
***
[18] The text calls us to follow or imitate God, to seek accordance with or likeness to him; and to
do this not fearfully and faintly, but with the spirit and hope of beloved children. The doctrine
which I propose to illustrate is derived immediately from these words, and is incorporated with
the whole New Testament. I affirm, and would maintain, that true religion consists in proposing,
as our great end, a growing likeness to the Supreme Being. Its noblest influence consists in
making us more and more partakers of the Divinity.
***
[19] I begin with observing, what all indeed will understand, that the likeness to God, of which I
propose to speak, belongs to man’s higher or spiritual nature. It has its foundation in the original
and essential capacities of the mind. In proportion as these are unfolded by right and vigorous
exertion, it is extended and brightened. In proportion as these lie dormant, it is obscured. In
proportion as they are perverted and overpowered by the appetites and passions, it is blotted out.
***
[20] God becomes a real being to us, in proportion as his own nature is unfolded within us. To a
man who is growing in the likeness of God, faith begins even here to change into vision. He
carries within himself a proof of a Deity, which can only be understood by experience. He more
than believes, he feels the Divine presence; and gradually rises to an intercourse with his Maker,
to which it is not irreverent to apply the name of friendship and intimacy.
***
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[21] That man has a kindred nature with God, and may bear most important and ennobling
relations to him, seems to me to be established by a striking proof. This proof you will
understand, by considering, for a moment, how we obtain our ideas of God. Whence come the
conceptions which we include under that august name? Whence do we derive our knowledge of
the attributes and perfections which constitute the Supreme Being? I answer, we derive them
from our own souls. The divine attributes are first developed in ourselves, and thence transferred
to our Creator. The idea of God, sublime and awful as it is, is the idea of our own spiritual
nature, purified and enlarged to infinity. In ourselves are the elements of the Divinity. God, then,
does not sustain a figurative resemblance to man. It is the resemblance of a parent to a child, the
likeness of a kindred nature.
***
[22] The greatest use which I would make of the principles laid down in this discourse, is to
derive from them just and clear views of the nature of religion. What, then, is religion? I answer;
it is not the adoration of a God with whom we have no common properties; of a distinct, foreign,
separate being; but of an all-communicating Parent. It recognizes and adores God, as a being
whom we know through our own souls, who has made man in his own image, who is the
perfection of our own spiritual nature, who has sympathies with us as kindred beings, who is near
us, not in place only like this all surrounding atmosphere, but by spiritual influence and love, who
looks on us with parental interest, and whose great design it is to communicate to us for ever, and
in freer and fuller streams, his own power, goodness, and joy. The conviction of this near and
ennobling relation of God to the soul, and of his great purposes towards it, belongs to the very
essence of true religion; and true religion manifests itself chiefly and most conspicuously in
desires, hopes, and efforts corresponding to this truth. It desires and seeks supremely the
assimilation of the mind to God, or the perpetual unfolding and enlargement of those powers and
virtues by which it is constituted his glorious image. The mind, in proportion as it is enlightened
and penetrated by true religion, thirsts and labors for a godlike elevation.
Discussion Questions:
1. How did Channing define Calvinism?
2. What aspects of Calvinism did Channing attack?
3. What ideas and values did Channing propose to replace Calvinism?
4. How might Channing’s arguments have contributed to Transcendentalism?
SOURCES: William Ellery Channing, “Unitarian Christianity,” in The Works of William E. Channing, D.D. (Boston,
1886), 367–84; “The Moral Argument Against Calvinism,” in Discourses, Reviews, and Miscellanies (Boston, 1830), 215–
38; and “Likeness to God,” in Works of William E. Channing, 291–302. Paragraph numbers have been added, and
several spellings have been silently modernized.
This electronic text is © 2009 David J. Voelker. Permission is granted to reproduce this text freely for educational,
non-commercial purposes only. All users must retain this notice and cite http://www.historytools.org.
Last Updated 27 July 2009

