
Katherine Vogel (about 1459 to 1539) 
 

 

 

 

Katherine Vogel(sometimes spelled "Weigel") lived in 
Krakow,Poland. We know little of her, except that It 
was rumored  she was in the habit of talking with 
Jewish people. Whatever the Influence was, she 
came to hold firmly to two heretical beliefs: that God 
was a unity (not a trinity) and that Jesus was human 
rather than divine. 

 

 

At some point, when Katherine Vogel was about 70, 
the local authorities decided they must lock her up 
until she recanted (admitted her ideas were wrong). 
To set the mood, perhaps, they locked her up in a 
chapel. And there she stayed for 10 years, saying she 
could not lie and claim to believe something which 
she did not. 

Finally, she won -- sort of. The authorities decided 
she would never recant and so they burned her at 
the stake in the market place. Those who were 
present reported that the white-haired 80 year old 
woman went to her death cheerfully.   Her last 
statement was to this effect: "Neither in this life 
nor the next can anything evil befall the  soul of one 
who stands loyal to truth as one is given to know it. 

 

 

Katherine Vogel is the first person we know of to be 
killed for her Unitarian beliefs; she was the first 
Unitarian martyr. 
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Michael Servetus 1511-1553 
 

 

Born what Is now part of Spain, Michael Servetus 
was only about 15 when, due to the marvelous new 
Invention, the printing press, he acquired a Bible. 
Reading it through, he was surprised to find no 
mention at all of the trinity, which formed the basis of 
his catholic faith. 

 

 

At age 20,then  living among Protestants in what Is 
now Switzerland and France, Servetus wrote a book 
called  011 the Errors of the Trinity. The theological 
arguments in this book got the attention of the 
Catholic Inquisition ,which persecuted(often to 
death) people who disagreed with Catholic 
doctrine. 

 

 

Fearing for his life, Servetus changed his name and 
went Into hiding In France. He became a noted 
doctor, publishing the first description of how the 
blood circulates through the lungs. But he also 
continued his theological exploration, and he began in 
time to correspond with John Calvin, who had set up 
a theocracy  (government  by the church, Calvin's 
church) in Geneva, Switzerland. They sent letters 
back and forth stating their beliefs.  Servetus would 
send Calvin's letters back to him with rather snide 
comments  about Calvin's beliefs written in  
the margins. Increasingly angry, Calvin vowed 
that If Servetus ever carne to Geneva, he would not 
get out alive. 

In 1553 Servetus published another book putting forth 
his religious beliefs. At this time, his real identity was 
revealed to the catholic Inquisition, which arrested 
and imprisoned him. Escaping the dark night, 
wearing only his nightshirt, Servetus tried to flee 
to Italy, where he thought he might be safe. But his 
way took him through Geneva  and, unfortunately, 
over a weekend. In this theocratic city, everyone 
had to attend church  on Sunday. Servetus  
went, was recognized, and was imprisoned this time 
by Calvin, who made good on his promise to end 
Servetus' life. 
 

 

So Michael Servetus was burned to death at the stake 
(along with his book). A few months later, he was 
burned at the stake again, this time in effigy, by the 
Catholic Inquisition, which wanted to  make an 
example of him. But Servetus' death inspired others 
with similar beliefs to band together in religious 
groups that would later be called Unitarian. 
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Faustus Socinus (1539-1604) 
 

 

Sixty years old, plagued with chronic  Illness, and 
suffering from impaired vision and hearing, he was 
confined to his home in Cracow when the mob burst 
through the door. They had come for this damnable 
heretic. [As he was being] dragged into the market 
place In his night clothes, the fanatical university 
students made a great bonfire of his treasured books 
and manuscripts. The mob could not decide whether 
their victim should be burned alive or drowned, and in 
the confusion one of the university professors spirited 
him out of harm's reach. 

 

 

The heretic's name was Faustus Socinus. His heresy 
was Unitarianism. Though born in Italy in 1539,he 
had lived for the past twenty years in Poland and had 
become the spiritual leader of the Polish Unitarians, 
called "The Polish Brethren."  A quiet, scholarly man, 
he hated religious controversy, but defended his 
beliefs when forced to it.   He even had been the 
subject of an earlier violent street attack. Where 
could he find the peace and safety to rebuild his 
library and continue his studies? 

Socinus moved to a town 45 miles away from Cracow. 
Here he was In a community of 300 Unitarian families. 
Even the local nobility were Unitarians. Socinus tried 

· his best to start anew without his beloved books and 
paJler5,but his health never recovered. He died six 
years later, in 1604,and was buried In a 
Unitarian cemetery.   In another 50 years 
Unitarianism, which had thrived in parts of Poland, 
had been wiped out by oppression from orthodox 
churches. 

 

 

In 1933 a new  stone was placed  on Socinus'  grave. 
The inscription, written in Latin, memorialized 
Faustus Socinus "in recognition of his efforts for 
freedom, reason,   and tolerance in religion." 

 

 

The above is excepted  and adapted  from "Pro 
Ubera te, 
Llberp/ Heritage by Willard C. Frank, Jr.,self-
published 
in 1984.Usedwith permission. The original source is 
Earl Morse Wilbur, "The  Grave and Monument of 
Faustus  Socinus at Luslawice," Proceedings of the 
Unitarian Historical Society, pt. II(1936),25-41. 

 

 

 

 



George de Benneville 1703-1793 
 

 

George de Benneville was orphaned as an infant but 
was brought up in the British royal court with Queen 
Anne as his godmother. At age 12 he went to sea. 
While In northern Africa, he saw some dark 
Muslim men tending a sick comrade, and he felt 
that in their compassion they were "more Christian" 
than he was. 

 

 

Back home and still young, he 
became depressed, feeling that he was the worst of 
sinners and that he would burn In hell for eternity. 
Then one day, he had a vision of Jesus ,who told him 
he was forgiven. This "conversion” experience 
made de Benneville a U niversalist: if  he, the 
worst of sinners, was saved, then everyone  
was saved. Salvation was universal to everyone. 

 

 

Young George felt compelled to go to France and 
preach his good news, but at that time, it was 
illegal to believe in universal salvation.  With a 
friend,17 year-old George  was arrested and 
condemned  to death. 

On the day of execution, the friend was hung. 
George, because of his noble birth, was to have the 
privilege of being beheaded. He refused  to be 
blindfolded and prayed for God to  forgive his 
executioners as he knelt and waited  for 
the axe to do its gruesome  job. Suddenly  a man 
arrived on horseback, bringing a reprieve from the 
King of France, and de Benneviile's life was spared. 
 

 

George de Benneville studied medicine  and continued 
preaching Universalism in Europe. Sometimes he was 
imprisoned for his beliefs and preaching. In 1741he 
decided to go to the English colonies in America, to 
Pennsylvania, where he felt both his preaching and his 
medical skills were needed. 
 

 

Although  he never formed a  formal church, de 
Benneville did conduct religious services in his medical 
office/home, spreading  the good news of 
Universallsm before there was a Universalist church. 
Despite his trip to the scaffold at age 17,George de 
Benneville lived to be ninety. 
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Joseph Priestly, March 24, 1733-February 6, 1804 
 

 

Joseph Priestly grew up in the home of his Aunt Sarah 
in northern England. Aunt Sarah had many friends 
who were ministers-dissenting ministers. That 
means they did not believe the church of 
England and they did not believe in Calvinism. They 
were, for the most part Unitarian, although no one 
yet called him- or herself "Unitarian/' 

 

 

When Joseph was a young man and wanted to study 
for the ministry, he remembered the conversations he 
had heard around Aunt Sarah's dining room table. He 
decided he would not go to the academy where he 
would be required every six months to say he 
believed in ten tenets of the Calvinist failth. Instead, 
he went to a more liberal school. Eventually, he 
became a "dissenting minister." 

 

 

But Priestly is often known more as the founder of 
modern chemistry than as a minister. As a scientist, 
Priestly is credited with the discovery of oxygen. He 
also figured out how.to carbonate water (like we use 
in soda pop) and he discovered how to use India 
rubber to make erasers. 

For awhile, Priestly continued in his dual career as 
minister and scientist. His scientific work brought him 
great fame. But he also wrote about his dissenting 
beliefs-especially that the trinity was nowhere to be 
found in the Bible. Although the last burning of a 
dissenting  (or  Unitarian)  person  in England  
had occurred In 1612,Uunitarian beliefs were still 
illegal. Priestly was denounced in the House of 
Commons as an agent of the Devil. A few days later 

an angry mob carrying torches set fire first to the 
chapel where Priestly preached, then to his home 
and laboratory. 
Fortunately, Priestly had been warned about 
the[)lob. He and his wife escaped with on)y the 
clothes on their backs and had to go into hiding. 
Priestly wanted to go back to his fire-blackened 
chapel the next Sunday and preach on the topic of 
forgiveness, but his friends convinced him his life 
would be at risk. 
 

 

Now aged 61,Priestly and his family (including grown 
sons) decided to move to the United States. There he 
settled in central Pennsylvania, in a settlement for 
English dissenters. It is there that he started a church 
that was to be the first founded specifically as a 
Unitarian church. 

 

 



Norbert C apek 1870-
1942 

 

 

When Norbert Capek was 12, his parents sent him 
from his home in a tiny town In Bohemia (now the 
Czech Republic) to Vienna, Austria; There he worked 
long days, six days a week, in his uncle's tailor 
shop. But Sundays were his own, and he used them 
to visit different churches. In  this way, Capek  
left the Catholic  Church  of  his childhood  and 
became  a Baptist, because he felt he could think 
for himself in that religion. Still a young man,he 
became a Baptist minister. 

 

 

But thinking for yourself was not politically correct. 
Officials of the Austrian  Empire . spied on Capek. 
Sometimes the police would put their ears against the 
wooden door of Capek's church, listening to his big, 
booming voice and hoping to hear him say something 
for which they could arrest him. But when Capek left 
the church, the police couldn't find him, because they 
were looking for a big man to go with that booming 
voice, and Capek was a short man who blended in 
with his congregation. 

In time, Capek felt enough political heat that he took 
his family to the United States;  There his religious 
beliefs continued to evolve, until he felt he could no 
longer be a Baptist minister. Now a layperson, he and 
his family looked for a new religious home. In time, 
they became Unitarians, because the. children said 
they liked going to a  place where they were 
encouraged to ask questions and explore ideas. 
 

 

In 1921Capek, now a Unitarian minister, took his 
family back home ,to the city of Prague. There 
Capek formed what became the .    
largest Unitarian congregation in the world - 3200 
members! It was for this congregation  that he 
created  what has become one of the most beloved 
Unitarian Universalist traditions, the flower 
communion. 
 

 

During  World War II (in 1941) Capek, who had 
successfully dodged the authorities of the. Austrian 
Emperor's government, was arrested by the Gestapo. 
He was charged with •high treason•, and passages 
from some of his sermons were used as evidence. 
While he was eventually found to be innocent of high 
treason and a court recommended he be released, he 
was instead sent by the Gestapo to a concentration 
camp where he died of poison gas. 
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Rev. James Reeb January 1, 1927-March 11, 1965 
 

 

James  Reeb was born in Wichita, KS, but went east to 
go to seminary and become a minister. His first job 
as a  minister was as a  hospital chaplain in 
Philadelphia. The job of a chaplain in a hospital is to 
comfort  seriously Ill and dying patients and .their 
families. Many of the people among whom James 
Reeb worked were African American. 

 

 

In Kansas, Reeb had not known many black people. 
Now, as he met these people, ,Reeb realized that their 
lives had been made unfairly difficult  because they 
were not given the chances that white people had to 
improve their lives. He decided to devote his own life 
to promoting justice and compassion for all. 

 

 

Reeb became assistant minister at a Unitarian church 
in Washington, D.C. He liked working  there because 
of · the racial diversity in the congregation. But he 
felt a need to do more. So he and his family moved 
to the Boston area ,where he worked on a low cost 
housing project for poor people, most of whom 
were black. 

Following a voter rights demonstration In 
Selma, Alabama In late february,1965,a young 
black man was fatally wounded  by police. When 
iRev. Martin Luther King organized a march to 
protest this death, 500 peaceceful 
marchers met 
State Troopers with billy clubs and teargas, Now Dr. 
King called. for people of faith to come support the 
protest.   Almost one-fifth   .Of  all  the Unitarian 
Universalist  ministers from around the country 
answered the can: James Reeb was one of them. 
 

 

Less than a day after arriving in 5eima,James Reeb 
was clubbed over the head by white men as he and 
two other ministers sat a restaurant. Two days 
later, James  Reel was dead.  At his memorial 
Service, Dr. Martin Luther King delivered the eulogy, 
asking, "Why must good men die for doing good?" 
 

 

The death of this white minister enraged the country 
In a way that (unfortunately) the death of a black 
person could not do at that time. The atmosphere 
was created in which President Lyndon Johnson could 
introduce the Voting Rights Act at a joint session of 
Congress. As he did so, President Johnson referred to 
Rev. James Reeb as "that good man." 
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Resource 23-A 

Honoring Our Martyrs 
 

Viola Liuzzo,April11. 1925-March 25,1965 

 
 

A 39-year-old wife and mother of five children aged 7, 
10,14,18 and 19,Viola L i u zzo (leeOOZ oh) was a 
member of the First Unitarian Universalist Church of 
Detroit, MI. She grew up as a poor child in  the South. 
Among her friends were Black children who were even 
poorer than she was, and she shared what she had 
with them. When she moved north to Michigan, her 
best friend was a Black woman. Both women felt a 
need to work for the rights of African Americans. 

 

Following a voter rights demonstration In Selma, 
Alabama in1965, a young black man was fatally 
wounded by police. When Rev. Martin Luther King 
organized a march to protest this death,500 peaceful 
marchers were attacked by Alabama State Troopers 
with billy clubs and teargas. Now Dr. King called for 
all people of faith to come support the protest. 

Viola Luzzo  heard Dr. King's call. Leaving her children 

In the care of her husband and her best friend, she 
went to Selma, intending stay one week. There she 
helped with registration and organization of the many 
people, including other Unitarian Universalists, who 
were arriving to give their support. On March 25, 
while she was driving a young black man home in the 
evening, her car was overtaken by a car filled with 
members of the Ku Klux Klan, one of whom shot 
her In the head. She was the only white woman to 
lose her life in the struggle for civil rights. 
 

 

Of her murder, Dr. King said, "If physical death is 
the price some must pay to  save us and our 
white brothers from eternal death of the spirit, 
then no sacrifice could be more redemptive."   Viola 
Liuzza's 14-year-old son said, "She wanted equal 
rights for everybody, no matter what the cost."
 There is a plaque honoring her at the 
Unitarian Universalist Association headquarters In 
Boston. 
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James H. Barrett, August 9, 1919 -July 29, 1994 
 

 

As a teenager in Maryland, James Barrett got his 
pilot's license. He joined the Army Air Corps and 
served in World war and the Korean and Vietnam 
wars. He retired as a lieutenant colonel in the 
United States Air Force in 1969. 

 

 

James Barrett then started a second career.  He got 
his teaching certificate and taught middle school math 
and biology for 11 years. 

 

 

In the 1990's, clinics that provided abortions were 
often surrounded by protesters. It was difficult and 
frightening to get through these often angry crowds 
who gathered on the sidewalks and driveways outside 
the clinics. Volunteers were sought to serve as escorts 
both for women who needed abortions and for doctors 
who performed the abortions, so that they could enter 
the buildings safely. James Barrett and his wife June 
did such work, which they saw as part of the 
ministry of their UU congregation in Pensacola, 
FL. 

On July 29,1994,as the Barretts were escorting a 
doctor, a pro-life protester fired a high-powered 
shotgun through the windows of their car, injuring 
Mrs. Barrett and killing the doctor and James 
Barrett. 

James Barrett was buried at  Arlington  National 
Cemetery with full military honors on the eve of his 
75

th
  birthday. The service was conducted by his good 

friend, the minister of his Unitarian Universalist 
church. 
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Courage is the conquest of fear, 
not the absence of it. 

A. Powell  Davies,  20th century 
Unitarian Minister and tireless promoter of 

civil and human rights 
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