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William Ellery Channing was born in 1780 (almost 250 years ago), when America was a very new country. Who remembers what year the Declaration of Independence was signed? (1776) In fact, William Ellery Channing was named after his mother’s father, William Ellery, who was one of the people who signed the Declaration of Independence. 

Channing was born in Newport, Rhode Island, a busy seaport between Boston and New York. Every day, ships sailed in and out of its harbors, carrying wood and charcoal out, to sell to other countries, and bringing back sugar and molasses—and slaves. Slavery made the people of Newport rich in those days and Channing’s early childhood was filled with family disagreements about it. His grandfather (the one who signed the Declaration of Independence) was fiercely opposed to slavery but his father (a lawyer) defended the rights of slave traders. Channing himself was raised by slaves and as a child he experienced the injustice of their treatment. The family tension ended with the sudden death of Channing’s father in 1793, preventing an all-out fight between father-in-law and son-in-law, but leaving a lasting impression on young William.
Have you ever heard the expression, “your actions speak louder than your words?” Well, you might say that this expression was something of a motto for Channing throughout his life. One of Channing’s good friends, Elizabeth Peobody, said of him that Channing always ignored what people said, and tried to understand by their actions what they really meant. A well-known story from Channing’s childhood is a good example. 
One day William Ellery’s father took him to hear a famous preacher, a Calvinist minister who spoke of his belief in the sad and desperate condition of human beings: “They are lost souls in a dark universe,” he said, “who desperately need the grace of God to be saved.” William Ellery was upset by the sermon. And when his father later said he thought the sermon was “sound doctrine,” William Ellery was further devastated. “It’s true then that human beings are sad and desperate,” he thought. But then, on the way home, his father began to whistle and by the time they reached home, his father seemed to have forgotten the sermon’s threatening message entirely, as he settled into casually reading the newspaper. Suddenly William Ellery realized “No, father does not really believe all people are lost souls. And other people do not act sad or desperate all the time! It is not true!” 
When he was the same age as you are, Channing developed the belief that honesty and integrity are the most important parts of religion, that what you believe must fit with your experience and your actions. He was drawn to study religion and become a minister. In 1798, Channing graduated from Harvard Divinity School. After a brief time as a family tutor, he became minister of the Federal Church (now Arlington Street Church) in Boston in 1803, where he served the rest of his life. Channing rejected the fearful and unreasonable religion of the Calvinists and soon he became a leader among other ministers and congregations moving away from Calvinism. The central ideas of the new “liberal” Unitarian religion were: 1. rejection of the Trinity (the idea that Jesus was an actual divine part of God), 2. belief that human beings are naturally good, not sinful, and 3. use of reason (thinking for yourself) in religious matters. 
Fundamental disagreement on these issues caused the breakup of many New England Congregational churches: the congregations often split in two—one remaining Trinitarian, the other taking the name “Unitarian.” All considered themselves Christian, with different interpretations of the Bible and different interpretations of the message of Jesus. Channing delivered several famous sermons, most notably “Unitarian Christianity,” that helped unite the people who held these beliefs under the umbrella of Unitarians.. 

In 1815, the Trinitarian Congregationalists withdrew from Harvard Divinity School and established their own seminary at Andover. In 1820 Channing organized a conference of Unitarian ministers, a group which in May, 1825 became the American Unitarian Association. And so today, William Ellery Channing is honored as a founder of Unitarianism in America. 
For you, the most interesting part of this history may be that Channing’s ideas about about religious education were very different from the traditional Christian education. His ideas are still central to what you do in Sunday school today. “The great end in religious instruction” he wrote, “is not to stamp our minds upon the young, but to stir up their own; not to make them see with our eyes, but to look inquiringly and steadily with their own; not to give them a definite amount of knowledge, but to inspire a fervent love of truth.” Channing believed that all religion was about this honest search for truth in the experiences of everyday life. Many great UU thinkers and religious education teachers have been greatly influenced by his ideas.

William Ellery Channing died in 1842; a statue of him stands in Boston Common across from the Arlington Street Church.
