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By NEWTON DILLAWAY
S trictly speaking, this is not a
biography in the accepted sense, b u t
ra th e r a discussion of E m erson’s
teachings in the light of the problems
of our time, an a tte m p t to show why
Em erson is up-to-date, to seek the
real m an in his work, and to introduce
him to the “ m an in the stre e t.”
M r. D illaw ay has not endeavored
to w rite an external biography of
E m erson; there are no “ nam es and
dates and places.” E m erson’s thoughts
on P lato m ight easily be applied to
his own life: “ G reat geniuses have
the shortest biographies. T hey lived
in their w ritings, and so their house
and street life was trivial and com
m onplace. P lato especially has no
external biography.” T he extrem ists
generally m ake the best subjects for
biographies and Em erson studiously
avoided extremes. Ele lived in m oder
ation and lived in his w ritings.
M r. D illaw ay has taken certain
aspects of E m erson’s philosophy th a t
are known b u t little understood, and
atte m p ted to apply these principles
to the grave problem s th a t confront
us to-day in v irtu ally all spheres of
endeavor and interest such as eco
nomics, politics, science, education
and religion. In the a u th o r’s opinion,
“ T he m an from C oncord is coming
into his own by leaps and bounds in
this C en tu ry .” T his brilliant volume
is the result of ten years’ intensive
stu d y of the great philosopher.
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T h is is a surprising and refreshing book. It is unlike any

of the orthodox studies of Emerson. To perceive its quality,
turn to the opening paragraph of Part Two: “The Gospel
of the New World.” There you will behold Mr. Dillaway
seated late at night on a stool in a lunch-wagon, before a
ham sandwich and a mug of coffee, and beside him, Will
Rogers. The two men are discussing the ancient problem
“What is wrong with the world?” and Will Rogers’s Em
ersonian answer to this question is the keynote of the book.
Its uniqueness consists partly in its omissions. Mr. Dilla
way is singularly indifferent to names and dates in the story
of Emerson’s career. He is unconcerned about the historical
and philosophical and literary influences that molded Emer
son’s thought. Evidently he cares little about Emerson’s
poems, journals, and letters. He leaves all that to scholars
and critics. His own theme is the Emerson revealed in the
Essays, and during years of brooding over the Essays he
has reduced their essential doctrine to amazingly simple
terms. When Will Rogers, in that midnight conference over
a ham sandwich and a mug of coffee, answered the query
of the younger philosopher of Reading, Massachusetts,
“What’s wrong with the world?” by drawling out “Well, I
dunno, I guess it’s people,” Mr. Dillaway found glorious
confirmation of his own faith in Emerson’s central teach
ing. The gospel of “the private person” is the Concord gospel
as heard by Mr. Dillaway.

I do not mean, of course, that this philosopher of Read
ing, Massachusetts, is a self-taught genius who has found
his sole illumination in ecstatic moments with Emerson’s
Essays. Andover, Yale, Harvard, and — I believe — a stock
broker’s office have left some marks upon him. He is not
ignorant of the various books about Emerson, nor unac
quainted with the American state of mind during the
eighteen-thirties, when Emerson chose his own pattern of
life and thought. But what concerns Mr. Dillaway chiefly
is the American state of mind in the nineteen-thirties. Like
many physicians of the national soul, he thinks that some
thing ails us just now. He is not enough of a crank to put
all his faith into a single panacea, but he does prescribe, as
a setting-up exercise and general tonic for the patient, an
intelligent study and practice of Emerson’s pivotal idea con
cerning the function and potencies of the private person.
Whether one calls this idea a tonic or a gospel makes little
difference. It was not invented in Concord, although it was
shaped there into an abiding beauty of form. Mr. Dillaway
has re-stated it in simple language, and applied its principles
fearlessly to the problems of contemporary American life.
Most of us hedge and waver and compromise in trying to
fit the Concord version of idealism into the thought and
action of everyday existence. We are surrounded by men
and women who confess their disillusioned discovery that
Emerson’s Essays, while good enough reading for boys and
girls, are inevitably outgrown as one gets older and wiser.
Older, yes; wiser, no!
I call this a wise, kindly, and courageous volume; a sort
of Good Samaritan book, intent upon binding up some of
the open wounds of the body politic and pouring in enough
oil and wine to hearten the traveler for the next stage of
his journey. Its courage is no less noteworthy than its spirit

of good will. Mr. Dillaway is ready to face all the facts. It
is true that we were beaten yesterday and beaten again to-day,
yet he is listening to Emerson’s serene assurance that we
shall win at the last. Mr. Masefield once wrote a poem about
this indomitable something in us, under the title “To
morrow” : —
“Oh yesterday our little troop was ridden through and
through,
Our swaying, tattered pennons fled, a broken, beaten few,
And all a summer afternoon they hunted us and slew;
But to-morrow,
By the living God, we'll try the game again!”
B lis s P erry
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The Real to the Ideal tends.
W alt W h itm a n

God, when He made the prophet, did
not unmake the man.
L ocke

GLIMPSES OF TH E REAL EMERSON
i. O PTIM ISM
MERSON felt that there is ‘intelligence and good
will at the heart of things.’ He is often mistaken for
an easy optimist, one who saw only the pleasant aspects of
life and ignored the grim realities. To regard him as an
easy optimist is to ignore the fundamental basis of his
teachings. He expected nothing of the universe, to start with,
and was cheered to find, as he advanced in spiritual per
ception, that there is ‘intelligence and good will at the heart
of things.’ Even in Evolution, when viewed over great
periods of time, Emerson apprehended ‘a small balance in
brute facts always favorable to the side of reason.’
Samuel McChord Crothers has rightly called Emerson a
‘discriminating optimist.’ The easy optimist is likely to think
that, regardless of man’s stupidity and regardless of what
man does, everything will come out right in the end. He
feels quite certain that some fine morning the Kingdom
of God is to be left with the milk. The date is fixed, in heaven,
and it matters little what man does in the meantime.
This is not the view of the discriminating optimist. He
faces facts in a hard, cruel world. Man is a god, but also a
clod. Man is magnificence, but also rats; divinity is in man,
but likewise beast. No easy optimist faces facts in the
manner of Emerson. ‘Every man is a divinity in disguise,’
he said, ‘a god playing the fool. It seems as if heaven had

E

sent its insane angels into our world as to an asylum, and
here they will break out into their native music and utter
at intervals the words they have heard in heaven; then the
mad fit returns, and they mope and wallow like dogs.’
Emerson recognized the fact that men ‘mope and wallow
like dogs’ most of the time. If he had stopped here, lament
ing the hopelessness of things, he would rightly be called a
pessimist. But he did not stop here; he did not waste his
genius, as so many do, in sour pessimism. Man does play the
fool most of the time, but the discriminating optimist sees
that this is not the important point. The significant fact is
that men have uttered the words of heaven; the God has
triumphed over the beast. And if divinity has triumphed
once, it can again. ‘God is here and now, or nowhere and
never.’ God did not close up shop because he was able to
produce a few saints in the early centuries. ‘God is.’ Di
vinity is here — now. It still works, by conscience, to over
come the beast in all of us.
‘We grant that human life is mean, but how did we find
out that it was mean ?’ asks Emerson. Here is the argument
for his optimism in one sentence. ‘Hardly anywhere in his
writings,’ says Edward Emerson, ‘has Mr. Emerson stated
his belief in the sure triumph of beneficent law more com
pactly than in this sentence, suggesting that the leaven of
conscience would work to the salvation of the race.’
Emerson frankly admits that human life is mean. Man
is cruel and grasping. Ah, but how do we know this? Here
is his challenge to the pessimist: ‘We give up the past to the
objector, and yet we hope. He must explain this hope.’ We
give up the past to the pessimist, frankly admitting its
dismal record; but we demand that he explain this aspira
tion for better things in man. ‘There is a difference between

one and another hour of life in their authority and subse
quent effect. Our faith comes in moments; our vice is
habitual. Yet there is a depth in those brief moments which
constrains us to ascribe more reality to them than to all
other experiences.’
Life is a struggle for fulfillment of our aspirations. Em
erson admits that life is a conflict. But ‘the mind goes
antagonizing on . . . We thrive on casualties . . . Every
man is an impossibility till he is born, everything is im
possible till we see it a success.’ Look back across the ages,
and you see that everything was impossible at first. Men
were put in jails and lunatic asylums for even aspiring to
greater things. The telephone, automobile, airplane, and
hosts of other things were impossible — until they were a
success. Likewise most of our ideals of social progress were
impossible until they were made real. The mind goes an
tagonizing on: from conflict to conflict, but also from
achievement to achievement, from hope to realization.
Likewise society goes antagonizing on, through conflict,
to some degree of harmony and achievement. The pessimist
stresses the conflict, and tends to belittle the reconciliation
and progress. Continual conflict in society, to be sure; but
somehow enough harmony and sanity breaks through so
that nations fight periodically instead of interminably. States
do settle their differences; and human beings antagonize
on to higher levels of social conscience. If not, if reconcili
ation had not been achieved to some extent, there would be
no civilization like the present one. Although far from
perfect, it is a testimony to the fact that reconciliation has
been achieved in the midst of perpetual conflict.
Emerson recognizes the perpetual conflict, by using the
word antagonizing; but he affirms the reconciliation by
saying that the mind goes on — from conflict to conflict, to

be sure, but also from reconciliation to reconciliation. And
viewing this struggle over long periods of time, he had the
insight to see a small excess always favorable to the side of
reason. We blunder from casualty to casualty, but we thrive
on casualties in that the Spirit has asserted itself in each
casualty enough to allow a gradual emergence from chaos.
Emerson saw these things: the hard and cruel, the con
flict and casualty. But unlike most pessimists, he also saw
the reconciliation and gradual emergence of Spirit in the
heart of man. Thus he could be naught but hopeful of the
final outcome. Pie could not be a pessimist, nor was he an
easy optimist. He is rightly called a discriminating optimist.
The power of discrimination is the power to separate the
wheat from the chaff, the real from the unreal. And in his
sublimest flights of awareness Emerson saw that Goodness
is the only Reality; that Goodness, working ever so slowly
in the heart of man, will ultimately push man to higher
levels. From the bottom of the heart it is predicted that the
way humanity will go is the way great men have traveled
in the span of a human life: ‘The youth puts off the illusions
of the child, the man puts off the ignorance and tumultuous
passions of youth; proceeding thence puts off the egotism of
manhood, and becomes at last a public and universal soul.
He is rising to greater heights, but also rising to realities;
the outer relations and circumstances dying out, he entering
deeper into God, God into him, until the last garment of
egotism falls, and he is with God — shares the will and the
immensity of the First Cause.’
Was ever the story of man’s ascent to spiritual awareness
more vividly portrayed in so few words? And this expe
rience is open, Emerson held, to any m an: ‘every man is an
inlet to the same and to all of the same.’ But, unfortunately,
only a few men in every generation climb this hill to the

First Cause. Thus the pessimist, whose chief fault is im
patience, sees no hope for humanity as a whole. Emerson,
on the other hand, saw that in every generation enough men
are sure to be sufficiently ravished by the beauty of this
vision to follow it with complete abandon. Such men will
provide the Light by which humanity will pull itself a little
farther out of the mire of egotism.
The emergence of man will be slow. It will be a ‘one by
one’ process. There is no such thing as group progress.
Nature turns out one or two great men in a century, and
is nowise dissatisfied with the result. Rome was not built in
a day, and a few centuries are nothing in the plan of Nature.
She has given us but one Emerson and one Lincoln. We can
point to only one Jane Addams. But that is no reason for
pessimism. If Nature can turn out three great souls in three
hundred years, she is satisfied. The world is an infant in her
eyes. To her a million years is nothing, and only in the last
million years has man come into being.
Thus there is no sensible reason for pessimism. The fact
that we have had a Lincoln and an Emerson is the significant
thing. For at the bottom of the heart we know that they
are only the forerunners of even greater men. Walter Lippmann’s remarks at the passing of Jane Addams are worth
pondering. He says, in part, ‘Those who have known her
say that she was not only good but great. For this blend
of sympathy with distinction, of common humanity with a
noble style is recognizable by those who have the eyes to
see it as the occasional but authentic issue of the mystic
promise of the American democracy.’ In Mr. Lippmann’s
last words we divine the whole argument, and the only argu
ment, for optimism regarding our future. It is ‘the occa
sional but authentic issue of the mystic promise’ that we all

feel in ‘those brief moments’ Emerson spoke of. There is
‘a depth in those brief moments which constrains us to
ascribe more reality to them than to all other experiences.’
In other words, the hope of a new and more excellent social
state is a mystic hope, something felt at the bottom of the
heart, but we know that it is real and that our doubts are
unreal. We know that in time the spirit of Emerson, the
spirit of Lincoln and Jane Addams, will get into the minds
and spirits of enough of our people to bring the hope of a
better social order a little nearer to realization.
In our times, a disease of the mind is our sour pessimism.
Nations often die by suicide, and ‘the sign of it,’ said
Emerson, ‘is the decay of thought.’ Our pessimism is a
sign of the decay of thought. The chaos in the world of
affairs has heightened this decay, but we suspect that the
chaos was caused by the decay of thought in the first place.
We become our thoughts. If our thoughts are the fruit of
fear and discord, there will be no harmony and progress in
our outward affairs. Only a few men of insight have ap
preciated to what extent our thought creates the events
which befall us. Emerson’s writings reflect this fact; and
Basil King’s ‘Conquest of Fear’ is a brilliant revelation of
the power of thought in moulding events. King points out
that our discordant thought is reflected in our religion; we
have even created a discordant God. ‘I am tempted to think,’
he says, ‘that the belief of so many generations of nominal
Christians in a God whose power was chiefly shown in
repressions, denials and capricious disappointments is re
sponsible, in no small measure, for our present world-dis
tress.'
We become what we think; we become our God; we be
come our hopes and aspirations, or we become our fears

and doubts. And the healthy state of mind is that which
entertains hope, faith, and serenity in the face of times
like the present. Emerson, too, saw depressions and war,
but he never lost his optimism. His optimism was a re
flection of his healthy state of mind. He was, as Dr. Holmes
said, ‘eminently sane.’ Health and symmetry always breed
buoyancy of mind. ‘Emerson had the good fortune,’ says
Mumford, ‘to live a healthy and symmetrical life: he
answered Tolstoi’s demand for essential greatness — he
had no kinks.’
When you find kinks, you are likely to find pessimism.
The warped mind is invariably a sour one. Turn to any
pessimist in history and you find something wrong some
where. You certainly do not find health and symmetry. Con
sider the case of Schopenhauer, a famed pessimist. ‘Given
a diseased constitution and a neurotic mind,’ says Will Du
rant, ‘a life of empty leisure and gloomy ennui, and there
emerges the proper physiology for Schopenhauer’s philos
ophy. One must have leisure to be a pessimist; an active
life almost always brings good spirits in body and in mind.’
Emerson’s health and symmetry were partially the fruit
of his active life. There was such a steady stream of visitors
to the Emerson home that Bliss Perry is inclined to wonder
how the Concord seer ever kept his sanity and managed to
turn out twenty-two volumes. The answer is the active life
and Professor Perry provides his own answer by pointing
to Emerson’s ‘long, inviolable mornings in his study.’ He was
up with the birds and had often worked many hours before
the visitors started to arrive — the ‘hundreds of sufferers
from maladjustment and spiritual depression’ who sought
comfort and advice at this house which Professor Perry
calls ‘a cure of souls.’ Emerson was ever gracious to these

souls, although he knew that some were incurable and al
though he could not withhold a humorous comment or two
from his Journal after their departure. The reformers all
flocked to Emerson, seeking his support for their cause.
This was the group that bored him most, with the possible
exception of the sentimentalists who deared everything and
almost made Emerson want to be bad to spite them.
But these reformers! In 1842 Emerson was fighting the
borers on his peach trees and he could not resist the tempta
tion to compare them to the many borers who came to see
him — these ‘long-sitting reformers’: ‘the borer on our
peach-trees bores that she may deposit an egg; but the borer
into theories and institutions and books, bores that he may
bore.’
The worst bore of all is the pessimist. How does a healthy
and symmetrical mind react to pessimism like that of Scho
penhauer? ‘A Schopenhauer,’ said Emerson, ‘with logic and
learning and wit, teaching pessimism, — teaching that this
is the worst of all possible worlds, and inferring that sleep
is better than waking, and death than sleep, — all the talent
in the world cannot save him from being odious.’ With all
the talent in the world in back of it, pessimism is still odious.
‘But if instead of these negatives you give me affirmatives;
if you tell me that there is always life for the living; that
what man has done man can do; that this world belongs
to the energetic; that there is always a way to everything
desirable; that every man is provided, in the new bias of his
faculty, with a key to Nature, and that man only rightly
knows himself as far as he has experimented on things, —
I am invigorated, put into genial and working temper; the
horizon opens, and we are full of good will and gratitude
to the Cause of Causes.’
Do you find any pessimists among healthy children? They

become pessimists only when they grow up and get diseased
minds and bodies. We suspect that the real source of pes
simism is some kink in mind or body. Hardening of the
arteries or dyspepsia makes pessimists. Emerson surmised
that a dyspeptic could not enter the Kingdom of God. A
sound liver is as much a condition of spiritual awareness
as a sound mind. Thus Emerson wished that the literary
class would take more exercise. T will suggest that no sep
aration from labor can be without some loss of power and
of truth in the seer himself; that, I doubt not, the faults and
vices of our literature and philosophy, their too great fineness,
effeminacy, and melancholy, are attributable to the enervated
and sickly habits of the literary class. Better that the book
should not be quite so good, and the book-maker abler and
better, and not himself often a ludicrous contrast to all that
he has written.’
In other words, it would be better for literature if our
authors spent less time on Plato and more time in the
garden or playing golf. With more authors on the golf
course, there would be less pessimism in literature. A man
writes to a doctor, saying that he sees no hope for mankind,
and the doctor prescribes a daily round of golf. Emerson
tells of the ‘witty physician’ who found a man’s religion
his liver. If that organ was sound, the man was a liberal; if
unsound, he was likely to be a fire-eating Calvinist. A good
liver makes for moderation and poise. A good digestion
makes for optimism. If you asked a doctor to explain Em
erson’s optimism and Carlyle’s pessimism, he would doubt
less point to Emerson’s good digestion and Carlyle’s chronic
dyspepsia. ‘Here was Emerson,’ said Dr. Holmes, ‘a hope
lessly confirmed pie-eater, never, so far as I remember,
complaining of dyspepsia; and there, on the other side, was
Carlyle, feeding largely on wholesome oatmeal, groaning

with indigestion all his days, and living with half his selfconsciousness habitually centered beneath his diaphragm.’
Emerson ate what was put before him, and discouraged
all conversations about the digestibility of foods.
‘Very mortifying,’ said Emerson, ‘is the reluctant ex
perience that some unfriendly excess or imbecility neutralizes
the promise of genius. We see young men who owe us a
new world, so readily and lavishly they promise, but they
never acquit the debt; they die young and dodge the account;
or if they live they lose themselves in the crowd.’ All too
often they become the victims of some unfriendly excess,
such as excessive drinking or moral looseness, or simply
succumb to ‘the world’s slow stain.’ Emerson was one genius
who did not die young or succumb to the world’s slow
stain. He had a wonderful balance that led him to modera
tion in everything.
He spent a good part of every day out of doors and was
an enthusiastic walker. His son reports that Emerson ‘al
most always refused offers to ride in a carriage, and seldom
on journeys availed himself of omnibuses or cabs. He
would walk across the city to his train, carrying usually his
rather heavy leathern traveling bag in his hand, at such a
speed that a companion must run to keep up with him, and
this without apparent effort or any noticeable effect of
overheat or shortness of breath. “When you have worn out
your shoes,” he said, “the strength of the sole-leather has
gone into the fibre of your body.” ’
Emerson was not rugged, and complained that strenuous
physical labor ‘untuned’ him. But he was wiry, and the
length of his walks revealed real endurance. ‘Even at
twenty,’ says Bliss Perry, ‘when his health was not yet
established, he could do his forty miles a day without
difficulty . . . He was a good skater and excellent swim-

mer. In the Arcadian simplicity of that vanished epoch,
when Emerson and Thoreau, or Ellery Channing and Haw
thorne, came on a hot day to a pond or river, they peeled
off their clothes and jumped in, drying themselves on
the bank in the sunshine like truant schoolboys.’ In winter
Emerson’s skates always hung in the closet of his study,
and he seldom could resist the temptation to accom
pany his children to Walden Pond on brisk winter after
noons.
A study of Emerson’s personal habits leaves the im
pression of moderation and wholesomeness. He occasionally
smoked part of a cigar ‘with much comfort’, and then re
vealed his instinctive New England thrift by laying the re
mains by until another time. In dress he was ‘neat and in
conspicuous.’ When he went to Boston he wore black
clothes and silk hat; in Concord generally a gray suit and
soft felt hat. He complained that he often went to dinners
with the intention of noticing how the men dressed, but
always forgot ‘to look for it.’
Some moralists have no doubt been shocked to discover
that Emerson recognizes wine as a potential source of in
spiration. In his essay on inspiration he says, ‘and wine, no
doubt, and all fine food, as of delicate fruits, furnish some
elemental wisdom.’ Most moralists bore us with their
prudishness, but Emerson was ever the liberal moralist. He
took a glass of wine with his guest, and never thought of
any reason for not doing so on moral grounds. He despised
these pious goodies who endeavor to make moral mountains
out of mole-hills. They almost make us want to be bad to
spite them, he said. If a man has character and common
sense, there is no reason why he should not drink in moder
ation and actually gain inspiration from so doing. Some
moralists never will learn that man is the demon, not rum.

If a man has not enough character to be moderate, that is
not the fault of the wine. The Volstead Act was an in
vention of misguided moralists who thought they could
transform men by covenant. Emerson could have informed
them otherwise. No covenants are of any value in them
selves — all growth is from within. Likewise all inspiration
is from within, and any food or drink that tends to increase
perception, that leads us to the harmony within us, is to be
regarded as a boon to the more abundant life. ‘I honor
health as the first muse,’ said Emerson. Any food or drink
that stimulates our ‘elemental wisdom’ is a help to keen
perception. ‘Some people will tell you there is a great deal
of poetry and fine sentiment in a chest of tea.’ Some people
will tell you that there is a great deal of efficiency in a pot
of coffee.
What of Emerson’s face? It was a most remarkable face.
Perhaps no one is better qualified to describe it than Daniel
C. French, the sculptor who created the bust of Emerson
that is generally regarded as the best likeness: —
‘I think it is very seldom that a face combines such vigour
and strength in the general form and plan with such exceed
ing delicacy and sensitiveness in the details. Henry James
somewhere speaks of the “over-modelled American face.”
No face was ever more modeled than was Mr. Emerson’s;
there was nothing slurred, nothing accidental; but it was like
the perfection of detail in great sculpture. Neither did it in
terfere with an almost childlike mobility that admitted of an
infinite variety of expression, and made possible that won
derful “lighting up” of the face, so often spoken of by
those who knew him. It was the attempt to catch that glori
fying expression that made me despair of my bust. . . .
When the bust was approaching completion he looked at it

after one of the sittings, and said, “The trouble is, the more
it resembles me, the worse it looks.” ’
A remarkable face indeed, especially when lighted with
that glorifying expression. An Englishman reported that he
went to hear Emerson, firmly resolved to dislike him. But
when he looked at that radiant face, his resolve vanished into
thin air. The lighting up was the outward and visible sign
of an inner and spiritual harmony and unity. ‘Emerson’s
character,’ says Bliss Perry, ‘possessed a singular unity;
few men in history about whom we know as much as we
may know of him, had such a flawless integrity of nature.
It is possible that his mind, if rightly understood in its total
activity, — if all its planes could be projected and focused
properly, — would be seen to possess an inner unity and
simplicity no less remarkable than his character. Many Ori
ental students, writing in Japan or China or India, think
that they discern in Emerson’s mind this ultimate and ab
solute unity.’
Such inner unity and simplicity breed optimism. Emer
son’s life is a reflection of the beauty of living by the
harmony within us; in such a life there is no room for
discord. The pessimist has no inner unity; he is a con
fusion of discordant parts. His inward eye has not opened
to the essential Oneness of all life. ‘The day of days,’ said
Emerson, ‘is that in which the inward eye opens to the
Unity in things. . . .’ Emerson’s unity was the fruit of his
penetrating insight. ‘His gift was insight,’ said Dr. Holmes.
When this inward eye opens to the Unity in things, ‘we sud
denly expand to its dimensions,’ said the man whose inward
eye was opened. ‘We are as law-givers; we speak for
Nature; we prophesy and divine.’
‘This insight,’ continues Emerson, ‘throws us on the
party and interest of the Universe, against all and sundry,

against ourselves as much as others. A man speaking from
insight affirms of himself what is true of the mind: seeing
its immortality, he says, I am immortal; seeing its in
vincibility, he says, I am strong.’ Remember this fact when
you study the teachings of all men of the type of Christ,
Socrates, and Emerson. These seers all affirm what is true
of the mind. If traditional Christianity had recognized this
fact, a great part of the discord and confusion that has
marred its record might have been avoided. Christ spoke
ever of what was true of what was in him rather than of
his person. A misunderstanding here has led to much of the
ridiculous discord that has resulted in a mountain of creed
and sectarianism in Christianity. Traditional Christianity
has ever held that what Christ affirmed of himself was true
of his person, thus ignoring the Nazarene’s explicit warn
ing that what he said was true only of his mind and spirit.
‘The words that I speak unto you, I speak not of myself.
. . .’ Study the tenets of traditional Christianity and you
wonder if the makers of these tenets ever heard of this
statement from Christ!
The insight of those whose inward eye is opened is a
power that ‘uses and is not used. It distances those who
share it from those who share it not. Those who share it
not are flocks and herds. It dates from itself; not from
former men or better men, gospel, or constitution, or col
lege, or custom. Where it shines, Nature is no longer in
trusive, but all things make a musical or pictorial impres
sion.’ Where it shines, the reflector invariably speaks by
parable. ‘Emerson was a master of parable,’ says Bliss
Perry. Glenn Clark calls a parable, ‘this thing that is so filled
with moral and spiritual dynamite.’ This thing is ever the
weapon of those whose inward eye has opened to the Unity
in things. ‘And in . . . parables spake he unto them . . .

and without a parable spake he not unto them.’ There was
more than one reason for Father Taylor’s conviction that
Emerson was ‘more like Jesus Christ than anyone I have
ever known’; but the parabolical method of apprehending
Reality was surely one of the reasons.
Many men become pessimists as a result of overstudy.
The emaciated and cloistered bookworm is more likely to be
a pessimist than an optimist. He is so stuffed with knowledge
that he has lost all sense of perspective and becomes ‘nervous
and heavy-hearted.’ Emerson advised this type to quit the
‘high chair’ and ‘roll on the ground a good deal’ to avoid
pessimism and the loss of buoyancy.
From the number of quotations in his books, one might
gain the impression that Emerson was a bookworm. Those
closest to him reported otherwise. He read for what be
longed to him ; he may quote twenty times in one essay, but
that doesn’t necessarily mean that he has read twenty books.
He had an intuitive knack of turning to the pages that be
longed to him and he generally ignored the rest. He read
from interest to interest rather than from cover to cover.
He read, as he said, for ‘lustres,’ and to set his own wheel
going.
Emerson felt that there is ‘a right way of reading, so it
be sternly subordinated. Man Thinking must not be sub
dued by his instruments. Books are for the scholar’s idle
times. When he can read God directly, the hour is too
precious to be wasted in other men’s transcripts of their
readings.’ On the other hand, books are valuable to set our
wheel going, when ‘the intervals of darkness come . . .W e
hear that we may speak.’ Books are valuable to quote, too,
for no sane man thinks he knows more than a glimpse of the
truth. Emerson once ventured the opinion that ‘a great man

quotes bravely, and will not draw on his invention when
his memory serves him with a word as good.’ He quotes
bravely, but not to amuse himself and his reader, as Burton
did, or to display his learning as Cotton Mather did. ‘Emer
son quotes to illustrate some original thought of his own,’
said Dr. Holmes. His quotations are ‘like the miraculous
draught of fishes.’
In Emerson’s writings there is none of the effeminacy or
melancholy that characterizes the works of so many gen
iuses, especially those with spiritual genius. Emerson wrote
what he felt in ‘hard words.’ His ‘thunder words,’ said
Grover, have come down to us with a ‘Proverb-like author
ity’ that drives them into our minds ‘like nails.’ He wrote
from his own inner experience and illustrated from the ex
periences of other men. If he could not think of the right
word, he used the word of another. ‘I desire, even by
profane words, if I may not use sacred, to indicate the
heaven of this deity and to report what hints I have collected
of the transcendent simplicity and energy of the Highest
Law.'
He was a simple and humble man, healthy and whole
some, reporting his inner awareness of Reality as it came to
him in the light of each new day. George Ripley, one of
Emerson’s keenest critics, has said that the Concord seer ‘is
certainly no friend of profound study any more than of
philosophical speculation . . . Give him a few brilliant and
suggestive glimpses and he is content.’
And there was a very good reason why Emerson was con
tent. He was very modest, but he did break down on one
occasion and say, ‘I have the fatal gift of perception.’ He
had the fatal gift of insight: ‘A man cannot utter two or
three sentences without disclosing to intelligent ears pre
cisely where he stands in life and thought . . .’ Emerson

didn’t need to read a whole book. Once, after looking
through a few pages, he said, These were opinions, but the
tone was the man.’
Emerson’s optimism was the fruit of a good tone, in mind
and body. In this book, we are anxious to have you feel his
tone; the opinions you may accept or reject according to
your own light. You feel Emerson’s tone best by judging
him by wholes rather than particulars. You may take one
or two of his sentences out of a paragraph, and they may
appear meaningless by themselves. But put them back into
the whole and they take on real meaning. We quote Emerson
usually at some length, because it is difficult to feel his tone
in fragments. It often happens that every sentence in his
paragraph is an important color that contributes to the im
pression of the picture as a whole. Grover says that every
extract from Emerson is a surprise. The extract is often
a disagreeable surprise if you separate it from what precedes
and follows. The Concord seer was ever painting pictures
with his words, and the omission of two or three dashes of
color will often spoil the best picture. A painting impresses
you by its tone as a whole.
Dwight Morrow used to like to cite ‘Rule Six’ as one of
his favorite rules of conduct. Morrow was in the office of
Sir Joseph Maclay when one of the officials of the Ministry
entered and began to talk of the terrible things that would
happen if his suggestions were not adopted. ‘Be careful,’
murmured Sir Joseph, ‘you are violating Rule Six.’ The
official flushed and departed. Morrow asked, ‘And what is
Rule Six?’ Sir Joseph replied, ‘Rule Six is “Do not take
yourself too seriously.” ’ Morrow asked for the other rules
and was told that there were no other rules.

Emerson appeals to me because he obeyed Rule Six. Most
moralists, particularly the pessimistic ones, take themselves
too seriously. Perhaps it is because they lack a sense of
perspective, or perhaps just a sense of humor; at any rate
they often bore us with their enervating seriousness and
stupid dogmatism. I turn to Emerson with a relaxed feeling,
with a feeling that here is a man with a buoyant disposition
and happy mentality, a man who never took himself too
seriously and never wanted anyone else to do so. I turn
to Emerson with the feeling that I will be stimulated to do
my own thinking, and never leave him with the feeling that
he has tried to force his opinions upon me as fixed truth.
James Cabot, who knew Emerson well, said that ‘it would
be hard to find a moralist of equal earnestness and entire
ness of conviction who is so little engaged to his own
opinions.’ He simply wrote down what he felt was true in
the light of to-day’s facts and to-day’s insight. To-morrow
he may see the subject in an entirely different light and may
contradict what he said to-day. He was ever moving to new
horizons of awareness. He was ever susceptible to higher de
grees of accuracy. Thus he never tried to take still-life
pictures of the truth. And to my mind he towers above most
moralists because he never tried to fit truth into moral
codes. Most practical men will sympathize with Walter
Lippmann when he says: ‘The attempt to construct moral
codes on the basis of an inventory is an attempt to under
stand something which is always in process of change by
treating it as a still life and taking snapshots of it. That is
what moralists have almost always attempted to do. They
have tried to capture the essence of a changing thing in a
collection of fixed concepts. It cannot be done. The reality
of human nature is bound to elude us if we look only at a
momentary cross-section of it.’

Few men could capture the essence of things as ably as
Emerson. Start him at any point on the circumference of
things and he goes straight to the center, emerging with the
essence. Yet once he has found the essence he never tries
to mould it into fixed concepts. He is too wise. He knew that
nothing is secure but change, and no truth is so sublime that
it may not be trivial to-morrow in the light of new insight.
Emerson leaves room for to-morrow’s insight and never
tries to pigeonhole that of to-day. Most moralists endeavor
to tie truth up in a bundle and say, in effect, ‘Here is the
truth safely bundled and fixed for all time.’ This is the sort
of thing that repels men of practical wisdom. The dog
matism of these moralists is the thing that has alienated
many scientists who otherwise are attracted to religion. We
can see this feeling in a statement by Sir Arthur Eddington.
‘We are repelled,’ he says, ‘by that confident theological
doctrine which has settled for all generations just how the
spiritual world is worked; but we need not turn aside from
the measure of light that comes into our experience show
ing us a Way through the unseen world.’
Emerson was repelled by the dogmatic theology of his
time, but he did not turn aside from the measure of light in
his experience which pointed the Way to an ascending aware
ness of Reality. ‘These were opinions . . .’ These are just
hints I drop, suggestions of Reality, he would say. They are
nowise to be regarded as snapshots of the truth. He recorded
his thought ‘not as a final fact, — as it were, with a pin
through it, — but as an appearance, a suggestion, a parable,
surely with wisdom behind it.’ The wisdom behind it is the
Reality which we may apprehend only in lusters, glimpses,
and intuitive flashes. None knew this more than Emerson.
‘Truth is such a fly-away,’ he complained, ‘such a slyboots,
so untransportable and unbarrelable a commodity, that it is

as bad to catch as light. Shut the shutters never so quick
to keep all the light in, it is all in vain; it is gone before you
can cry, Hold.’ No wise man tries to hold and fix truth; he
only records his impressions of truth as reflected in the lens
of his insight. Emerson would be the first to agree with
Bliss Perry in his conviction that ‘no one can tell the exact
truth about anything.’ To those who complained of his
subtle, indirect and parabolical method of answering ques
tions, Emerson used to say, ‘If we could speak the direct
solving words, it would solve us too.’ He ever sought to
give energy, direction, vision — not fixed concepts.
We see at last that the important thing about any man is
his general tone, rather than opinions. Emerson had a
genius for sensing a man’s tone. There is a story to the
effect that the Concord seer was once introduced to a man
who had just delivered a lecture full of obvious hypocrisy.
And the story has it that he said to the notorious hypocrite:
‘Sir, what you are thunders so loud, I cannot hear what you
say.’ Probably every reader can think of people who have
a bad tone. What they say sounds fine, but you know that
it is not a true reflection of what they are. Opinions are
always colored by individualism. Some wishful thinking,
some taint, some calculated or unconscious rationalization,
thunders out of all opinions. Thus we can best sense what
a man is by feeling. And this instinctive feeling is pretty
accurate, even in animals. A dog senses what you are, and
children always.
Some critics don’t like Emerson’s opinions, and some
are not impressed with his style, but almost without ex
ception they speak of his greatness. Woodberry did not like
many of Emerson’s opinions: ‘I own little intellectual
sympathy with him in any way; but I feel in his work the
presence of a great mind. He is the only great mind that

America has produced in literature.’ Matthew Arnold was
not impressed with Emerson’s skill as a writer, and said that
the Concord seer was a great man who wrote prose, not a
great prose writer. But his greatness shines in his writings,
regardless of his proper place as a writer. ‘All his writings
have the radiance that shone from his personality,’ says
Grover. ‘His greatness came from his character . . . By
what he was he enriched the whole earth.’ Christ and all men
of great spiritual stature are important because of what they
were rather than what they said. The general impression,
the tone, of these men was strong. If all their opinions were
destroyed they would still live. The pessimist thinks to
impress mankind by his clever opinions, apparently unaware
of the fact that men will sooner or later see what he is and
judge him by that. If there be no God’s word, no spiritual
grace, in a man, ‘What care we how adroit, how fluent, how
brilliant he is?’ asks Emerson. If a man has the essential
greatness, he lives. Though he were dumb, his spirit would
speak. William Lyon Phelps has said that Emerson ‘lives
in innumerable hearts, his influence is so wide and so firmly
implanted that if every line of his written work should be
destroyed, the effect of Emerson’s life and thought would
hardly be lessened.’
The pessimist has not a good tone. He enervates you. A
discriminating optimist is like a plunge in the sea, while a
pessimist is like a sultry afternoon in August. Nothing tones
you up like the penetrating affirmatives of an optimist;
nothing lets you down like the dismal negatives of the
pessimist. It was Emerson’s view that omitting negative
propositions saves ‘ninety-nine one-hundredths of your labor
and increases the value of your work in the same measure.’
Discriminating optimism is invigorating and electric.
Emerson is ‘electric,’ and ‘stimulates us to fulfill our des-

tiny,’ said Hawthorne. ‘He helps us most by helping us to
help ourselves.’ Pessimism does not help us to help our
selves, but rather gives us the feeling that our feeble efforts
are of no avail, that the universe is stacked against us. The
dice of God are always loaded, said Emerson, but not neces
sarily against us. The dice of God are loaded with Cause and
Effect, to make it inevitable that we reap what we sow. The
universe is for us, but we are against ourselves, against the
Reality that is. We live in our miscreations and blame cir
cumstance, fate, and the like for what we bring on ourselves.
‘If the first rule [of progress] is to obey your genius,’
said Emerson, ‘in the second place the good mind is known
by the choice of what is positive, of what is advancing. We
must embrace the affirmative. But the affirmative of affirma
tives is love. . . . Strength enters as the moral element
enters. Lovers of men are as safe as the sun. Good-will
makes insight. Sensibility is the secret readiness to believe
in all kinds of power, and the contempt of any experience
we have not is the opposite pole. The measure of mental
health is the disposition to find good everywhere, good
and order, analogy, health and benefit, — the love of truth,
tendency to be in the right, no fighter for victory, no
cockerel.’
Modern society is full of people who are fighting for
something by denouncing somebody or something else;
and the lower you go in the scale of intelligence, the more
negative are the propositions. The demagogue is fighting
for ‘justice’ by denying that there is any justice — this is
about the depth of his rantings. In politics, the office goes
to the politician who can most eloquently denounce his op
ponent. Not that we should not criticize — that is not the
point: constructive criticism is acceptable, provided you

have something better to offer. The superficiality of our
times is reflected in the vast amount of bitter denunciation
with no alternative. Few have criticized our superficiality
more than Emerson, but he had something better to offer.
‘True genius will not impoverish/ he said, ‘but will liberate.’
His plan was not to attack existing beliefs, but to give
better. Always he seeks the goodness in things. Although
he could not support the tenets of the Catholic Church, he
could write to a friend who had joined the Church of Rome:
‘To old eyes how supremely unimportant the form in which
we celebrate the justice, love and truth, the attributes of the
deity and the soul.’
Emerson ever stressed optimism and good will because
he saw that men are so eager to attack the form of things —
‘the dry husk’ — that they continually ‘bruise the white
flower within.’ In other words, the important thing is the
delicate white flower of harmony. Keep harmony, and prog
ress is possible. Destroy harmony, by constant denunciation
of the form of things, and all lapses into discord and con
fusion. The tragedy of modern civilization is the constant
tendency of men to distance themselves from one another by
means of intolerance. How supremely unimportant the
form! Yet men live for form and destroy the white flower
of good will. The affirmative of affirmatives is love — let us
affirm this, for a change, and be done with our raucous
denials. The sentiment of good will would accomplish in a
day the greatest of all revolutions.
Let us start living for what is, instead of living in our
miscreations. Glenn Clark says that Reality, in the mind of
Jesus, ‘does not consist of that which is made, but of that
which eternally is. Love is; — quarrels are made; Joy is —
unhappiness is made; truth is — lies are made; loyalty is —
betrayals are made; purity is — impurity is made; life is —

sickness is made.’ Emerson summed these attributes of God
into one word, and said, ‘My creed is very simple, that Good
ness is the only Reality.’
But Emerson’s ‘Goodness’ was not the soft and spineless
sentimentality that often passes for such. He said, ‘Your
goodness must have some edge to it — else it is none.’
This sick world of ours needs Goodness — more than
anything else, but not the spineless sentiment which so
often passes for Goodness. This is none. What we need
most is Goodness with a lash in it, Goodness with an edge,
or, to put it in hard words, Goodness with guts.
It takes courage to face the world to-day, and still believe
in man. Shortly before his death in 1931, Dwight Morrow
traveled from Washington to New York by night train.
The next morning a friend asked Morrow if he had slept.
He said, ‘Not very well; I kept waking up thinking what a
hell of a mess the world is in.’ The day before, Morrow
had been conferring with high officials in Washington, and
he was in a position to know the conditions of the world.
And to-day there are doubtless men in a position to know
who would say that the world is in a worse mess than in
1931. The economic situation may be a little brighter, but
an ominous crisis appears to be developing in Europe that
threatens to engulf the world in another great war.
In Emerson’s time the country was undeveloped and op
portunity opened on all sides. But to-day millions are out
of work; between one third and one half of the population,
according to one report, live close to destitution; one fifth
of all pre-school children are undernourished, and even the
most conservative men speak of a dictatorship and the loss
of our most cherished principles of freedom.
How can anyone be optimistic when confronted with such

facts? These are facts, to be sure; but let us not forget
that facts are made. The facts that confront us to-day are
the fruit of our living in negative emotions. Surely we
haven’t lived in the positive aspects of Reality. Surely we
have not lived up to the highest implications of good will,
honesty, truth, and fearlessness. Surely we haven’t lived by
the Golden Rule. Then how can we expect anything but
the situation that now confronts us? We move in an eco
nomic system that is the fruit of false thinking. ‘We take
it for granted,’ as Basil King said, ‘that we are born into
a vast industrial spider-web, whence there is no possibility
of getting out, and in which we can only churn our spirits
rebelliously. In proportion as God is a God of love, Mam
mon is a god of torture; but such is our supineness of
spiritual energy that we go on serving Mammon.’
King felt that Christ used the word Mammon to set be
fore us a false principle. ‘That false principle is in the belief
that the material essentials for living and expanding are
dependent on man’s economic laws.’ Civilization has come
to accept Mammon as a true principle and endeavors to
serve both God and Mammon. We talk of a God of love,
goodness, abundance, honesty, and the like, and pay al
legiance in our economic system to a god of fear, distrust
and suspicion. ‘We try to serve God and Mammon to an
extent far beyond anything we are generally aware of. It
is not merely the individual who is doing it; it is part of
our collective, social and national life. Our civilization is
more or less based on the principle/
In short, we think that it is necessary to serve Mammon.
We think that we are the victims of circumstances beyond
our control, circumstances which we call ‘economic laws’
and the like. Such an attitude is pure nonsense. We become
our thoughts, and in turn the economic order becomes a

materialization of our thoughts. We have enthroned the
fruits of our discordant thinking and made gods of fear
and other negative thoughts. Did you ever stop to think
of the part fear plays in modern civilization?
Some years ago Basil King wrote: ‘In this present spring
of 1921 we are having an exhibition of fear on a scale so
colossal that the heart of man is dazed by it. There is not
a government which is not afraid of some other govern
ment. There is not a government which is not afraid of its
own people. There is not a people which is not afraid of
its own government. There is not a country in which one
group is not afraid of some other group. All is rivalry,
enmity, suspicion, confusion, and distrust. . . . From the
supreme councils of the Allies down to the crooks and con
spirators in dives and joints everyone is afraid of being
double-crossed. There is so much double-crossing every
where that we have been obliged to invent this name for
the operation. England is afraid of being double-crossed
by Germany, France by England, Italy by France, the
United States by Europe, and Japan by the United States,
while within these general limitations minor double-cross
ing interests seethe like bacteria in a drop of poisoned
blood.’
Remember that King wrote these thoughts in 1921.
Could he have written a more accurate picture of the world
as it is to-day? If anything, the present world is worse. The
fierce wave of fanatical nationalism that engulfs the world
to-day is the fruit of fear. The nations are feverishly pour
ing billions of dollars into armaments because ‘there is not a
government which is not afraid of some other government.’
And there is not a government, especially in Europe, which
is not afraid of its own people.
What are we going to do about it ? One thing is sure: we

will not help matters any by all becoming pessimists. To
do so would only increase the enmity, confusion, distrust,
and other negative thoughts. ‘The good mind is known by
the choice of what is positive, of what is advancing,’ said
Emerson. The Concord seer reminded us that ‘the right
way to mend the bad world is to create the right world.’
It surely won’t help any to sit back and say that enmity,
suspicion and distrust are inevitable. They are not inevitable,
for the simple reason that men like Christ, Emerson,
Schweitzer, Fosdick and Morrow have demonstrated the
Reality of what is positive and advancing by their own lives.
Emerson did not ask us to ignore things as they are.
He faced the hard facts and admitted that men mope and
wallow like dogs most of the time. ‘But that is no reason
why I should mope and wallow,’ thought Emerson. The
friend who reported Mr. Morrow’s remark continues in
the very next sentence: ‘Getting off the train that morning
he was in high spirits . . .’ That same afternoon we find
him shaking hands with six thousand of his friends and try
ing to bring a little cheer and good will into every life he
touched. The next evening he went to New York and spoke
on human charity. The next afternoon he died, having
made his last speech on the innate goodness in the heart
of man.
The world is a chaos, and the only thing that keeps up
our courage is the fact that we do have men who strive
with might and main to create the right world. Morrow
lived in the right world of thought, and demonstrated that
good will, trust, honesty and the like, can triumph in the
practical negotiations among nations. A man that reflects
positive qualities inspires them in others, and Morrow’s
record reveals what may be accomplished in diplomacy.

Montagu Norman gives a splendid picture of Dwight
Morrow in action at the council table: ‘I have seen the potent
power of his personality in conference with dull, stupid,
mean minds that were determined on making a settlement
difficult. Dwight would let his mind play on them. He would
be amusing and agreeable. He would talk, and he was a
beautiful talker, until the whole atmosphere would be
changed and these men who had been so hard and repellent
would try to please Dwight by coming to an agreement.’
It has ever been thus — the man who reflects what is pos
itive awakes a response in the hearts of others and causes
things to come out right. ‘Morrow did nothing to promote
his popularity,’ says Walter Lippmann, ‘it gathered about
him from all quarters and from every station in a kind of
deep murmur of implicit confidence and deeply felt
need. . . If you reflect what is positive and advancing,
you touch deep chords in others and gather the right world
about you. Those deep chords are there, in any man. That
we know; but the tragedy lies in the fact that most men
arouse the negative emotions of those they touch and make
progress more difficult. But the right world is there, and
every now and then comes a Lincoln, an Emerson, and a
Morrow to prove it. What if we all reflected what is posi
tive and advancing? It would create the right world in no
time.
I once spent a couple of days at Mr. Morrow’s home,
and during one of our conversations he said: ‘It is the little
things in life that count.’ When a conference was getting
under way, he would be ‘amusing and agreeable’; this was
a little thing that was a big thing because he knew the im
portance of erasing tension before turning to the serious
work at hand. Perhaps some of the other diplomats would
at first think that Morrow was wasting valuable time by

being amusing. After all, this was a ‘little thing’ when such
grave problems were confronting them. But it made the big
things that followed possible. Morrow would first brush the
chips from diplomatic shoulders. Perhaps chips on the
shoulders of diplomats have been responsible for wars that
sacrificed millions of lives to the gods of discord.
It has been said that Lincoln shocked his Cabinet by his
‘seemingly prodigal waste of time.’ He once entered a
Cabinet meeting that was destined to be one of the most
momentous meetings in our history. According to the story
by Bruce Barton, the Cabinet was ‘silenced by their over
whelming sense of responsibility.’ Lincoln evidently felt
the tension, and doubtless felt that nothing worth while could
be accomplished in such an atmosphere. So he picked up a
book and began to read aloud ‘a delightful chapter of non
sense from Artemus Ward.’ The Secretaries were ‘too
shocked for expression!’ Humor at such an hour, — it was
well nigh sacrilegious. Heedless of their protesting looks,
Lincoln finished the chapter, closed the book and scanned
their gloomy faces with a sigh.
‘ “Gentlemen, why don’t you laugh?” he exclaimed. “With
the fearful strain that is upon me night and day, if I did
not laugh I should die; and you need this medicine as much
as I.” ’
Both Lincoln and Dwight Morrow confronted a country
that was chaotic, but they were both big enough to see that
it wouldn’t help matters any by being gloomy and pessimis
tic. How different things might have been with a few more
diplomats who could be ‘amusing and agreeable’! The great
fault with most diplomats is that they take themselves too
seriously. And probably this is also the great fault of most
of us. Only the Morrows, Lincolns, and Emersons seem
to rise above this form of insanity. Genius has been defined
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as ‘the ability to become a boy again at will/ A great man
can become a boy again at will; that is how he keeps his
sanity, his perspective, his buoyancy, and sees the world in
the right proportion. He sees through the show of things
into things; and seeing things as they are, he apprehends the
reality of what is positive and advancing and embraces
that. Thus he becomes a discriminating optimist.
Progress is slow; man makes it slower by becoming a
marplot and living in the counterfeits of Reality. Only
here and there is a man who lives from the harmony within
him. Only here and there is a creative thinker. But Emer
son saw that the few men who have lived close to Reality
were optimists. The tendency of all true thought is to op
timism, he felt. The example of the greatest men led him
to conclude that ‘love and good are inevitable, and in the
course of things/
Surely this is a sensible view, even if one does not see
it from insight, as Emerson and all the great seers did.
If a man like Hitler, reflecting doubt, hatred, suspicion and
all that is negative, and poisoning his nation with these
emotions — if a man of this sort is supposed to reflect the ulti
mate Reality, then we might as well become pessimists and
turn the world over to the crooks and conspirators. But a
thoughtful man does not become unduly alarmed over this
crop of dictators that temporarily retards progress. What
they reflect will not live over great periods of time, be
cause it is not inevitable. They reflect the counterfeits of
Reality, and the counterfeits always die. Why does Christ
live to-day in so many million hearts but because he re
flected what is inevitable? He reflected the true realities,
that always dwell in the hearts of men underneath all of the
counterfeits. If this were not true, we should see shrines

to Judas and those others of long ago who reflected what
is negative. Do you suppose that Hitler will be enshrined
in the hearts of millions of people a few ages hence? If
so, you don’t know the way the universe works. The uni
verse works to push morality and right and truth to the
fore, and any man, any influence, any nation that stands in
the way of this steady march of progress must inevitably
go down to oblivion.
So this is the hour for courage and hope. ‘Be of good
cheer . . There is a deep insight and not a pious plati
tude. Emerson saw it when he said that good will makes
insight. We will never gain the insight to create the right
world as long as we are a chaos of discordant emotions.
Good will, good cheer, discriminating optimism — these
breed the insight that will point the way out of our present
dilemma. Surely doubt, suspicion, fear and hatred won’t
create the right world. ‘Thinking is harmony within us,’
and where there is no harmony there is no thinking worthy
of the name.
Meanwhile let us be patient. All we can do is to reflect
what is positive and advancing, and create the right world
in ourselves. This will be our greatest contribution to the
right world as a whole.
‘Patience and patience, we shall win at last,’ said Emer
son. ‘We must be very suspicious of the deceptions of
the element of time. It takes a good deal of time to eat or
sleep, or to earn a hundred dollars, and a very little time
to entertain a hope or an insight which becomes the light
of our life. We dress our garden, eat our dinners, discuss
the household with our wives, and these things make no
impression, are forgotten next week; but, in the solitude
to which every man is always returning, he has a sanity
and revelations which in his passage into new worlds he

will carry with him. Never mind the ridicule, never mind
the defeat; up again, old heart! — it seems to say there
is victory yet for all justice; and the true romance which
the world exists to realize will be the transformation of
genius into practical power.’
Into every generation comes a Lincoln, an Emerson,
or a Morrow; and at least a little of the Reality they re
flect, at least a little of their genius, is transformed into
practical power. The cream of what they were rises to the
top and remains in the hearts of men and makes itself
felt in practical affairs. Thus the world antagonizes on and
upward. And thus the reason for optimism.

HEN a great man appears, all sorts of things ensue.
‘As soon as character appears,’ said Emerson, ‘be sure
love will, and veneration, and anecdotes and fables about
him, and delight of good men and women in him.’ When
a great character appears we are sure of many things, some
good and some bad. One thing we are very sure of, and
that is that the great man will be misunderstood.
‘To be great is to be misunderstood.’ Let us examine the
paragraph in ‘Self-Reliance’ which contains this sentence.
‘A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds,
adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.
With consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do.
He may as well concern himself with his shadow on the
wall. Speak what you think now in hard words and to
morrow speak what to-morrow thinks in hard words again,
though it contradict everything you said to-day. — “Ah,
so you shall be sure to be misunderstood.” — Is it so bad
then to be misunderstood? Pythagoras was misunderstood,
and Socrates, and Jesus, and Luther, and Copernicus, and
Galileo, and Newton, and every pure and wise spirit that
ever took flesh. To be great is to be misunderstood.’
No paragraph in all of Emerson’s writings could have
more properly contained the words ‘you shall be sure to
be misunderstood.’ Crothers is probably right when he says
that no passage in Emerson’s writings is ‘more often quoted,
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and more generally misunderstood.’ Emerson’s foes have
cited this passage as an endorsement of shallow and loose
thinking, and many of his friends have badly bungled the
attempt of explanation. It is easy to bungle this task, but
if we simply examine the fundamental basis of Emerson’s
philosophy it becomes quite clear that he was encouraging
scientific thinking here and not the shallow and loose
variety.
Emerson apparently saw two kinds of consistency. The
first is the man-made variety, the consistency that bows
to man-made creeds and systems and goes out of its way,
often at the expense of truth, not to contradict itself. This
is foolish consistency. When Emerson first wrote out his
most famous essay, he had this passage in a different form.
The foolish consistency appears to have been an after
thought, but it was a happy one in that the word foolish
is the key to the kind of thought he is attacking here. In
order to appreciate the significance of foolish, it is im
portant to ponder the preceding paragraph. Here he says:
‘Why drag about this corpse of your memory, lest you
contradict somewhat you have stated in this or that public
place? Suppose you should contradict yourself; what then?
It seems to be a rule of wisdom never to rely on your
memory alone, scarcely even in acts of pure memory, but
to bring the past for judgment into the thousand-eyed
present, and live ever in a new day.’
This passage should never be separated from the one that
follows. It explains what Emerson had in mind when he
starts off in the next paragraph with ‘A foolish consistency
is the hobgoblin of little minds . . .’ When you ponder
this preceding paragraph, you may easily perceive the
shallowness of the attitude Emerson is about to attack.
The foolish consistency is the kipd that always drags about

‘this corpse of your memory, lest you contradict some
what you have stated in this or that public place.’ Let us
consider this attitude as seen in little statesmen. It seems
to be a rule that they shall never contradict themselves.
This variety of politician may have said something a year
ago in ‘this or that public place’ which since has been proved
utterly erroneous. Does he frankly admit that he was wrong?
Does he say, as Lloyd George once did: ‘If I said that about
land valuation before the war, it was very stupid of me;
let us forget it and pass to the wholly different matters
now at hand’? Lloyd George’s attitude was: I don’t drag
about this corpse of memory, lest I contradict what I said
before the war. I live in the thousand-eyed present and bring
the past for judgment into the facts as they now present
themselves. What I said before the war was wrong. It was
very stupid of me. Let us forget it and be consistent with
the facts as they now appear.
This is the attitude of a big statesman. Perhaps Lloyd
George is not always big, but in this case he was. Emer
son would doubtless have said, ‘Bravo!’ What Emerson
despised was the littleness of mind that is afraid to con
tradict itself. This is a frame of mind that is rooted in
egotism, although a politician would say something about
political expediency. Needless to say, most politicians would
not say what Lloyd George did. If they did, their con
stituents would either faint from surprise or suspect that
they were losing their minds. The little statesman would
almost die rather than admit that he was wrong. And he
has plenty of company among ‘philosophers and divines.’
Some men would spend a lifetime in rationalization rather
than say these three words, ‘I was wrong.’ Some philoso
phers would write a weighty volume in defense rather
than admit error. In short, the cardinal sin among little

minds appears to be an admission of error. We must be
‘consistent’ at all costs.
Finally we become aware of a different kind of consist
ency, one that lives in the thousand-eyed present and en
deavors to be consistent with the facts as they now appear.
This is the attitude Crothers had in mind when he said that
‘Emerson’s real plea is for consistency. But we must be con
sistent not with a form of words which we have adopted,
but with a living reality which we encounter day by day.’
In other words, Man Thinking, a creative thinker, must
live in awareness of the thousand-eyed present and be con
sistent with the facts of to-day. It is the little mind that
drags about this corpse of memory, to check up continually
lest he contradict what he said yesterday. ‘What if to-day’s
fact is really different from that of yesterday,’ says Croth
ers, ‘and cannot be expressed accurately by the same phrase.
This possibility the little mind does not entertain. It will
not allow itself to be contradicted, and so the process goes
on which Saint Paul describes, “They measuring themselves
by themselves, and comparing themselves among them
selves, are not wise.” ’
Consistent is defined as ‘having harmony among its parts.’
Can a man have harmony among his parts if he is con
tinually looking back over his shoulder, that he may not
contradict himself? If he does this, there will be no harmony
in his mind; and don’t forget Schweitzer’s definition of
thinking — ‘harmony within us.’ If he carries about this
corpse of memory in order not to contradict himself, he is
likely to be pulling with one oar and backing water with
the other. He may see that the facts are different to-day,
and thus be moved by honesty to pull ahead. But he is
dedicated to foolish consistency and must back water in
order not to contradict himself. Man Thinking, on the other

hand, thinks from the harmony within him, in awareness
of the Everlasting Now, and is ever aware of higher de
grees of accuracy. He is ever susceptible to new insights.
Thus he has no use for foolish consistency. He lives in the
thousand-eyed present and says what to-day’s light reveals,
though it may contradict what he said yesterday. The only
mind that can be foolishly consistent is the mind that is
closed.
But the minds of most of the little statesmen and philoso
phers and divines are closed. They have to be, because they
are dedicated to a system. The politician has his party plat
form, his pledges, all of which become a system that he is
dedicated to. The philosophers have their systems and the
divines their creeds and theological contrivances. In many
cases the parts are fitted together so that if one falls the
whole system falls. Thus these little minds dare not be
aught but consistent with the Past. They must drag about
this memory in order not to contradict themselves, for if
one part of the system is admitted false in the light of to
day’s facts the whole structure might collapse. Crothers
reminds us that ‘the difficulty comes when new facts are
discovered which do not fit into the system, or when in
the course of our intellectual development we come upon
a fresh point of view.’ Science is continually discovering
new facts which do not fit into the old systems of religion,
and it does not require much conjecture to apprehend why
the divines so often give science the cold shoulder. These
scientists disrupt things. They make foolish consistency
very difficult.
Emerson was wise enough not to build any system. He
wanted to give energy and direction to our search for truth
and he was not going to build a system that might collapse

in the light of to-morrow’s facts and to-morrow’s intel
lectual and spiritual development. Oliver Wendell Holmes
said that Emerson had ‘double vision.’ Let us see how he
employed this double vision. In the first place, he had keen
powers of ‘actual observation.’ He really absorbed what
was happening on this planet of ours. This knowledge came
more from observation than books; he did not remain
cloistered in his study, but went out to see what was going
on in Nature.
Edward Emerson says that his father ‘daily went out
from the four walls of his study to his larger study in the
woods, recorded what he saw, but largely, not as a final fact,
— as it were, with a pin through it, — but as an appear
ance, a suggestion, a parable, surely with wisdom behind
it.’ Let us pause at the word ‘parable.’ Glenn Clark says:
*“A parable,” says the dictionary at my hand, “is an al
legorical relation of something real.” There we have it:
a parable deals first of all with Reality. Second, it trans
lates this Reality in terms of the imagination. Jesus looked
at Reality through the lens of the divine imagination.’ The
method of Jesus, says Professor Clark, was always the
parable method — ‘the parable point of view of the universe
was at the heart of His being. . . . He never departed from
it.’ Nor did Emerson. George Willis Cooke, who knew
Emerson better than most of the other biographers, said
that Emerson’s method was the method of Jesus. And
some day this method will be seen as the only truly scien
tific one.
But we are getting ahead of our story. At this point
Emerson is still in the woods, noting the phenomena in
front of him. ‘He saw light, flowers, shadow on solid
rock, but what he noted was, that the light glanced, the
flower unfolded, the shadow passed, and even the rock

was crumbling under the tooth of the air to pass into soil,
then flower, then seed, then man: that all was flowing
and new each moment.’
Here we see the practical side of Emerson’s double vision
— namely, his acute powers of actual observation, like those
of the scientist. But this is only one side. Tyndall, Eng
lish scientist, said that Emerson took scientific conceptions
and transmuted them into ‘the finer forms and warmer
lines of an ideal world.’ In other words, Emerson took what
he saw in the woods into the other part of his vision, his
spiritual insight or divine imagination, and transmuted
these scientific observations into the realm of the spirit.
He saw that truth was ever flowing and new each moment
as it comes to the human mind in new insights and higher
visions. He felt that the basic attitude of science may
properly be applied to the spiritual world. Sir James Jeans
says that science advances ‘by providing a succession of
approximations to the truth, each more accurate than the
last, but each capable of endless degrees of higher accu
racy.’ This is essentially the same scientific conception that
Emerson transmuted into the finer forms and warmer lines
of an ideal world.
When Emerson returned to his study from his walk in
the woods, his spiritual insight was aglow. We find him
writing: —
‘We grizzle every day. I see no need of it. Whilst we
converse with what is above us, we do not grow old, but
grow young. Infancy, youth, receptive, aspiring, with
religious eye looking upward, counts itself nothing and
abandons itself to the instruction flowing from all sides. . . .
This old age ought not to creep on a human mind. In
nature every moment is new; the past is always swallowed
and forgotten; the coming only is sacred. Nothing is se-

cure but life, transition, the energizing spirit. No love can
be bound by oath or convenant to secure it against a higher
love. No truth so sublime but it may be trivial to-morrow
in the light of new thoughts. People wished to be settled;
only as far as they are unsettled is there any hope for them.
‘Life is a series of surprises. We do not guess to-day the
mood, the pleasure, the power of to-morrow, when we are
building up our being. Of lower states, of acts of routine
and sense, we can tell somewhat; but the masterpieces of
God, the total growths and universal movements of the
soul, he hideth; they are incalculable. I can know that truth
is divine and helpful; but how it shall help me I can have
no guess, for jo to be is the sole inlet of so to know. The
new position of the advancing man has all the powers of
the old, yet has them all new. It carries in its bosom all the
energies of the past, yet is itself an exhalation of the morn
ing. I cast away in this new moment all my once hoarded
knowledge, as vacant and vain.’
That is Emerson at his best. No one should consider the
passage on consistency until he has read the essay called
‘Circles.’ This essay reveals the fundamental basis of Emer
son’s philosophy, and after pondering the last pages any
sensible person can see why he deplored foolish consistency.
In these thoughts we see his double vision at its best. He
starts at rock bottom, with Nature, and advances to the
summit of spiritual awareness. He has transmuted scien
tific conceptions to the finer forms and warmer lines of
an ideal world. Starting with the conception that is es
sentially that of modern science, he transmutes it, in the
light of his spiritual insight, to the ideal world. After read
ing the passage just quoted, we may gain some insight
into the truth of a remark of Agassiz, a great scientist of
Emerson’s day. ‘Emerson has a scientific method of the
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severest kind,’ he said, ‘and cannot be carried away by any
theories.’ And when you ponder these thoughts, and then
read his remarks on consistency, you may see that he was
endeavoring to encourage not loose thinking but scientific
thinking. He was aware, as Jeans is to-day, that truth is
capable of endless degrees of higher accuracy. Emerson’s
way of saying this was, ‘No truth so sublime but it may
be trivial to-morrow in the light of new thoughts.’
Emerson saw that life is a progress, not a station. Man
Thinking is continually ascending to new horizons of spirit
ual awareness. He is continually susceptible to new insights,
to those endless degrees of higher accuracy. ‘Spirit is as
cending’, and Man Thinking is continually advancing into
this ascending Spirit where all is flowing and new each mo
ment. ‘The masterpieces of God, the total growths and
universal movements of the soul, he hideth; they are in
calculable.’ Defending Emerson for his stand on foolish
consistency, Julian Hawthorne said, ‘We cross-examine
our intuitions, and ask them, not whether they are true
in themselves, but what are their tendencies. If they would
lead us to stultify some past conclusion to which we stand
committed, we drop them like hot coals. This, to Emerson,
was the nakedest personal vanity. Recognizing his finite
ness, he did not covet consistency. One thing was true to
day : to-morrow its opposite. Was it for him to elect which
should have the preference? To reject either was to reject
all: it belonged to God to reconcile such contradictions.
Between Infinite and finite can exist no ratio; and the
Creator’s consistency implies the inconsistency of the crea
ture.’
Emerson wanted us to align our minds, as far as hu
manly possible, with the Creator’s consistency. This is the
cosmic consistency that we may divine in Nature. It is not

the man-made variety, the consistency of particulars and
forms rather than wholes and essences. The condition of
awareness of this Divine Consistency is harmony among
all our parts. We must be Man Thinking, man living in the
rhythm of the Everlasting Now. If we live in harmony with
this Consistency we do not need to reconcile our contradic
tions: the Consistency takes care of that over a period of
time, as in Nature.
‘Nature is always consistent, though she feigns to con
travene her own laws,’ says Emerson. He reminds us that
the laws of nature are in harmony with each other. Yet
what is the nature of this harmony or consistency? ‘All
nature is governed by constant laws. The phenomena them
selves, which appear discordant, concur in the harmony of
the whole. It is an accord which results from discords.’
It is a Consistency which results from inconsistency.
Have you noted this cosmic consistency in Nature? It
is a consistency of wholes rather than parts. Taken in parts,
Nature is very inconsistent. To-day, in November, it is
hot; yesterday was cold. Very inconsistent, you say. You
never know what will happen in this New England climate.
Not in parts, you don’t; but in wholes, you do. To-day is
hot, to-morrow cold, but you may stake your life on the
consistency of Nature over a period of time. Don’t forget
the power that works to reconcile all of these inconsistent
parts. Over a year nothing is more consistent than Nature.
No matter how hot to-day, or cold to-morrow, I will stake
my life on the appearance of blossoms in May. Regardless
of the seeming inconsistency in parts, I will stake my all on
the consistency of Nature — while I would never stake any
thing on man-made consistency, the variety that demands
consistency in particulars. You see the point. The cosmic
consistency is not that of form and order of the man-

made variety. It is a Power that obeys its own magnetism,
and over a period of time harmonizes all its parts.
‘Keep close to realities/ said Emerson. He did, and so
we see this cosmic consistency at work in his life. He ob
served what was going on in nature and aligned his life
with her powers. We may appreciate his reliance on the
Divine Consistency when we note his manner of writing. He
wrote with no system, knowing that over a period of time
the Divine Consistency would separate the wheat from
the chaff and bring Truth out of the parts.
Emerson speaks of ‘the magnetism which all original
action exerts . . / Have you ever felt this magnetism in
the thought of a creative thinker? He does not employ ra
tional order but appears to lean on a Creative Rhythm that
causes thoughts to obey their own magnetism. The con
sistency is in wholes, not in parts. In creative minds, it
appears that order is superseded by Order; that is, ra
tional order is superseded by a Creative Rhythm that causes
thoughts to obey their own magnetism.
The Concord seer once advised a college student as to the
best method of writing. ‘Neither concern yourself about
consistency/ he said. ‘The moment you putty and plaster
your expressions to make them hang together, you have
begun a weakening process. Take it for granted the truths
will harmonize; and as for falsities and mistakes, they will
speedily die of themselves.’ As for falsities and mistakes,
the Divine Consistency, working in the minds of your
readers, will harmonize your thought over a period of time,
bringing Truth out of the parts.
The secret of creative writing is to let thought ‘flow.’
Bliss Perry once asked ‘Uncle John’ Burroughs to write an
essay for the Atlantic Monthly. ‘I’d do it, Mr. Perry,’ said

Burroughs, dropping into dialect, ‘if I could only git het
up enough so’s I could flow.’ Don’t write until you ‘git
het up enough’ to flow. ‘I can breathe at any time,’ said
Emerson, ‘but I can only whistle when the right pucker
comes.’ If you write when just breathing, you are likely
to become a mere system-builder, puttying and plastering
your thoughts together for the sake of foolish consistency.
Wait for the right pucker. We have little art because we
have little patience. If you have a great Idea, wait until it
unfolds its great proportions. Wait until it is so ripe that
though you were dumb it would speak. Know, as Emerson
did, that ‘talent alone cannot make a writer. There must be
a man behind the book; a personality which by birth and
quality is pledged to the doctrines there set forth, and which
exists to see and state things so, and not otherwise; hold
ing things because they are things. If he cannot rightly ex
press himself to-day, the same things subsist and will open
themselves to-morrow. There lies the burden on his mind
— the burden of truth to be declared — more or less under
stood; and it constitutes his business and calling in the
world to see those facts through, and to make them known.
What signifies that he trips and stammers; that his voice
is harsh or hissing; that his method or his tropes are in
adequate? That message will find method and imagery,
articulation and melody. Though he were dumb it would
speak. If not — if there be no such God’s word in the man
— what care we how adroit, how fluent, how brilliant he
is?’
Write not from any desire to become a writer. You may
have talent, but that is not enough. To write creatively you
must write from inner feeling rather than from a desire
to show your skill in handling words. You may have all
the talent in the world, but without the feeling your work

will speedily die. And wait until the feeling becomes more
than a simmer; it must boil, though you were dumb it must
speak. Wait years, if necessary, for simmering to become
boiling, breathing to become whistling. Emerson warns us
to drive in the nail for a long time. He cites Fuller’s re
mark, ‘ ’Tis best knocking in the nail over-night and clinch
ing it next morning.’ But Emerson adds, ‘Only I should
give extension to this rule and say — Yes, drive the nail
this week and clinch it the next, and drive it this year and
clinch it the next.’ Bliss Perry drove the Emersonian nail
into me, and I waited ten years before at least trying to
clinch it.
We might well remember Emerson’s ‘extension’ of this
rule. To-day, when almost everything is done in a hurry,
we often feel that there would be more clinching if there
were more extension. We appear to have forgotten that it
often takes months, even years, to do justice to an idea,
a painting, a drama, or any work of art. And perhaps the
dearth of works of real significance in our times is due, in
no small degree, to our unwillingness to drive nails to-day
and then to wait years, if necessary, to clinch them. The
taint of speed is especially noticeable in the world of busi
ness and politics. Here everything must be done in a hurry.
Walter Lippmann says that the American people ‘have yet
to learn the spirit of moderation.’ We have yet to learn that
we will build better if we build slowly. A wise man of the
East was told of the failure of the fourteen points of
Woodrow Wilson, and asked, ‘Did he meditate at least a
year on each point? Did he fast and pray to God long
enough to put immortal life into each one?’
Don’t write, or seek to create in any realm, until breath
ing turns to whistling, and until the nail is clinched. Wait
until you are ripe. Write not from any thought of self-

advancement, or the thought of talent, but from necessity.
I write this book not from any particular interest in Emer
son as a man, but from a desire to reflect some of the
Reality that was reflected in him. Across the years I have
come to feel that the Reality reflected in Emerson was the
important thing, and not the person. Thus I could not
write an orthodox biography of names and dates and places.
I write my feeling of what was reflected in him. And, in
turn, this is important only as a reflection of ‘what is in
you and me.5 The story of Emerson is the story of what
we may be. And thus with all great men. And the important
part of the story is the light that somehow broke through
the man and reflected the Real. Thus we seek Reality first,
and Emerson is only important as a reflector. And likewise
with the other men we quote. ‘When we are exalted by
ideas,5 said Emerson, ‘we do not owe this to Plato, but to
the idea, to which also Plato was debtor.5
The idea, and the spirit it reflects, is the thing, not who
says it or how it is said. A real idea, expressed in the humble
manner of a Will Rogers, may be of greater value than a
polished paragraph that reveals talent and erudition but no
insight. Insight and erudition are rare companions. In
judging men, we mistake talent for genius, and knowledge
for insight. A little knowledge may be a dangerous thing,
but a great amount of knowledge is often more dangerous,
for ‘the egotism of knowledge is not only dangerous, but
it excludes us from the light.5 It often happens, said Emer
son, that ‘the Indian, the child, the unschooled farmer’s boy,
stand nearer to the light than the dissector or the antiquary.5
It has been rightly said that we have partaken too freely
of the tree of knowledge and as a result are suffering from
a bad case of intellectual colic.
We mistake talent for genius. It is not talent that is im-

portant, but inner perception. ‘Perception far outruns our
talent.’ One of our gravest errors is to mistake an egotistical
talent for greatness. True greatness lies in a selfless per
ception. ‘What is Genius/ asks Emerson, ‘but finer love,
a love impersonal, a love of the flower and perfection of
things, and a desire to draw a new picture or copy of the
same? It looks to the cause and life: it proceeds from within
outward, whilst Talent goes from without inward. Talent
finds its models, methods, and ends, in society, exists for
exhibition, and goes to the soul only for power to work.
Genius is its own end,, and draws its means and the style
of its architecture from within, going abroad only for
audience and spectator, as we adapt our voice and phrase
to the distance and character of the ear we speak to.’ Talent
finds its methods and models in society and bows to con
sistency and conformity; genius is its own law — a new
model and its own consistency.
Every man has his Genius. Write from that, from what
you deeply feel, rather than to display talent or erudition.
If you write from without, your work will speedily die.
Every great work of art is created from within outward.
The true artist finds the ‘models, methods and ends’ in his
own inner light. Thus write from the harmony within. Let
your thoughts obey their own magnetism; that is, let this
sentence touch off the next one. Neither concern yourself
with system and consistency; let the Order be from within.
In time the Divine Consistency, working slowly but surely
in the minds of your readers, harmonizes your truths and
the falsities speedily die out of your writings and are for
gotten. You see the danger of writing as a system-builder?
Write for rational order and foolish consistency and you
may build a system that depends on all its parts for preser
vation. And lo, the great God lets loose a thinker on our

planet; he points to a defect in one of your parts, and the
whole structure collapses. So write with no thought of
consistency among parts and you leave room for the falsities
to die out without impairing the structure as a whole. Write
with as much Creative Rhythm and feeling of clinching as
possible, and leave it to the Divine Consistency to reconcile
the contradictions. The ‘total growths and universal move
ments of the soul’ come on us unannounced, and if we
write and live for form and order and consistency, they
are likely to pass us by. Obey your magnetism and the next
sentence may open onto a great illumination. You can’t
plan these total growths and universal movements.
Bliss Perry says: ‘Critics have made too much, I think,
of the inconsecutiveness of Emerson’s addresses. If one will
take the trouble to brief a dozen of them, he will find that
the divisions and subdivisions are usually made with care,
for that was one of the traditions of the pulpit oratory in
which Emerson had been trained.’ There is more rational
order in Emerson’s writings than is commonly thought. A
leading educator claims that experience must be rationally
ordered in order to be intellectually useful. To some degree,
he is correct. We feel that anyone can find enough rational
order in Emerson’s writings to make them intellectually
usable. But we must realize that there are sensible limits
to our passion for order of the rational sort. We may see,
if we will, that Emerson’s lack of system was a growth
of insight rather than a careless and irrational method of
throwing sentences about at random. There is a passage in
the Journals that may serve to illustrate the fact that Emer
son’s vision was so great that he could not kowtow to sys
tem and consistency. Plere is the passage: —
‘I need hardly to say to anyone acquainted with my
thoughts that I have no System. When I was quite young,

I fancied that by keeping a manuscript Journal by me, over
whose pages I wrote a list of the great topics of human
study, as, Religion, Poetry, Politics, Love, etc., in the
course of a few years I should be able to complete a sort of
encyclopaedia containing the net value of all the defini
tions at which the world had yet arrived. But at the end
of a couple of years my Cabinet Cyclopaedia, though much
enlarged, was no nearer to a completeness than on its first
day. Nay, somehow the whole plan of it needed alteration,
nor did the following months promise any speedier term
to it than the foregoing. As last I discovered that my curve
was a parabola whose arcs would never meet, and came to
acquiesce in the perception that, although no diligence can
rebuild the universe in a model by the best accumulation
of disposition of details, yet does the world reproduce it
self in miniature in every event that transpires, so that
all the laws of nature may be read in the smallest fact. So
that the truth-speaker may dismiss all solicitude as to the
proportion and congruency of the aggregate of his thoughts,
so long as he is a faithful reporter of particular impres
sions.’
Emerson doubtless saw the futility of endeavoring to
pigeonhole truth in a system when he saw that his curve
was a parabola whose arcs would never meet. Have you
noticed the circular nature of the universe? Have you
noticed that the circle is the primary figure of nature? Ex
amine your finger tips. You may have carried them about
for many years without noticing their circles. What hap
pens when you toss a stone in the water? Emerson noted
these circles, and in the light of his remarkable double
vision saw their larger significance. ‘The eye is the first
circle; the horizon which it forms is the second; and

throughout nature this primary figure is repeated without
end. It is the highest emblem in the cipher of the world.
St. Augustine described God as a circle whose centre was
everywhere and its circumference nowhere. We are all our
lifetime reading the copious sense of this first of forms.’
Emerson was optimistic here. If men read the copious
sense of this first of forms, they would never try to pigeon
hole truth. Emerson read it and then saw that ‘there are no
fixtures in nature. The universe is fluid and volatile. Per
manence is but a word of degrees. Our globe seen by God
is a transparent law, not a mass of facts. The law dissolves
the fact and holds it fluid. . . . Everything looks permanent
until its secret is known. . . . Permanence is a word of
degrees. Everything is medial. Moons are no more bounds
to spiritual power than bat-balls.’
Perhaps the reader sees now why Emerson refused to
mould his philosophy into a system of man-made facts.
There is a law that dissolves the fact and holds it fluid.
It is the Supreme Law, the law that we apprehend but dimly
but which is nevertheless there, holding everything in Na
ture flowing and new each moment. Likewise the Truth is
flowing and new each moment in the human mind; there
are no fixtures in a mind that is ascending in spiritual
awareness. Emerson starts his essay on circles with primary
scientific conceptions, and further on in the essay trans
mutes them to the finer forms and warmer lines of the ideal
world, emerging with his famous passage on transition.
‘Nothing is secure but life, transition, the energizing spirit
. . . No truth so sublime but it may be trivial to-morrow
in the light of new thoughts.’ Study the work of scientists
like Jeans, Eddington, and Carrel — three of our greatest
— and you see that they are unconsciously backing up
Emerson on many fronts.

Emerson merely sought to give energy and direction to
our search for truth. We may shape it as we will. Perhaps
better if we leave it as Emerson did, as living intuitions
obeying their own magnetism. ‘We are so wedded to sys
tems/ said Hawthorne, ‘and so prone to connect a system
with a man, that Emerson’s absence of system strikes us
as a defect. But truth has no system, nor has the human
mind. We cannot bear to be illogical, and enlist, some un
der this philosopher’s banner, some under that; and so
sacrifice to consistency at least half the truth.’
Emerson was smart. Instead of building a system which
would be at the mercy of the great thinkers that followed
him, he coyly remarked, ‘Do not set the least value on what
I do, or the least discredit on what I do not, as if I pre
tended to settle anything as true or false. I unsettle all
things. No facts are to me sacred; none are profane. I
simply experiment, an endless seeker with no Past at my
back.’
This passage is a blow to the critics who go to Emer
son all set to disprove him. ‘The critic of Emerson has a
hard time,’ said Dr. Bartol, ‘finding that Emerson is al
ways beforehand in his trade, and always criticizes and
answers himself.’ We set out to criticize and there is Emer
son laughing behind the shrubbery at us, and gently re
minding us that he never pretended to settle anything as
true or false. If we chide him for not fixing truth, he
would remind us that a prophet’s function is to give energy
and direction, not to fix anything as final.
These men of insight are very disconcerting. I wrote to
Bliss Perry, saying that I disagreed with one of his state
ments on Emerson. I was girt for battle and had a lot of
evidence which I thought would disprove his statement.

But he disarmed me by replying: ‘No one can tell the exact
truth about anything! . . . Of course I don’t mind your
differing with me, and please feel free to quote and dis
prove as much as you like.’
Great men are so rare that we continually forget that
no truth is so sublime but it may be trivial to-morrow in
the light of new thoughts, and that no man can tell the
exact truth in the first place. Next time I will go to the
little statesmen and philosophers and divines. They will
tell you the exact truth about almost anything, and will
defend their systems to the bitter end.
Emerson was a scientist of the Spirit. He wrote his
lines on consistency chiefly to endeavor to jolt men out of
the narrow grooves they settle in, to rot. Spirit is ascend
ing. Man Thinking is continually ascending in awareness.
‘The truest state of mind rested in becomes false.’ All is
flowing and new each moment to a man who is spiritually
alive. Emerson simply reported ‘what hints I have collected of
the transcendent simplicity and energy of the Highest Law.’
He left it to the Divine Consistency, working in you and me,
to harmonize the parts, knowing full well that we would
speedily discard what was ‘from Emerson’ rather than
‘from the Absolute.’ In other words, he assumes the in
telligence of his readers. All he asks of us is that we do not
settle down in half-truths with closed minds. He asks us
to remember that truth is flowing and new each moment.
He never permits himself to forget that. Note how he ends
his definition of his mission: ‘I am primarily engaged to
myself to be a public servant of all the gods, to demon
strate to all men that there is intelligence and good will
at the heart of things, and ever higher and yet higher lead
ings

Emerson’s higher and yet higher leadings are simply what
‘hints’ he collected of Reality as focused in the lens of his
spiritual vision. We are to find the hints that belong to
us, and may discard the rest. He wanted to bring us, not to
him, but to ourselves. ‘Be real and admirable, not as we
know, but as you know.’ In his absence of system we find
our own system. John Dewey has said that ‘even if Emer
son had no system, none the less he is the prophet and herald
of any system which democracy may henceforth construct
and hold by.’

HE passage on consistency is probably more generally
misunderstood than any other passage in Emerson’s
writings, and the essay in which it appears is surely more
generally misunderstood than any other essay. Wrongly in
terpreted, this is a very dangerous essay. If we interpret
‘Self-Reliance’ as an endorsement of rugged individualism,
as so many do, we may rightly say, as one critic has, that
this essay is the lowest note in Emerson’s philosophy. We
are not surprised to hear that a student in Siberia was once
imprisoned for having a copy of ‘Self-Reliance’ in his
possession. We would not be surprised to hear that this
essay had been banned in Russia, Germany, and Italy. ‘Let
a man then know his worth, and keep things under his
feet.’ This would never do in the three countries we men
tion. Things and persons must be kept under the feet of
Stalin, Hitler, and Mussolini. ‘I am ashamed to think how
easily we capitulate to badges and names, to large societies
and dead institutions.’ This would never do, either; it
might disrupt things, especially in those countries where
large societies and badges and names always come before
the rights of the individual. In short, ‘Self-Reliance’ would
be very bad for any dictator who is striving to impress his
people with the State is all, individual nothing philosophy.
If this essay is wrongly interpreted, it is dangerous in
any country, at any time. Many of the sentences are twoedged and if you don’t understand what Emerson meant

by self-reliance, you may easily regard these sentences
as dangerous, and rightly so. Put the following sentences
in front of one who does not know Emerson’s basic prin
ciples, and they may easily be grossly misinterpreted: —
‘No law can be sacred to me but that of my nature.’ (The
question is, what nature?)
‘The only right is what is after my constitution, the
only wrong what is against it.’ (The question here is, what
constitution?)
‘What I must do is all that concerns me, not what the
people think.’ (The question here is, must do from what
nature?)
These are very dangerous sentences if set apart from
the text as a whole and viewed without an understanding
of what Emerson means by self-reliance. What did he
mean? Unfortunately, it was not in the essay of this name
but in another that he defined this expression. It is not in
‘Self-Reliance’ but in ‘The Fugitive Slave Law’ that Emer
son says: ‘self-reliance, the height and perfection of man,
is reliance on God.’ In other words, self-reliance is reliance
on the ‘God in us,’ the Universal Self. Unless you read
this essay with some understanding of Emerson’s mysticism,
you may easily misinterpret the sentences we quoted and
many others. You may easily say, ‘The Devil nestles com
fortably into them all.’ Emerson uses this sentence when he
says that ‘no forms, neither constitutions, nor laws, nor
covenants, nor churches, nor bibles, are of any use in them
selves. . . . Covenants are of no use without honest men
to keep them; laws of none but with loyal citizens to obey
them. To interpret Christ it needs Christ in the heart.’

And to interpret ‘Self-Reliance’ it needs an understanding
of Emerson in the heart.
In one sense he is preaching individualism in this essay,
but it is what Dr. Fosdick has called ‘true individual
ism,’ or the emergence of the individual intellect and con
science from the unthinking mass. In another essay Emer
son complains of the tendency in modern society to ‘make
all men alike; to extinguish individualism and choke up
all the channels of inspiration from God in man.’ What
Emerson is really trying to do in ‘Self-Reliance’ is to re
move the obstacles that tend to choke up the channels of
Self, or reliance on God. Men can’t rely on the God in
man when they conform to the established views in a right
or wrong spirit; nor can they rely on Self if they bow and
scrape to foolish consistency.
Thus we see that ‘Self-Reliance’ is not an endorsement
of rugged individualism, which is reliance on the lower
self, but an endorsement of true individualism, which means
an emergence of the Self from the self of rugged individ
ualism. The essay is really a ‘regimen for spiritual preg
nancy,’ to use Simpson’s expression. Emerson is trying
to wipe out the obstacles that stand in the way of reliance
on the God in us. This God in us he calls the Self. If you
know his mysticism, you could not possibly mistake this
Self for anything but the Universal Self. He often capi
talizes the word, to show that he means the higher Self; and
there is no reason to misunderstand him in the essay itself,
inasmuch as he capitalizes the word there. ‘What is the
aboriginal Self, on which a universal reliance may be
grounded?’ he asks. Then he goes on to explain that he
means the Self which has its source in our Intuition, ‘the
lungs of that inspiration which giveth man wisdom.’ He
says that ‘the relations of the soul to the divine spirit are

so pure that it is profane to seek to interpose helps. It
must be that when God speaketh he should communicate,
not one thing, but all things; should fill the world with his
voice; should scatter forth light, nature, time, souls, from
the centre of the present thought; and new date and new
create the whole. Whenever a mind is simple and receives a
divine wisdom, old things pass away, — means, teachers,
texts, temples fall; it lives now, and absorbs past and future
into the present hour.’
If you ponder passages like these, you see why Emerson
attacked a* supine conformity and a foolish consistency.
You see that he is endeavoring to get men to rely on that
‘divine wisdom’ that may come to us all by ‘lowly listening’
to our own spirit. Emerson is trying to wipe out the
obstacles in the established views of society that keep you
from a full awareness of this Kingdom of God that is
within you. Thus, in the last analysis, it may rightly be
said that he is trying to make us believe that Christ meant
us to take him at his word when he said that this Kingdom
is within us. Most men seek this Kingdom of God about every
where but in themselves. Emerson was trying to push us
out of our lower selves into our Self, or ‘the intimate
consciousness of the Divine Presence’ in ourselves.
‘The highest revelation is that God is in every man.’ In
‘Self-Reliance,’ he is trying to bring us to an awareness
of this truth. Thus rightly interpreted this essay is not
the lowest but the highest note in Emerson’s philosophy.
Rightly interpreted it is the most religious essay he ever
wrote.

MERSON journeyed to the West in his later years with
a party of friends. Professor Thayer of the Harvard
Law School was one of the group, and one of the younger
members of the party once said to Professor Thayer: ‘How
can Mr. Emerson be so agreeable all the time, without
getting tired!’
‘It was the naive expression of what we all had felt,’
said Professor Thayer. ‘There was never a more agreeable
traveling-companion; he was always accessible, cheerful,
sympathetic, considerate, tolerant; and there was always
that same respectful interest in those with whom he talked,
even the humblest, which raised them in their own estima
tion. One thing particularly impressed me, — the sense
that he seemed to have of a certain great amplitude of time
and leisure. It was the behaviour of one who really believed
in an immortal life, and had adjusted his conduct accord
ingly; so that, beautiful and grand as the natural objects
were among which our journey lay, they were matched by
the sweet elevation of character and the spiritual charm of
our gracious friend.’
Emerson was ever thus. Even those most violently op
posed to his views spoke of his sweet elevation of character
and spiritual charm. This side of Emerson’s character has
been emphasized so strongly that many people have some
how gained the impression that the Concord seer was a soft
and dreamy sentimentalist who dwelt in the clouds and never
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came down to solid earth. Those who knew Emerson have
dwelt so long and lovingly on the ‘heaven’ side of his char
acter that the worldly side has been virtually obliterated
from the stories of his life. ‘His contemporaries forgot,’
says Lewis Mumford, ‘that this sweet man carried a
lash . . Not all of his contemporaries were unaware of
Emerson’s lash. When Daniel Webster supported the Fugi
tive Slave Bill, Emerson attacked him with what Chap
man called a positive ‘ferocity.’ In his Journal, Emerson
wrote: ‘The word liberty in the mouth of Mr. Webster
sounds like the word love in the mouth of a courtezan.’ In
his famous Divinity School address, Emerson gave the
doctrines of historical Christianity such a lashing that
‘nearly thirty years passed by,’ as his son noted, ‘before it
was felt at the University that Mr. Emerson was a safe or
desirable person to be called upon to take any active part
in its functions.’ It was finally felt at the University that
Mr. Emerson should adorn the Board of Overseers, and to
day one of the finest buildings on the Harvard campus is
known as Emerson H all; but the authorities of an earlier
date did not like the sting of that lash.
Yes, this sweet man from Concord carried a lash that
drove many legends and traditions and superstitions from
the temple. One of his contemporaries remarked that Emer
son had one of the most fearless minds in all history. And
anyone who has carefully studied the whole of Emerson
knows that his mind was honest, frank, and manly.
There was a lot of heaven in Emerson, but there was
also a lot of earth. He said himself that alternation is the
condition of progress. ‘If you do not quit the high chair,
lie quite down, and roll on the ground a good deal, you be
come nervous and heavy-hearted,’ he said. ‘The dog that was
fed on sugar died.’

He rolled on the ground a lot more than most people sus
pect— especially the dear old ladies who must always at
tach a sweet arid gentle to Emerson’s name. Some of these
would be shocked to learn to what extent the Concord seer
did roll on the ground, but most red-blooded men are quite
delighted to hear about it. I have found that most men
have become more interested in Emerson when I told them
a little of his ‘other side.’ Most realists are relieved to hear
that the man from Concord was a very human creature.
He was a prophet, but he was also a man, a man with a
rare sense of humor and one not opposed to hard language.
In fact he once confided to his Journal that he felt that
hard words were the only proper ones for some occasions.
‘God, when he made the prophet, did not unmake the
man.’ But the sentimentalists have done their utmost to
make our men of great moral stature unreal. We are heartily
opposed to the muck-raking tendency of modern times,
the tendency to knock great men from the pedestals they
rightly adorn. In these pages we are by no means attempting
to belittle Emerson’s sweet elevation of character and
spiritual charm. On the contrary, we would make these
qualities even more impressive by showing that they were
possessed not by a soft sentimentalist but by a thorough
realist who was every inch a real man.
I recall my Sunday-school days when I was so weary of
hearing about perfect men that I was delighted to hear that
Mohammed was a human as well as a prophet. In a
book on Mohammed I read that his wife said to one of the
prophet’s followers: ‘He was a man just such as yourselves;
he laughed often and smiled much.’ I was surprised to hear
of a prophet who laughed often and smiled much, because
in my Sunday-school books I had gained the impression
that prophets either had a perpetual grouch or were too

weak and sickly even to smile. Jesus always seemed to be
surrounded by weeping women.
Bruce Barton’s Sunday-school reactions were evidently
similar to my own: —
‘Jesus was the “lamb of God.” The little boy did not
know what that meant, but it sounded like Mary’s little
lamb. Something for girls — sissified. Jesus was also
“meek and lowly,” a “man of sorrows and acquainted with
grief.” He went around for three years telling people not
to do things.
‘Sunday was Jesus’ day; it was wrong to feel comfortable
or laugh on Sunday.
‘The little boy was glad when the superintendent thumped
the bell and announced: “We will now sing the closing
hymn.” One more bad hour was over. For one more week
the little boy had got rid of Jesus/
But the little boy had not got rid of Jesus for good. He
grew up and became a business man, and finally wrote a
book about Jesus called, ‘The Man Nobody Knows.’ The
business man wiped his mind clean of books and sermons
and studied the men who knew Jesus personally. He found
the Nazarene a real man, one who ‘pushed a plane and
swung an adze. . . . His muscles were so strong that when
he drove the money-changers out, nobody dared oppose him !’
Proper people criticized him for spending ‘too much time
with publicans and sinners (very good fellows, on the
whole, the man thought) . . . They called him a “wine
bibber and a gluttonous man.” ’
Perhaps Mr. Barton should have called his book, ‘The
Man No Sentimentalist Knows.’ The sentimentalists have
ever ignored this side of Jesus; they apparently are afraid
to let him be seen as a man.
Over a decade ago, Kirsopp Lake said: ‘Almost against

my will I have been unable to disguise my fear lest the
churches leave their intellectual house-cleaning too late, so
that the generation now growing up will turn its back on
all organized forms of Christianity.’ When I ponder Dr.
Lake’s remark I recall a story a young minister told me.
This minister had long felt that the tendency to portray
Christ as a sad, weak, and pathetic-looking man was a grave
error, and an experience in Jerusalem strengthened his
conviction.
The young minister was traveling in the Far East, and
in Jerusalem met a husky member of a famous Yale crew.
The minister was about to set out for Nazareth and asked
the Yale boy to join him. The latter politely declined the
invitation and, as the two were about to part, the husky
Eli hesitated for a moment and then said to the minister:
‘Do you mind if I tell you what I think?’
The minister was anxious to discover why the boy had
evidenced no interest in a visit to Christ’s home, and said,
‘Tell me — what is on your mind?’
‘I think,’ said the other, ‘that if the churches portrayed
Christ as a real he-man, the younger generation would show
more interest in him. Some day I would like to see a por
trait in which Christ is depicted as a strong, powerful man
who is simply doubled up with laughter.’
When Christianity does its house-cleaning, it may well
wipe out this sentimentality that is too often plastered on
the person of Christ. But my task is to wipe off a little of
the sugar that has been plastered on Emerson. He was a
prophet contemplating spiritual ends, but he was also a
man who enjoyed a good roll on the solid earth. He liked
men who knew how to throw their bodies into their work.
He said that if he was ‘a professor of Rhetoric — teacher
of the art of writing well to young men —’ he would use

Dante for his textbook. ‘Dante knew how to throw the
weight of his body into each act,’ said Emerson. ‘I find
him full of the nobil volgare eloquenza; that he knows
“God damn,” and can be rowdy if he please, and he does
please.’
Emerson also knew how to throw the weight of his body
into each act, and, although the old ladies will be pained to
hear it, could be a bit rowdyish. He quit the high chair quite
often, and perhaps that is what kept him eminently sane.
In his most famous essay, Emerson speaks of using
‘hard words.’ He liked hard words, and didn’t say this just
for effect. He liked the rough and vigorous language of the
farmers and laborers he encountered in his walks about
Concord. These men were real, he felt, and he much pre
ferred their rough language to the vaporous sentiment of
those who were always going into ecstasies over poetry
and roses. These sentimentalists tell you, said Emerson,
how ‘they adore poetry, — and roses, and the moon, and
the cavalry regiment, and the governor; they love liberty,
“dear liberty!” — they worship virtue, “dear virtue!” Yes,
they adopt whatever merit is in good repute, and almost
make it hateful with their praise.’
Here is the Emerson that ‘nobody knows.’ He is regarded
by many as a sentimentalist because well-meaning friends
have covered him with so much sugar. It was not his custom
to define himself, but he did say on one occasion, ‘I am a
realist.’ He was a realist, as Dr. Holmes said, ‘in the best
sense of the word.’ But if he was not any one type he most
certainly was not the type we generally call ‘sentimentalist.’
‘Society . . . is infested by persons,’ said Emerson, ‘who,
seeing that the sentiments please, counterfeit the expres-

sion of them. These we call sentimentalists — talkers who
mistake the description for the thing, saying for hav
ing.’
Emerson couldn’t stand this type of person. ‘I hate
goodies,’ he remarked. He much preferred a rowdy who
was real. The rowdy may not use ‘dear’ and tell you of
his ‘intense love’ for ‘whatever merit is in good repute,’
but he is often much more sincere at heart than these va
porous talkers who mistake ‘the description for the thing,
saying for having.’ And he much preferred the language of
the rowdy to the high-sounding prattle of the sentimentalist.
Apparently Emerson had been impressed by the goodhearted sailors he encountered on his trip to Europe, for
he expressed a liking for their ‘stinging dialect.’ In his Jour
nal he wrote: ‘Cannot the stinging dialect of sailors be
domesticated? It is the best rhetoric, and for a hundred
occasions those forbidden words are the only good ones.
My page about “Consistency” would be better written thus:
Damn Consistency!’
There is a time and place for everything. There are oc
casions demanding strong language. There are people who
will not respond to expressions of endearment. We doubt
whether the Nazarene invoked expressions of endearment
when he drove the moneychangers from the temple.
But don’t miss the point here. Emerson isn’t saying that
you have to use strong language to be real. He would have
us remember that many of those who use the most sacred
language are the worst hypocrites, and that many of those
who express themselves in rough and homely language are
among the finest people we have. Will Rogers was no master
of language, but there are those who feel that perhaps after
all his was ‘the best rhetoric.’ At least he got it across to
the plain people, and that is more than can be said of many

intellectuals who use language that sends us scurrying to
the dictionary. Furthermore, most people don’t forget ‘hard
words.’ Vaporous sentiment rolls off most people like water
off a duck’s back, but hard words like those of Emerson are
driven into our minds ‘like nails.’
Emerson had the insight to see that it is not the words
but the sentiment from which they proceed that is impor
tant. If a man is not sincere and honest at heart, if he
speaks for effect rather than from deep feeling, what do
we care how adroit and fluent he is? On the other hand, if
a man is real, what matters it that he trips and stammers?
The spirit is ever the thing. One of the deepest men I have
ever known was a humble and illiterate Negro who had
few words in his vocabulary but could make you feel his
sincerity and depth in the crudest language.
Emerson had the penetrating eye, the eye that saw through
the show of things into things. He saw that many sentimen
talists assume a sugar-coating to hide the shallowness and
rottenness at the center. What these people are thunders so
loud that you can’t hear what they say. Thus, let us not be
misled by the pious platitudes of those who mistake the
description for the thing, saying for having. These are
words, but the tone is the man.
The Way of the seers was not a Way of softness but
of hardness. It was a stern and fearless allegiance to their
inner light. The goodness preached by the seers was not
the soft and spineless sentimentality that so many religion
ists have portrayed. None more than Emerson preached
goodness, but he reminded us that goodness is not senti
mentality. The emotionalism and hysteria of traditional re
ligion are far removed from the goodness the seers had in
mind. ‘Your goodness must have some edge to it — else

it is none.’ Goodness without hardness and direction is not
goodness but vaporous sentiment.
W. G. Simpson, who knows the Way of the seers by
experience, says that no seer has ‘ever been fool enough to
turn men loose with the mere injunction to love. They knew
that love was not love at all, that it became but a betrayal
of love at its highest, but a matter of softness and sentiment,
unless it had direction and kept on edge. They were insist
ing with one voice, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with
all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy strength
and with all thy mind, with all the passion of thy being.” ’
This is not an easy course. It is one that requires hard
ness rather than softness. It requires a character as hard
as steel. And the real seers had this hardness. They were
not soft by any stretch of the imagination. ‘Except ye hate
— father, mother, wife and child, brother and sister, and
your own life also . . .’ Is that softness? ‘We have emascu
lated our conception of Jesus . . . ,’ says Simpson. 'For
me there are things about him which can only be described
as terrible. But we have made him into a womanish man.
We have exalted gentleness till it has left us soft, and love
till it has made us sentimental . . .’
There are things about Emerson which can only be de
scribed as terrible. The sentimentalists have exalted his
gentleness and sweetness to a degree that has obscured the
man with a fearless and ruthless allegiance to his own inner
light. I have read Emerson for many years, but I am still
left somewhat breathless by some of his statements. And he
felt them.
‘What have I to do with the sacredness of traditions, if I
live wholly from within?’ he asked one of his friends who
‘was wont to importune me with the dear old doctrines of
the church.’ Emerson found that it was his Way to live

wholly from within. Thus he found himself at variance
with some of the dear old doctrines. He also found him
self in the ministry when he discovered that he could not
accept some of the most cherished tenets of historical Chris
tianity. ‘It is my desire in the office of a Christian minister/
he said, ‘to do nothing which I cannot do with my whole
heart.’ There were some doctrines that Emerson could not
accept with his whole heart and some rituals that he could
not perform with his whole heart. Thus, being Emerson,
there was nothing to do but resign.
Those that are soft will often compromise ‘for the sake
of expediency.’ After all, they have family and position to
think of. These considerations did not deter Emerson. He
had a young and sickly wife to provide for and a brilliant
future opened before him in the ministry. But everything
he did must be with his whole heart. Thus he could do
naught but resign. In doing this, said Dr. Holmes, he sac
rificed ‘his living, his position, his intimacies, and gave them
all up without a murmur.’ That required hardness on the in
side, for Emerson was outwardly as kind and amiable and
loving a man as you will find.
But he wanted to be good according to his own lights;
not as some creed or dogma dictated, which was being good
at second or third hand. That was ‘official goodness,’ and
Emerson revolted against that kind. ‘It is the best part of
the man, I sometimes think, that revolts most against his
being a minister. His good revolts from official goodness.
If he never spoke or acted but with the full consent of his
understanding, if the whole man acted always, how power
ful would be every act and every word.’
To Emerson, being good meant speaking or acting from
the whole man. It meant that the whole heart was in back
of every utterance and act. This was Emerson’s religion

and he followed it with fearlessness, even ruthlessness. ‘I
have seen him when his religion was tested, and it bore the
test,’ said Father Taylor of Emerson’s religion.
We too often confuse real goodness with official goodness.
A man may believe in the right doctrines and perform the
right rituals, and be officially good. But he is not neces
sarily good according to the standard of the seers. He may
be simply the puppet of some church. He may not speak
and act from his whole being at all, but may go through
the forms as mere routine. This is being orthodox, but not
necessarily good. Emerson felt that a man must learn to
do right, not because someone else does so, but because of
his own inward sympathies for righteousness. Most people
are good by accommodation rather than from conviction.
Official goodness is often the easy way. But the good
ness of the seers was not the easy way. It was a fearless
allegiance to what they felt was right and true in their
inmost beings. It was the way that led to crosses and jails
and stakes, because it invariably transgressed the way of
official goodness. The seers could not always accept the
right doctrines or the traditional rules and thus they were
generally at odds with the status quo. And Emerson was
no exception. ‘He was born too late for the trail of the
cross or the stake, or even the jail,’ said Dr. Holmes. ‘But
the penalty of having an opinion of his own and express
ing it was a serious one, and he accepted it as cheerfully as
any of Queen Mary’s martyrs accepted his fiery baptism.
His faith was too large and too deep for the formulas he
found built into the pulpit, and he was too honest to cover
up his doubts under the flowing vestments of a sacred
calling.’
The outward manner of Emerson’s life was mild. He
was ever kind and tolerant and amiable. But Mumford re-

minds us that he was not mild inside. He had ‘an inner
intensity: it burns!’ He had a flaming ideal of Goodness
and Right of his own. So don’t be deceived by Emerson’s
surface mildness: ‘there are summer afternoons,’ says
Mumford, ‘when from the distance Mont Blanc itself seems
little more than a cone of ice-cream; and his contempo
raries forgot that this sweet man carried a lash, a lash that
would not merely drive the money-changers from the temple
but the priests.’
The sentimentalists have ever sought to make seers of
sugar and ice cream. They have plastered so much sugar
on the surface that the fire within has been virtually ob
scured. When we see the damage done by these people we
are inclined to agree with the realist who said that sentimen
tality is the worst enemy of truth in the world.
The real seers were not cones of ice cream. They were
men with a hardness and edge that may only be described
as terrible. Terrible in a positive sense, but nevertheless
terrible in fearlessness and power. So don’t be fooled by
Mont Blanc at a distance. It is not a cone of ice cream, but
a mountain of earth and solid rock. And rest assured that
it is easier to climb to heaven on earth and solid rock than
on sugar and ice cream.
The name of Oliver Wendell Holmes is universally re
spected and cherished in our country. The Dr. Holmes who
knew Emerson, and his son the late Justice Holmes, are
regarded as models of culture. Yet they were very human,
especially the late Justice Holmes. Justice Holmes used to
quit the high chair of the Supreme Court and roll into a
burlesque show now and then. Channing Pollock says he
recalls Justice Holmes ‘at a burlesque, reading when the
comedians came on the stage, and pocketing his book when
the girls appeared. Later, wholly indifferent to any opinion

of himself but his own, he was to declare laughingly that
he thanked Heaven for his “low tastes.” It was the common
man in Holmes that made him a great man. There is neither
greatness nor goodness in holding one’s self aloof from
life.’
Did the writers of the Bible hold themselves aloof from
life? Hardly. There is no great book that reports the whole
of life with such bluntness. If every word of the Bible was
divinely inspired, then even God enjoyed an occasional
‘roll on the ground.’
Most intelligent persons judge books and men by wholes
rather than particulars. The sentimentalist is too good to
be true. He is horrified at the least whiff of reality. Parts
of ‘Leaves of Grass’ made Emerson hold his nose, but
judging Whitman’s book as a whole he pronounced it ‘the
most extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that America
has yet contributed.’ Whitman once said, ‘I was simmer
ing, simmering, simmering; Emerson brought me to boil.’
Those who have read ‘Leaves of Grass’ can hardly imagine
the author of this book being brought to boil by a senti
mentalist. Thoreau, too, was a staunch realist, and it has
been rightly said that he owed more to Emerson than
any other man. Thoreau said that there was ‘more of the
divine realized in him’ (Emerson) than in anyone else he
knew.
Emerson liked Whitman’s poetry because it had power.
Walt reverted to the ancient way of reporting the whole of
life. Emerson liked this. He complained that most of our
writers are sterile, as if they had ‘too much handiwork, or
too much lymph in the temperament.’ So don’t be an over
refiner. ‘The most desperate scoundrels have been the over
refiners,’ said Emerson. He liked ‘the rough and tumble

old fellows.’ He liked Montaigne because he was ‘no ef
feminate parlour workman. . . . A gross, semi-savage in
decency debases his book; but the robustness of his senti
ments, the generosity of his judgments, the downright
truth without fear or favour, I do embrace with both arms.’
Emerson embraced the men who embraced the whole of
life without fear or favor. They were real. And he was real.
‘The Golden Day’ — the day of Emerson, Thoreau, Whit
man, Hawthorne, and Melville — was the day when the
real was the ideal. Comparing the period after the Civil
W ar with the Golden Day, Lewis Mumford finds that ‘it
is not hard to define the difference; to put it crudely, the
guts of idealism were gone.’ Emerson liked idealism that
had guts, perhaps because his own idealism had body as
well as soul.

N OUR times it appears reasonably certain that one of the
chief sins is to call a man a man. John Smith is seldom
just John Smith; he is generally known by his labels. He is
broken up into fractions until we no longer think of him
as a human being. He is no longer ‘simply the person, the
ultimate being standing upon his feet, clothed in his own
mind, in his inherent personal worth.’ The private man is
submerged by the labels he has taken unto himself or by
those that society has bestowed upon him. We have Repub
licans and Democrats, deists and theists, modernists and
fundamentalists, and hosts of other labels. As a result, most
people are dehumanized in our imagination before we even
know them. We are full of preferences and prejudices, and
no one sees John Smith as just John Smith, the private man
clothed in his own mind, in his inherent personal worth.
This tendency to label men was intensified by the great
increase in knowledge of recent years. It appears to be
closely allied to our dislike of simplicity. Recall what
Schweitzer says, that ‘the spirit of our age dislikes what
is simple. It no longer believes the simple can be profound.’
Thus if John Smith refuses your labels and says that he
is just a man, you suspect there is no depth to him. The
greatest men were not concerned with tags. Jesus, Plato,
Emerson; did they go about attaching labels to themselves?
The name of the man is enough; it denotes all things. How
ridiculous if we were to say ‘Jesus, the modernist’; or ‘Jesus,
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the fundamentalist.’ For a great man his name is the only
proper tag. It is only when you come down to little minds
that you find a string of labels floating after the name. To
the great seers, life was a progress, not a station. They
were ever ascending on the wings of Spirit. They might
pitch their tent in one camp, but it was only to spend a sum
mer night. They built no houses on half-truths. They did
not settle down forever in any truth. They were ever mov
ing to higher horizons. And they moved so fast that a
shallow world found it difficult to label them. Thus at last
they became nothing but Jesus, Plato, Emerson — the name
is enough.
In one sense, Jesus did label himself, but the labels were
not those of the passing world. They were labels that desig
nated states of spiritual awareness. They were not labels
that designated a narrow and settled outlook, as most of
our labels do. Labels are occasionally useful in that they
reveal a man’s direction, but the labels of Jesus are not
the labels of to-day. Our labels reveal not direction and
vision, but a want of direction and vision.
Our tendency to label everyone reveals how far from
thinking we are; for thinking is ‘harmony within us.’ When
a man lives by the harmony within him, he finds life very
simple. He is simply ‘a candidate for Truth.’ He will have
none of your ridiculous labels that pigeonhole thought. He
is climbing the mountain of Truth, and to-morrow may
bring a wider horizon, revealing that what he saw yester
day must be revised in the light of to-day’s vision. How
could such a man label himself? He would not anyway;
but if he did, he would probably need a new label every
month. And of course a shallow world, securely entombed
in half-truths, would say that there is no stability in the
man who revises his half-truths to fuller truths. It happens

that the very nature of spiritual progress demands a con
stant revision of opinion. ‘Spirit is ascending,’ said Emer
son. The views of any man who is ascending on the wings
of Spirit are necessarily subject to new insights. Only those
standing still may properly label themselves. Most labels
indicate stagnation.
The man who is ascending has a sublime simplicity; his
allegiance is wholly to his own inner light. But this alle
giance of the seers is too simple for us. We dislike what
is simple. Thus we seek truth from without, casting our
lot with this creed or that system, and gathering unto our
selves a lot of labels that make us fractions of men instead
of Man Thinking. We may be thinking men, but there is a
vast difference between men thinking from without, from
the world, and a man who is creating his own spiritual
awareness in the light of his own insight. That is Man
Thinking, and you cannot label him with any of your tags
of the passing world. Call him seer or prophet if you will,
for these labels designate a way of life that is alive. But
he is never properly called a transcendentalist, modernist,
fundamentalist.
‘The day of days,’ said Emerson, ‘is that in which the
inward eye opens to the Unity in things . . When the
inward eye opens to an awareness of the essential Oneness
of all life, there comes a feeling of distrust for all things
which tend to breed the idea of separation in the minds
of men. When he was thirty Emerson’s inward eye opened
to the Unity in things, and from then on he refused to
label himself. If others wished to do so, that was their
right. ‘I see no objection to being called a Platonist, a
Christian, or any other affirmative name — and no good in
negation.’ In other words, he went right on being Ralph
Waldo Emerson, and let his contemporaries call him what

they wished. He was concerned with more important ‘busi
ness’ than settling down at stations, to be labeled. He had
the gift of insight, and could tear the husk from any ear
while he absorbed the kernel. Truth is everywhere, even in
man’s weakest contrivances. ‘I need not nibble forever at
one loaf, but eat it, and thank God for it, and earn an
other.’ You are about to fix Emerson as a Platonist and
you find he has partaken of that loaf and is feeding on the
religions of the East. You are about to fix him as an Ori
entalist and you find him back in Christianity, announcing
that the Christian religion is ‘profoundly true.’
Truth everywhere! And why not? Is it a law that we
shall find truth only in our own back yard? It would seem
so, to watch the average person nibble forever at one loaf,
and intolerantly proclaim that no other bread is good.
Emerson found so much truth in all religions and all phi
losophies that if we are going to label him accurately, we
shall fill several pages with his rightful tags. But can’t
we leave him just a man, simply the ultimate being, stand
ing on his own feet, clothed in his own mind, in his inherent
personal worth? Can’t he be just Emerson? Apparently
not, for we have an obsession for labeling men that is al
most pathological.
T RANSCENDENTALIST

All in all, there is no great issue at stake in the use of
these labels. Our only objection to them is that so many
people lose the essence by stressing the form. For some
strange reason Emerson has become The Transcendentalist.
It is no great crime to call him The Transcendentalist, but
to most he has become a symbol of a movement rather than
a man. He has become a label rather than an essence, as
he really was. Thus we become aware of the real danger

of these labels. They ‘have their value for beginners in
literary criticism,’ says Bliss Perry, ‘but how easy becomes
the fatal habit of substituting a critical abstraction for an
actual knowledge of a man. . .
People find the label Transcendentalist attached to Emer
son in literary criticism and accept the critical abstraction
without ever bothering to discover what Emerson actually
said about Transcendentalism. The first critic probably
called Emerson a Transcendentalist, and most of the others
have played ‘follow the leader.’ It became an ‘established
view’ that Emerson was the leading figure in this movement,
and one of the chief sins is to transgress the established
views. Thus I have seen critics who have sweated and ra
tionalized no end, in trying to make Emerson The Trans
cendentalist, that they might not violate the established
view.
It does not require much sweating to discover to what
extent Emerson was a Transcendentalist. As Mr. Smith
would say, ‘Let’s look at the record.’ In the winter of 18411842 Emerson gave a course of eight lectures on The Times.
In these lectures he reported the various types and trends
of his time. Thus we find one lecture called ‘The Conserva
tive’; another called ‘The Poet.’ In the fourth lecture of
this series, he discussed the type known as ‘Transcenden
talist.’ He was simply an observer who was reporting the
various trends and types as he saw them, just as Dr. Hume
might lecture on the world’s living religions, or as Walter
Lippmann might lecture on the various political types of
our time.
Let us imagine that Harvard asks Walter Lippmann to
give a course of lectures on various political groups. He ac
cepts the invitation and plans to give the point of view of
Republicans, Democrats, Fascists, Socialists, Communists

and others. It happens that Lippmann’s fourth lecture is on
Socialism. He gives the point of view of the Socialist,
and as in the other lectures endeavors to point out the de
fects and virtues of this particular point of view. For some
reason, somebody gets the idea that Lippmann is a Socialist,
and he is henceforth always known as ‘Lippmann, the So
cialist.’ It happens that Lippmann is not a Socialist, but
someone got the idea that he was and a hundred years
hence the label still clings.
This is about what happened in Emerson’s case, and
there was about as much sense to what happened as in our
imaginary analogy concerning Lippmann. Emerson was
simply reporting the types and trends as he saw them. And
the amazing fact — amazing in view of what has since
come to pass — is that when he came to Transcendentalism
he was rather severe. On the whole, he condemned more
than he praised. We find him referring to the Transcendentalists as ‘this class,’ ‘these persons,’ ‘these children,’
‘these talkers.’ He calls Transcendentalism ‘the Saturnalia
or excess of Faith.’ He sees it simply as a ‘way of think
ing’ that has appeared in all ages. He finds this way of
thinking in Roman times, resulting in Stoic philosophers.
‘Falling on despotic times,’ it made patriotic Catos and
Brutuses; ‘falling on superstitious times,’ it made prophets
and apostles; ‘on popish times, made protestants and ascetic
monks . . . on prelatical times, made Puritans and Quak
ers; and falling on Unitarian and commercial times, makes
the peculiar shades of Idealism which we know.’
In short, Emerson traces this way of thinking through
the ages and finds that in his time it became known as
Transcendentalism. We suspect that he might have added,
were he here to-day, ‘and falling on the twentieth century,
it made what is known as the Oxford Group Movement.’

This way of thinking exalted a method which in the Oxford
Group has come to be known as ‘guidance.’
Then he looks for the sources of Transcendentalism. ‘It
is well known to most of my audience that the Idealism of
the present day acquired the name of Transcendental from
the use of that term by Immanuel Kant . . . , who replied
to the skeptical philosophy of Locke, which insisted that
there was nothing in the intellect which was not previously
in the experience of the senses, by showing that there was
a very important class of ideas or imperative forms, which
did not come by experience, but through which experience
was acquired; that these were intuitions of the mind itself;
and he denominated them Transcendental forms. The ex
traordinary profoundness and precision of that man’s think
ing have given vogue to his nomenclature, in Europe and
America, to that extent that whatever belongs to the class
of intuitive thought is popularly called at the present day
Transcendental.’
Emerson goes on to describe the Transcendentalist as he
sees him. He is sometimes complimentary, and more often
not. But he made one mistake, and it perhaps explains why
his name has ever since been so closely allied to this move
ment. He occasionally uses the first person, meaning, T,
the Transcendentalist’; and the world has evidently thought
he meant himself. Edward Emerson spoke of this, but it
evidently made no impression on a world that had already
fixed Emerson for all time as a Transcendentalist. He said
that the use of the first person ‘does not mean that Mr.
Emerson states here his own views. In this and what fol
lows he only continues to be a mouthpiece for the views of
these “children” with whose faith he admits a sympathy,
but it is a measured one.’

It is indeed a ‘measured one.’ When you read some of the
things Emerson said about these children, you wonder how,
in the name of all that is sensible, he ever came to be known
as a Transcendentalist. Yet any number of authorities will
confidently assure you that Emerson was the leader of the
movement. Some will even assure you that he was the
founder of Transcendentalism.
For a founder and leader he wasn’t very complimentary.
In his Journal he once wrote: ‘Buddhism, Transcendental
ism, life delights in reducing ad absurdum. The child, the
infant, is a transcendentalist, and charms us all; we try to
be, and instantly run in debt, lie, steal, commit adultery,
go mad, and die.’ Emerson managed fairly well for one who
is commonly supposed to be the leader of Transcendentalism.
If he lied, stole, committed adultery and went mad, the
world has yet to hear about it. We have a vague recollec
tion of a few debts, and he did die; this is apparently the
extent of his attempts to be a Transcendentalist. Obviously
Emerson had his tongue in his cheek when he made this
entry in his Journal. He had a rare sense of humor and
evidently could not resist a little fun at the expense of these
‘children.’
Van Dyke was one of the few critics who saw Emerson’s
relation to this movement as it really was. Emerson sailed
the seas of Transcendentalism, he says, but he was ‘piloted
by a clear moral sense, warned off the rocks by the saving
grace of humor, and kept from capsizing by a good ballast
of New England prudence.’ Emerson navigated the Tran
scendental sea, exploring it for its truth, but he never dropped
anchor; in fact he ‘disclaimed allegiance to that philoso
phy . . . His practical common sense recoiled from the
amazing conclusions which were drawn from it by many

of its more eccentric advocates. His independence revolted
against being bound to any scheme or system of doctrine,
however nebulous.’
There you have a real picture of Emerson’s relation to
Transcendentalism in a few words. It is a picture worth
more than all the volumes that fantastically endeavor to
sink Emerson in the Transcendental sea. He would not be
sunk in any sea. The backbone of his credo is seen in his
conviction that a man who is ‘a candidate for Truth’
will ‘keep himself aloof from all moorings, and afloat.’
Emerson not only wasn’t sunk in the Transcendental sea,
but he never tied up to any of their ‘moorings.’ The world
did the sinking and fastening.
From some of the writings about Emerson, you gain the
impression that he became an intuitionist because of the
Transcendental movement. He was an intuitionist not because
of Transcendentalism, but in spite of it. It would be as
sensible to say that Jesus was an intuitionist because of some
movement in Jerusalem. Men like Jesus and Socrates and
Emerson were intuitionists because they were made that
way. It was as natural for them to gravitate to what is called
‘the intuitional method’ as it is for a duck to take to water.
The Divine Presence awakens in these men and their in
tuition then becomes the salient influence in their thinking.
It is a natural unfolding from within. It is as natural a
growth as the development of the oak from the acorn. And
these men would become intuitionists if all of their con
temporaries did, or if none of them did. In other words,
external influences have little or nothing to do with the
flowering of this ‘primary wisdom.’ It is a growth from
within outward.
But it happened that a supreme intuitionist appeared at
the time of this movement which exalted intuition. And

because this intuitionist happened to use a few expressions
of the Transcendentalists in a few of his essays, it was
thought that the intuitional method itself was gained from
the movement. Men are forever looking to things — to
movements, systems, institutions — for the source of ideas,
as if ideas came from things rather than persons. The in
tuitional method was seen as an idea of Transcendentalism,
and it never occurred to most people that this method was
the fruit of an inner growth in Emerson. Transcendentalists exalted intuition and so did Emerson. Therefore it
must be, men said, that Emerson got the method from the
movement. He already had the method before he ever heard
of the Transcendentalists, and he was profoundly disturbed
at the tendency in some of the ‘more eccentric advocates’
to carry this method to extremes. He hated extremes.
‘Human strength is not in extremes,’ he said, ‘but in avoid
ing extremes.’ Many of the Transcendentalists carried the
intuitional method to ridiculous extremes. Few men have
been more intuitive than Emerson, but he had, as Cooke
said, ‘a rigid balance and checks’ for his intuition, that he
might distinguish ‘pure universalism’ from his own ‘indi
vidualism.’ To be able to distinguish our intuitions from
the thought of what Paul calls the carnal mind is a very
fine art, one known to very few men, and one that requires
years of listening in our closet, with the door shut. Dimnet,
discussing the art of thinking, reminds us that ‘teasing
apprehensions’ and ‘depressing doubts’ often ‘shoot across
our consciousness in much the same manner’ as intuitions.
And it is a real art to be able to distinguish this carnal
thought from pure intuition. None knew this more than
Emerson, and he readily saw, as Cooke said, that ‘it is
dangerous for a weak mind to believe that all its impulses
are divine revelations, that every seeming intuition is to be
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followed, that we are what we are by means of a power
outside of ourselves entirely.’
Emerson felt that there is guidance for each one of us,
but reading that guidance correctly is a fine art, one that
takes years of patient and sober effort. But some of the
Transcendentalists evidently felt that all of their impulses
were divine revelations and that every seeming intuition was
a ‘radiogram from God,’ to use the modern parlance. The
‘guidance’ isn’t something that comes in a direct ‘radio
gram from God’; it is our own intuition reflecting Mind,
and the light reflected is generally mixed with a good deal
of individualism at that. Emerson was disgusted with those
who blindly followed every seeming intuition, and he kept
his faith in the intuitional method not because of the
Transcendentalists, but in spite of them. He tried to tell
them what to do when they entered their ‘closet.’ He said:
‘Go, that is, and ascertain what truth of you this man
fantastically said, but yet said, and subtract what vast
amounts of individualism have mixed with that pure universalism that is yours as well as his, neither yours nor
his, but Being’s.’ This is the essence of the art of retreat
ing to one’s ‘closet,’ as seen by Emerson. It is a method
far removed from that of the mind that believes that all its
impulses are divine revelations, and that every seeming in
tuition is to be followed. But more of this in a later chapter.
In the lecture on Transcendentalism, Emerson indicates
in several places just how seriously he takes these children.
At one point we find him referring to the Transcendental
ists as ‘these exacting children,’ who ‘eat clouds, and drink
wind.’ In another place, they are ‘these talkers who talk
the sun and moon away.’ He not only refuses to take them
very seriously, but he reprimands them for their inertia: —

‘Their solitary and fastidious manners not only withdraw
them from the conversation, but from the labors of the
world; they are not good citizens, not good members of
society; unwillingly they bear their part of the public and
private burdens; they do not willingly share in the public
charities, in the public religious rites, in the enterprises of
education, of missions foreign and domestic, in the aboli
tion of the slave trade, or in the temperance society. They
do not even like to vote. The philanthropists inquire whether
Transcendentalism does not mean sloth: they had as lief
hear that their friend is dead, as that he is a Transcenden
talism for then is he paralyzed, and can never do anything
for humanity. What right, cries the good world, has the
man of genius to retreat from work, and indulge himself?
The popular literary creed seems to be, “I am a sublime
genius; I ought not therefore to labor.” But genius is the
power to labor better and more availably. Deserve thy genius;
exalt it. The good, the illuminated, sit apart from the rest,
censuring their dullness and vices, as if they thought by
sitting very grand in their chairs, the very brokers, attor
neys, and congressmen would see the error of their ways,
and flock to them. But the good and wise must learn to
act, and carry salvation to the combatants and demagogues
in the dusty arena below.’
And this, mind you, from the man who is universally
known as a Transcendentalism and is commonly cited as the
leader of this movement. Mr. Smith’s idea of looking at
the record is a good one. It blasts a lot of our illusions.
How this man ever came to be cited as the leader of Trans
cendentalism must remain one of the great mysteries. At
the time of his lecture on this movement, he said that the
Transcendentalists ‘withdraw themselves from the common
labors and competitions of the market and caucus, and be-

take themselves to a certain solitary and critical way of
living, from which no solid fruit has yet appeared to justify
their separation.’ And there is no evidence to indicate that
Emerson ever changed this view.
All in all, he was simply reporting the views of these
children, and his attitude is like that of a father who does
not take the antics of his children too seriously and hopes
for better things with maturity. At the end of the lecture
Emerson pleads for tolerance, as he always did for any
religion or philosophy, and hopes that the Transcendentalists
will somehow make a worth-while contribution to society.
‘Society also has its duties in reference to this class,’ he
said, ‘and must behold them with what charity it can.
Possibly some benefit may yet accrue from them to the
state.’
Here again we see the man who was commonly supposed
to have been the leader of this group, asking society to be
as charitable as possible to ‘this class.’ The conclusion of
any sensible person must be that it is not only ridiculous
but a little sad that Emerson should have been branded a
Transcendentalist. But he manages to sail on serenely, in
spite of the foolish legends about him. As Lowell said:
He sits in a mystery calm and intense,
And looks coolly about him with sharp common sense.
The sad part is that a man of such sublime spirituality and
sharp common sense should be forever tied to a movement
which he himself refused to take seriously.
Someone will say, ‘But you are discussing only one lec
ture. How about the rest of Emerson’s writings?’ How
about them? Bliss Perry says that ‘at least three-fourths
of Emerson’s published writings have little or nothing of

Transcendentalism in them.’ This is a very conservative
estimate. Look at the index of the Centenary edition of
Emerson’s works, and you gain a pretty good idea of the
frequency of this subject in Emerson’s writings. The Cen
tenary edition contains virtually all of Emerson’s important
essays and addresses. There are twelve volumes in this edi
tion. Turn to the index covering the entire twelve volumes
and you find just four references to Transcendentalism.
There are several references to Transcendentalists, but every
one of them refers the reader to the lecture we have been
discussing. In other words, outside of this lecture there is
not a single reference to Transcendentalist in an index cov
ering twelve volumes. And in the index covering ten volumes
of Emerson’s Journals, you will find only five references
to Transcendentalism.
Having rescued Emerson from the Transcendental sea,
we might throw out a sentence or two for his good friends
— Bronson Alcott, Theodore Parker, and Margaret Fuller.
This group is commonly regarded as the Big Four of Tran
scendentalism. Yet the truth is that the other three were no
more sunk in the Transcendental sea than Emerson. Pro
fessor H. C. Goddard has made a thorough study of Tran
scendentalism in New England, and he reports that ‘not
one of the four whom common consent seems to have
selected as the leading transcendentalists, Alcott, Emerson,
Parker, and Margaret Fuller, had any active share in the
enterprise, and most of them, while sympathizing with the
spirit of its founders, expressed themselves as disagreeing
with the theories underlying it. Indeed, Mr. Lindsay Swift
has put it in a way which cannot be improved upon when
he says that Emerson “never refers to Brook Farm without
conveying to the finest sense the assurance that someone is
laughing behind the shrubbery.” ’

Brook Farm was founded in 1841. George Willis Cooke
watched the whole panorama of events we are discussing
here, and he noted that ‘Emerson has said that the meetings
of the Transcendental Club resulted in the society at Brook
Farm.’ Lindsay Swift has said that ‘Brook Farm was a
Transcendental movement without doubt.’ Recall that Em
erson’s lecture on Transcendentalism was given in the win
ter of 1841-1842, and you may well conclude that he was
laughing behind the shrubbery at Brook Farm. He certainly
was not laughing at the three we mention, for like Emerson
they were only occasional visitors to the Farm and on the
whole were not in sympathy with its aims and purposes.
They were pretty much in accord with Emerson’s convic
tion that the members of this community were indulging
themselves in ‘a sort of Arcadian fanaticism, a passionate
desire to go upon the land and unite farming to intellectual
pursuits.’ Anyway, says Emerson, ‘all were cured of their
faith that scholarship and practical farming (I mean, with
one’s own hands) could be united.’
We have devoted some time to the record, because it is so
easy to gain the impression from some books about Emer
son that his writings are, for the most part, an exposition
of Transcendentalism. He gave one lecture on the subject,
at least only one is recorded. Otherwise, there are only a
few scattered references to Transcendentalism in the en
tire twenty-two volumes of his published works. Most of
these scattered references are indifferent, and not a few of
them belittle the movement. No one denies that Emerson
found a lot of good in Transcendentalism, but that is no good
reason for forever tying this label to his name. He found
a lot more truth in movements and religions that are scarcely
ever mentioned in connection with him. It would be much
more sensible to call him a political writer than a writer on

Transcendentalism. How about politics? ‘There are about
seventy essays and sixty addresses and articles in Emer
son’s published works,’ says Professor Perry. ‘Over twenty
of these productions deal directly with American politics,
to say nothing of his political verse, the countless politi
cal notes throughout the Journals, and the constant po
litical illustrations that appear in the E s s a y s And these
political teachings bore fruit in many able men — Theodore
Roosevelt, for one.
Let us drop this silly label and no longer tie it about
Emerson’s neck. ‘Emerson, the political writer,’ would be
much more sensible than ‘Emerson, the Transcendental
ism
U n it a r ia n

Emerson was once a minister in the Unitarian Church.
He found that he could not follow his highest light and
remain in the ministry. Consequently he resigned, and at
the age of twenty-nine we find him devoid of any sectarian
connections.
We are not concerned at this point with the propriety of
Emerson’s resignation. Our primary concern is the tendency
to associate him with Unitarianism. At full bloom, Emer
son is no more properly called a Unitarian than a Catholic.
To be sure, he agreed with the Unitarians more than he
disagreed. But that is no reason to call him a Unitarian.
In his address ‘The Preacher,’ he said in p art: ‘The Catho
lic Church has been immensely rich in men and influences.’
Splendid! Any thoughtful person will agree with Emerson.
But that is no reason to call him a Catholic. He goes on to
mention many of the great figures of the Catholic Church,
and says: ‘I agree with them more than I disagree. I agree
with their heart and motives; my discontent is with their

limitations and surface and language.’ Thus he also agreed
more than he disagreed with the Catholics.
Likewise with the great preachers of the Unitarian
Church: he always agreed with their heart and motives,
but we often find him discontented with their limitations
and surface and language. And so with all the other sects.
The point here is that at maturity Emerson was beyond
all sectarianism. At full bloom he was completely absorbed
in heart and motives. He went to the private man, the man
in all of us who is beyond sectarianism and all other isms.
He spoke, as his son said, to the common soul in men, the
part of them that is cosmic and knows no man-made limita
tions of creed and sect. In short, Emerson spoke from his
naked soul to the naked soul of the individual. His appeal
was never to a man’s limitations but to his infinitude. The
man he addressed was never a Unitarian or a Catholic
after Emerson was through with him, at least not for the
moment. The Concord seer had the gift of making men see
themselves as just human beings.
When he brought you into the focus of his magic smile
and penetrating insight, you could think of yourself as
naught but ‘the ultimate being/ standing on your own
feet, clothed in your right mind, in your inherent personal
worth.
The Divinity School students came to Emerson with their
‘differences of opinion.’ They were not a little perturbed
about their differences over sectarian and theological issues.
Did Emerson take sides, demonstrating which issue was
right and which wrong? Instead he spoke from his naked
soul to their naked souls, as when he said, ‘O my brothers,
God exists. . . . The whole course of things goes to teach
us faith. We need only obey. There is guidance for each of
us, and by lowly listening we shall hear the right word. . . .

For you there is a reality, a fit place and congenial duties.
Place yourself in the middle of the stream of power and
wisdom which animates all whom it floats, and you are
without effort impelled to truth, to right and a perfect con
tentment. . . . Then you are the world, the measure of
right, of truth, of beauty. If we would not be mar-plots
with our miserable interferences, the work, the society, let
ters, arts, science, religion of men would go on far better
than now, and the heaven predicted from the beginning of
the world, and still predicted from the bottom of the heart,
would organize itself, as do now the rose and the air and
the sun.’
When Emerson spoke in this vein, as he invariably did,
the young men forgot about their ‘differences of opinion.’
They were not thinking of the issues of sectarianism or
theology, but of this ‘stream of power and wisdom which
animates all whom it floats. . . .’ Emerson must be float
ing in this stream, they thought, for they had never seen
such animation in a man’s face. For the moment, they
forgot whether they were Unitarians or Baptists. Perhaps
these differences make us ‘mar-plots,’ they thought. The lilies
of the field are not Unitarians or Baptists and in all our
glory we are never arrayed as these flowers with no ‘inter
ferences.’ Perhaps there is something in man that will
cause him to unfold in the warmth of the Spirit as nat
urally as do now the rose and the lily. Perhaps we need
only obey the guidance which is in the heart of each one
of us, and is to be heard by lowly listening. Perhaps Emer
son was right. If we would not be mar-plots with our miser
able interferences, perhaps this Kingdom of God predicted
from the beginning of the world, and still predicted from
the bottom of our hearts, would have a chance to organ
ize itself.

In short, Emerson spoke from his heart to their common
soul, endeavoring to touch off a trend of thought similar
to the one we have just portrayed. Of course, the elders
of the church did not approve of Emerson’s method. The
obedience should be to them, to their creeds and ‘authority.’
They did not like this obedience to one’s own inner light.
It disrupted things. They would do the organizing for
the young men. This organizing was something for men
to do, not hearts. In short, the obedience was to things —
to creeds and churches; and the organizing was in the
outer world, to be done by men meeting at religious con
claves. An organization from within men’s hearts was un
thinkable. An obedience to one’s own light was unfaithful
to our ready-made tenets. So they called Emerson an
atheist.
Call him an atheist, if you will. Some will, and they are
of the type we just mentioned, who never even think of
organization from within rather than without, who know
no obedience but outward obedience. But don’t call Emer
son a Unitarian or anything else that savors of sectarian
ism. Not that we have anything against the Unitarians.
On the whole, they are doubtless as intelligent and cultured
a group as we have. The mention of this group is only
incidental, and we would say the same if Emerson had been
a pastor in any other church. The point is that at full
bloom this man was far beyond all sectarianism. The pas
sage we quoted clearly demonstrates the manner of his
approach. It was always to what is in you and me, regard
less of our outward preferences and prejudices. Emerson’s
appeal was to the heart, not to the carnal mind. It is in the
carnal mind, as Paul called it, that all of our differences
originate. It is here that we become mar-plots with our
miserable interferences. If men obeyed their hearts, their

inmost light, there would be no miserable interferences with
the natural unfoldment of the divine nature. It would organ
ize itself as naturally as the lilies of the field, and we would
become not Unitarians or Baptists, but just men, standing
on our own feet, in our own minds, in our own inherent
personal worth. In other words, we would be men rather
than fractions of men. We would be human beings.
But we are approaching the millennium. At this stage
of the world, men doubtless need to be Unitarians and
Catholics. But will you not tolerate one man who is much
more than a symbol of one particular sect? As Emerson
himself asked: ‘Amidst the downward tendency and prone
ness of things, when every voice is raised for a new road
or another statute or a subscription of stock; for an im
provement in dress, or in dentistry; for a new house or a
larger business; for a political party, or the division of an
estate; will you not tolerate one or two solitary voices in
the land, speaking for thoughts and principles not market
able or perishable?’ In other words, will you not tolerate
one man who celebrates spirit rather than form? Is there
no room for one man who is not one thing, but all things?
In short, will you not tolerate one prophet in the land?
I trust that I have made my design clear. When I had
written that Emerson was at full bloom no more a Uni
tarian than a Catholic, I felt that I might be misunderstood.
Yet I felt the essential truth of the statement, and asked a
man of unexcelled judgment — and an authority on Emerson
as well — if the remark was objectionable. He said that it
should not be objectionable if I made myself clear in what
ensued. I trust that the statement will not be regarded as a
reflection on either Unitarianism or Catholicism. I suspect
that an entry in Emerson’s Journal had something to do

with my statement. This passage speaks for itself; it is
a true reflection of the real Emerson, the man in full bloom.
At maturity he was interested in you as a private man, and
if you asked him what church to join he would consider
your needs as a person. He would not be swayed by the fact
that he had once been a Unitarian minister. Consider the
following case:
‘I hear with pleasure that a young girl in the midst of
rich, decorous Unitarian friends in Boston is well-nigh
persuaded to join the Roman Catholic Church. Her friends,
who are also my friends, lamented to me the growth of this
inclination. But I told them that I think she is to be greatly
congratulated on the event. She has lived in great poverty
of events. In form and years a woman, she is still a child,
having had no experiences, and although of a fine, liberal,
susceptible, expanding nature, has never yet found any
worthy object of attention; has not been in love, not been
called out by any taste, except lately by music, and sadly
wants adequate objects. In this church, perhaps, she shall
find what she needs, in a power to call out the slumbering
religious sentiment. It is unfortunate that the guide who
has led her into this path is a young girl of a lively, forcible,
but quite external character, who teaches her the historical
argument for the Catholic faith. I told A. that I hoped she
would not be misled by attaching any importance to that.
If the offices of the church attracted her, if its beautiful
forms and humane spirit draw her, if St. Augustine and
St. Bernard, Jesus and Madonna, cathedral music and
masses, then go, for thy dear heart’s sake, but do not go
out of this icehouse of Unitarianism, all external, into an
icehouse again of external. At all events, I charged her to
pay no regard to dissenters, but to suck that orange thor
oughly.’

Thus the former Unitarian minister hears ‘with pleasure’
of the young woman who is thinking of leaving the Uni
tarian fold to become a Catholic. And why not? Emerson
was not thinking of Unitarianism and Catholicism half as
much as the needs of this girl as a private person. He was
thinking of the flowering of her inner life, and not of this
icehouse, all external, or of the other icehouse of external.
He was concerned, in his relations with any individual,
with that which would stimulate the growth of ‘the white
flower within,’ or the inner life.
On another occasion a friend wrote Emerson with some
concern, telling of another Protestant who had turned to
Catholicism. As in the case of the young woman, Emerson
showed no concern over the external circumstances. ‘How
supremely unimportant the form under which we celebrate
the justice, love, and tru th !’ he replied. The growth of these
attributes themselves is the important thing, and not the pot
they are planted in. If Unitarianism is the proper vessel
for the flowering of your ‘white flower within,’ then by all
means plant yourself here. Or if you need the ‘cathedral
music and masses,’ then turn to the Catholic Church. Emer
son had no bone to pick with any man on this score. What
disgusted him was to see men become so enmeshed in ex
ternals that they celebrated the form rather than the spirit
which is, or should be, in every church. By celebrating the
form, men get lost in the ‘dry husk,’ and become narrow,
intolerant and bigoted. By celebrating the form they lose
the spirit and the result is a world of discordant factions.
‘How supremely unimportant is the form,’ said Emerson.
And all the great seers echo a fervent ‘Amen!’ But in the
world it is ever, How supremely important is the form ! As
a result, justice, love, and truth suffer and the world be
comes a madhouse of my justice and my truth, as if our

way was the only way to these attributes of God. But
Emerson never lost his faith in the infinitude of the private
man. The private man is a god, but when in groups or in
stitutions men generally mope and wallow like dogs. Thus
Emerson ignored man’s contrivances and went to the man
himself, saying: ‘Be real and admirable, not as we know,
but as you know.’ In other words, Emerson took Jesus at
his word when he said, The Kingdom of God is within
you.
O t h e r L abels

Philosopher. — Strictly speaking, Emerson was not a phi
losopher. This is one of the labels most frequently given to
him, and it is harmless enough if used to designate a thinker
or scholar or some such generalization. But it is inaccurate
in that it may leave the impression in many minds that
Emerson was a reasoner. He was not primarily a reasoner,
or dialectician, but an intuitionist, and as such belongs
more with the mystics, seers, and prophets than with the
philosophers. As one critic rightly says, ‘Being a man of
many intuitions . . . he [Emerson] is to be regarded as
a prophet rather than a philosopher.’ After a visit to Em
erson’s home, the Reverend Convers Francis wrote in his
diary: ‘He is not a philosopher, he is a seer.’ Those who
knew Emerson best and really understood him placed him
with the mystics, seers and prophets rather than with the
system-building philosophers.
He belongs also with that ‘little company of emancipators,’
as Crothers labels them, of which Bergson and William
James were leading exponents. This little company were
‘emancipators of the intellect’ and Crothers notes the ways
in which they differed from the philosophers who were
system-builders. ‘There are certain minds,’ he says, ‘which

have exercised a vast influence over the thought of the
world, as constructors of intellectual systems. Their ambi
tion has been to reduce all things to a formula. They become
masters of existing knowledge and arrange it in orderly
fashion. Thus Thomas Aquinas summed up the thought of
the middle ages in a solid theology to be received by all who
came after him. John Calvin, with lawyer-like logic, did
the same thing for sixteenth-century Protestantism. Herbert
Spencer, with prodigious industry, gathered an immense
number of facts and attempted to bring them all into an
agreement with his own scientific formula.
‘Up to a certain point the system-maker is a helper to
all those who would live a reasonable intellectual life. He
shows us where to put our facts and to a certain degree
how to use them. The difficulty comes when new facts are
discovered which do not fit into the system, or when in the
course of our intellectual development we come upon a
fresh point of view.
‘Then the system becomes a blind alley. We are led into
it by a perfectly logical process, but there is no logical way
out of it. The mind goes round and round and is conscious
of the futility of its own effort. The universe is narrowed
to the dimensions of a rigid creed. The system now shuts out
more of reality than it explains.
‘It is when we become conscious of the dangers of mak
ing the universe a blind alley and becoming entrapped in
rigid forms that we appreciate the function of philosophers
like William James and Bergson. They are emancipators
of the intellect. In their keen criticism of dogmatic systems
they show us a way out. Reality, they assure us, is some
thing vaster than any definition of it.’
The little company of emancipators are little understood,
especially by the conservatives, and thus I quote Crothers

at some length as an able exposition of ‘the other side.’
Of course he includes Emerson in this little band, and he
comments on the very simple and effective way in which
Emerson pointed the direction to Reality. We have already
discussed this way and will discuss it at some length later
on. It is enough here to say that Emerson was not a phi
losopher of the system-building type. In his Journal he
charged himself to be ‘an opener of doors for such as come
after thee and do not make the Universe a blind alley.’
No one could ever accuse Emerson of having made the Uni
verse a blind alley.
One critic has said that Emerson was ‘distinctly a Platonist.’ He was not ‘distinctly’ anything but Ralph Waldo Em
erson. He said that we might call him a Platonist if we
wished — he saw no good in either affirming or denying
it. He did gain a great deal from Plato, but that is no
reason for saying he was distinctly a Platonist. He re
garded Plato as the symbol of philosophy. ‘Plato is phi
losophy, and philosophy, Plato.’ If we go by his own defi
nition, he was not distinctly a Platonist because he was not
distinctly a philosopher, and sometimes corrected those who
gave him this label.
A Pennsylvania clergyman was asked if men should marry.
‘By all means,’ counseled the witty parson, and added: ‘If
you get a good wife you will become very happy. If you
get a bad one you will become a philosopher.’ Emerson
was happily married, perhaps too much so to become one
of those gloomy philosophers who appear to carry the
world about on their shoulders. Perhaps the chief function
of a good wife is to keep her husband from taking himself
and the world too seriously. Mrs. Emerson was a very
sensible woman — ‘a woman of warm, opulent nature, en
dowed with humor and patience,’ says Bliss Perry. Doubt-

less she had a good deal to do with keeping her distin
guished husband from breaking Rule Six.
Many philosophers break Rule Six and suffer from the
illusion that they can reduce Truth and Reality to a code
or formula. In so doing they apparently suffer from a su
periority complex. If anything, Emerson suffered somewhat
from an inferiority complex, especially when young, and
perhaps did not have the proper regard for his abilities.
When he was in college, and should have been passing
through the sophomoric stage of knowing it all, we find
him writing in his Journal: ‘I find myself often idle, va
grant, stupid and hollow. This is somewhat appalling, and,
if I do not discipline myself with diligent care, I shall
suffer severely from remorse and the sense of inferiority
hereafter. All around me are industrious and will be great,
I am indolent and shall be insignificant.’
Emerson averted the inferiority complex he so dreaded
at seventeen, but he never acquired a superiority complex.
At maturity he ever leaves the impression of good taste
and fine breeding: he is not supinely modest and is never
overbearing. He has that charm or radiance that seems to
glow from within. And he ever teaches from within, while
most philosophers appear to teach from without. Emerson
makes the distinction between the philosophers who speak
from within and those who speak from without. ‘The great
distinction between teachers sacred or literary, — between
poets like Herbert, and poets like Pope, — between philoso
phers like Spinoza, Kant and Coleridge, and philosophers like
Locke, Paley, Mackintosh, and Stewart . . . is that one class
speak from within, or from experience, as parties and posses
sors of the fact; and the other class from without, as specta
tors merely, or perhaps as acquainted with the fact on the
evidence of third persons. It is of no use to preach to me from

without. I can do that too easily myself. Jesus speaks always
from within, and in a degree that transcends all others. In
that is the miracle. I believe beforehand that it ought so to be.
All men stand continually in the expectation of the appearance
of such a teacher.’
Such a teacher is more often called mystic, seer, and
prophet than philosopher, and Emerson is more accurately
placed with the teachers he calls ‘sacred’ than with the
type he calls ‘literary.’ Dr. Bartol was asked to discuss
Emerson’s religion at the Concord School of Philosophy,
and he placed Emerson with the sacred teachers. He said,
in part: ‘None more than Emerson has lived next-door
neighbor to truth. “Who is this that turns aside into the
thicket from the throng?” asks Goethe in his poem. It was
Moses at Mount Sinai, Paul in Arabia, Jesus in the wilder
ness, and Emerson a worshipper in the woods.’
The sacred teachers continually turn aside into the thicket
to let their thought lead them. They listened for the lead
ings of the still small voice and let it lead them, let it
mould their thought patterns. They built their world from
within. Emerson felt that most philosophers try to lead
their thought rather than let it lead them. They set out with
fixed concepts and endeavor to mould the world into their
view. ‘The primary rule for the conduct of the Intellect,’
he says, ‘is to have control of the thoughts without losing
their natural attitudes and action. They are the oracle; we
are not to poke and drill and force, but to follow them.’
He ever followed them. ‘Emerson’s method,’ said Hora
tio W. Dresser, ‘was to let the inspirations of the spirit
lead the way, instead of inflicting one’s hypotheses and
presuppositions on the spirit. He wanted to know what life
was for the spirit, not what it could be made for a certain
philosophic demand.’

Most philosophers are not awakened to the importance of
solitude. If they turned aside into the thicket and listened
to their inward leader, they would see that there are ‘ever
higher and yet higher leadings’ and would not endeavor to
mould truth into a formula or system. ‘The necessity of
solitude is deeper than we have said, and is organic,’ said
Emerson. ‘I have seen many a philosopher whose world is
large enough for only one person. He affects to be a good
companion; but we are still surprising his secret, that he
means and needs to impose his system on all the rest.’
Of himself Emerson would say, ‘My doom and my
strength is to be solitary.’ It has worked out that way. A
prophet is ever a solitary figure. His great vision is born
in solitude, but alas! the vision is so great that it takes
many centuries to sink in.
Poet. — To those who called him a philosopher, Emer
son replied, ‘I am in all my theory, ethics and politics a
poet.’ By this he meant that his method was not that of
the reasoner or dialectician but was rather the intuitional
method that we commonly associate with the poet, mystic,
seer and prophet. He felt his way, through his intuitions,
and reason was employed only as a check and balance for
the feeling that sprang from within.
When a young man Emerson wrote his fiancee as fol
lows : ‘I am born a poet, — of a low class without doubt,
yet a poet. That is my nature and vocation. My singing,
be sure, is very husky, and is for the most part in prose.
Still I am a poet in the sense of a perceiver and dear
lover of the harmonies that are in the soul and in matter,
and specially of the correspondences between these and
those.’ Here we see what Emerson meant when he said
that he was a poet in theory, ethics and politics. He looked

at these from within and not as a reasoner who is consid
ering politics and ethics from without. All his theory, ethics
and politics sprang from his inner harmonies; thus we see
him applying his basic doctrine to all outward interests
in the same manner. In politics, economics, or any other
field, he is always placing the growth of the individual first.
He is for everything that tends to promote the growth of
inner harmony in the private man and against all influences
in any field that tend to thwart this growth. He considers
all the phenomena of the time from this one base.
There is no doubt that his singing in verse was some
what husky. In other words, he was not a great poet in the
technical sense, and that is why the label poet is inade
quate. His greatest singing was in prose and his greatest
genius is reflected not in the poems but in the essays. He
longed to be a great poet as some business executives
long to be great golfers. The business man may be un
surpassed in his office, but on the golf course he may be
something of a duffer. He may occasionally get a twohundred-and-fifty-yard drive, but this is the exception rather
than the rule. Likewise with Emerson. He was unsurpassed
in his essays but in poetry he was something of a duffer.
He occasionally hit out a great poem, one like ‘Bacchus.’
(Thomas Bailey Aldrich, a somewhat ruthless critic who
once chided Bliss Perry for having put a superfluous of
in an essay, said that ‘Bacchus’ was the American poem he
would have most liked to write.) But a poem like ‘Bacchus’
was the exception rather than the rule. To keep the golf
analogy, we might say that Emerson was a veritable Bobby
Jones when he turned to essays, but only what the golfers
call an ‘in-and-outer’ when he turned to poetry. He could
hole a Bacchus now and then, but almost never failed to
find the hole when he played with an essay.

Lowell’s colorful verse on Emerson was written before
the latter had turned out some fine poetry, but on the whole
there is much truth in it to-day.
There comes Emerson first, whose rich words, every one,
Are like gold nails in temples to hang trophies on;
Whose prose is grand verse while his verse the Lord knows
Is some of it pr— No, ’tis not even prose!
I would say that Emerson’s greatest poetry is his prose.
Some, as Bliss Perry says, ‘discover the real Emerson in
his poetry, as there will always be others who prefer to
find their Emerson in his Journals and Essays!’ I hap
pen to be one of the latter and must therefore refer the
former type to another book. Here his teachings are stud
ied almost entirely in the Essays and Journals.
Sage arid Metaphysician are two labels occasionally given
to Emerson. Sage is harmless enough, but Edward Emer
son spoke of sage as that ‘disagreeable word’ which would
never have pleased his father. Therefore, in deference to
one who was gracious even to those who called him insane,
we will spare him the pain of a label which would never
have pleased him. Van Wyck Brooks says that Emerson
‘had reinstated, alone in the nineteenth century, the ancient
figure of the sage, the giver of laws.’ In Mr. Brooks’s
definition of sage, we see a reason for not giving this title
to Emerson. Strictly speaking, he was not a giver o f laws.
He was primarily a giver of tendency, energy, vision. Mr.
Brooks obviously did not mean to give the impression that
Emerson gave fixed laws, but unfortunately some will
interpret him thus. And Emerson, of all men, cannot be
designated as a giver of fixed laws. He attempted to fix
no truth as ‘true,’ in the sense that new thoughts could

not revise his opinion. He was not a law-giver but a
direction-giver.
I once saw a caption which referred to Emerson as the
Concord Metaphysician. I hardly think this label appropri
ate, in view of the following passage from Emerson: ‘Meta
physics is dangerous as a single pursuit. We should feel
more confidence in the same results from a man of the
world. The inward analysis must be corrected by rough
experience. Metaphysics must be perpetually reinforced by
life; must be the observations of a working man on work
ing men; must be biography — the record of some law
whose working was surprised by the observer in natural
action.
‘I think metaphysics is a grammar to which, once read,
we seldom return. ’Tis a Manila full of pepper, and I want
only a teaspoonful in a year.’
Only a teaspoonful a year is hardly enough to make a
metaphysician.
Mystic and Seer. — What is a mystic? Men of all types
and in all walks of life have been called mystics. Jesus,
Buddha, and other great teachers are often called mystics.
William Allen White once called Calvin Coolidge one.
In the magazine at my hand is an article on Lincoln by
Ralph Renaud. He says that Lincoln followed his destiny
‘without compromise and without fear, because, beneath
his homespun common-sense, he was a mystic.’
Thus it goes. Many men are called mystics, but few are
inclined to define a mystic. The dictionary at hand is not
very helpful,— (‘one given to mysticism’) — so I will
venture a definition of my own invention. A mystic is
primarily one who feels his way in the supersensible regions.
All of us are mystics to some degree. We all experience

moments of awareness when we feel the realities that are
supersensible. In the highest sense, all Reality is supersensible.
Love, honesty, loyalty, justice — these are all supersensible.
It is these forces that we rightly associate with mysticism.
‘The meaning of mysticism is not occult and hidden,’
says Dr. Albert C. Dieffenbach. ‘It is a personal experience of
things above sense. Whenever one sings a hymn, hears or
offers a prayer, thinks loving thoughts of a dear one, lays hold
of a personal or social idea, glows with a zeal for a better
world, that is mysticism.’
Any intelligent person is ‘given to mysticism.’ It is all a
matter of degree. The people we generally call mystics
are those who distinguish themselves from sensual persons
by the degree of their allegiance to the supersensible realities
of life. The real mystic rises above sensual men by the
degree of his love, the degree of his zeal, the degree of his
devotion to ideals. It is a matter of intensity. Nearly all
men have occasional experiences of mysticism in varying
degrees of intensity. The real mystics have such experi
ences ‘with intensity and without interruption.’
As a rule, women are more mystical than men. The mys
tics are the intuitives and women are much more intuitive
than men. A woman sees things as they are much quicker
than a man. She is ‘impressionable,’ sees things in a flash,
whereas most men have to reason things out, a much more
cumbersome process. Emerson pays tribute to the ladies
when he says: ‘The Truth is in the air, and the most impres
sionable brain will announce it first, but all will announce
it a few minutes later. So women, as most susceptible, are
the best index of the coming hour.’ Your wife is a better
index than the statistician.
Mysticism is often associated with eccentricity and ab
normality, and with some justification, inasmuch as many

men have been known as mystics who were eccentric and
abnormal. The real mystics despise eccentricity. They loathe
extremism. Emerson was a mystic and the one impression
that any discerning reader should gain from this book, if
no other, is that the man from Concord was heart and soul
against extremes. ‘Human strength is not in extremes, but
in avoiding extremes,’ he said. All real mystics feel the same
way. The eccentrics who often pass for mystics have no
right to this label, for the distinguishing characteristic of
all great mystics is their awareness of things as they are.
An eccentric is always the victim of things as they seem.
He lives not in the realities, as the real mystics do, but in
the world of illusion. Evelyn Underhill contrasts the real
mystics from ordinary people by saying that they live ‘at
transcendent levels of reality which we, immersed in the
poor life of illusion, cannot attain. . . At least we can
not attain these levels to the degree that the real mystic
can.
Emerson was assuredly a mystic. One can pick up al
most any essay he ever wrote and see his mysticism. It
is a healthy and universal mysticism. Bliss Perry says that
Emerson ‘belonged . . . to that group which William James
used to call the “healthy-minded” mystics, a group which has
been carefully described by Rufus Jones, Evelyn Under
hill, Dean Inge, and many other students of the psychology
and history of mysticism. Like all the mystics of this group,
and like many idealists who would prefer not to be labelled
as mystics, the youthful Emerson discovered that for him,
at least, Intuition, rather than the processes of dialectics,
was the most direct way of apprehending Reality.’
In our religion we are all mystics to greater or less de
gree. We all have some experience of a supersensible nature,
when we feel goodness, beauty, love and the like. All per-

sonal religious experience is mysticism. William James is
generally regarded as our best authority on religious expe
rience and he said that ‘personal religious experience has its
root and center in mystical states of consciousness . .
And John Dewey says that mystical experience is found
as a normal manifestation of religion in every period.
It appears that idealists will not henceforth be so shy
of the words mystic and mysticism. A great many have
known the truth of what James said but have preferred
not to be labeled as mystics because of the fact that mysti
cism has fallen out of style, so to speak, in the material
ism of the past century. But now mysticism is coming into
ascendancy. The trend in organized religion, according to
prominent churchmen, is toward the personal religion which
we generally call mysticism. Dr. Dieffenbach, eminent clergy
man, says that there has been ‘a lack of that something which
is at the center and in the depth of religious life. . . . The in
nermost reality is mysticism.’ Waldemar Kaempffert, distin
guished physicist, who interprets scientific events and trends
for the New York Times, says that science has now ‘cast
aside the machine and it has turned to mysticism.’ This
trend has been apparent for some time in such scientists as
Jeans, Eddington, Whitehead and Carrel. And we find a
leader in the Ethical Culture Movement warning his coethicists that they cannot do without mysticism. W. Edwin
Collier, of the Ethical Culture Movement, says: ‘As we
have a religion without a dogmatic theology, why cannot
we have a religion without mysticism? The answer . . .
is simple: Without mysticism there is no religion!’
Mysticism is indeed coming into its own, all along the
line, and because of this fact I feel that Emerson, as the
sanest of the modern mystics, is about to come into his
own. Mystics are often, as Emerson himself said, half-

insane with the infinitude of their thought and it is rare to
find one who is thoroughly balanced. Dr. Holmes said that
Emerson was ‘eminently sane/ and when you find a mystic
who is able to keep his balance in the infinitude of his
thought, there is cause for rejoicing. Such a blend of sanity
and mysticism as was in Emerson occurs only once in an
age.
Bliss Perry informs me that he feels that Emerson’s
influence is growing and with this turn to mysticism the
influence of the Concord mystic is sure to be increasingly
felt. What we have needed most is some ‘all-reconciling
thinker’ who would take the finest from the various mystics
and evolve a mysticism with a wholesome and universal
appeal. ‘If now some genius shall arise,’ said Emerson,
‘who could unite these scattered rays! And always such
a genius does embody the ideas of each time. Here is great
variety and richness of mysticism, each part of which now
only disgusts whilst it forms the sole thought of some poor
Perfectionist or “Comer out,” yet when it shall be taken
up as the garniture of some profound and all-reconciling
thinker, will appear the rich and appropriate decoration of
his robes.’
Was Emerson the ‘all-reconciling thinker’ who united
‘these scattered rays’? George W. Cooke, who probably
knew more of Emerson’s mysticism than anyone else, has
written: —
‘Emerson is not only an idealist, but a mystic. Individual
as his mysticism may be in many of its features, he is only
to be understood when placed in the company of the great
mystics of all ages, and his teachings compared with theirs.
That he is something more than a mystic does not make
this statement any the less true. He is not a skeptic or a ra
tionalist, in the philosophic sense; and he has no real affinity

with either of these schools of thought. His mysticism has
broken away from all sectarian and historic limits, and ac
cepted the ground of universal religion. It has planted it
self deeply and strongly on an ethical basis, has rejected
mere feeling, and has displayed great practical wisdom. As
a result, his mysticism is more in sympathy with the tend
encies of modern life than that of any of his predecessors.’
Emerson was a mystic, but he was, as Cooke said, some
thing more than a mystic. He went almost daily to the Con
cord woods to listen. He listened, as a mystic, that he might
see from within. The day of days, you will recall, is that in
which the inward eye opens to the Unity in things. Few
men have seen this essential Unity in things as keenly as
Emerson. He was a seer in the highest sense. When the
inward eye opens we see by insight; we see by this re
markable power that is, as Emerson said, ‘not in us so much
as we are in it. If the air come to our lungs, we breathe
and live; if not, we die. If the light come to our eyes, we
see; else not. And if truth come to our mind we suddenly
expand to its dimensions, as if we grew to worlds. We are
as law-givers; we speak for nature; we prophesy and
divine.’ In other words, to become a prophet a man must
first experience this opening of the inward eye. A real
prophet passes through the experience of the mystic and
seer before he becomes a prophet in the highest sense. He
is no wise qualified to speak as a prophet until he has been
‘stabbed awake’ and sees with the inward eye.
Perhaps no critic has written more astutely of Emerson
as a seer than John Beattie Crozier, eminent English writer
who wrote ‘The Religion of the Future.’ Crozier has this to
say, in p a rt: —
‘There is, perhaps, no writer of the nineteenth century
who will better repay a careful and prolonged perusal than

Emerson. He enjoys the rare distinction of having ascended
to the highest point to which the human mind can climb. . . .
He stations himself at the point where the ascending lines
of Law pass into Unity. Once attain to that position, and
every sentence becomes luminous. The connection of ideas
becomes apparent; the illustrations are seen to be pertinent
and exact; and the subject to be laid open on all sides by
direct and penetrating insight . . . he [Emerson] is one
of the profoundest of thinkers, and has that universality,
serenity, and cosmopolitan breadth of comprehension, that
place him among the great of all ages. . .

MERSON was a mystic and seer, but he was something
more than mystic and seer. If we are to label him,
prophet is the most appropriate of all the labels. How shall we
define a prophet? A real prophet is always a mystic and seer
and we must first make allowances for this fact. Thus I should
say first that a prophet is a man guided by his inner light.
He is one who is able to close his senses to the outer world
that he may see from within. As such he is mystic and seer,
but he must speak for his people and symbolize their spirit
to become a prophet. In the literal sense, prophet means
one who speaks for another. He is one who voices the ideals
and aspirations of his people. Thus I should define a prophet
as a man, guided by his inner light, who expresses the spirit
of his people.
With this definition in mind, I know of no American
more deserving of the name of prophet than Emerson.
James Truslow Adams finds much to criticize in Emerson,
but he readily admits that ‘in no other author can we get
so close to the whole of the American spirit.’ The Concord
prophet was the voice and symbol of the American spirit at
its best. True culture and spirituality have not reached a
higher peak than in Emerson. There is invariably one man
in every race who stands head and shoulders above all
others as the leading symbol of its moral standards and
aspirations. Surely our thoughts turn to Concord when we
read in the Koran that ‘God has granted to every people a
prophet in its own tongue.’
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Scores of criticisms from distinguished critics could be
cited as pointing to Emerson as the prophet of America; but
it would be hard to improve on the words of Hawthorne
when he discussed Emerson as an American at the Concord
School of Philosophy. He said that ‘the Americanism of
Emerson is better than anything that has been said in its
vindication. He is the champion of the Republic; he is our
future living in our present, and showing the world, by
anticipation, what sort of excellence we are capable of. A
nation that has produced Emerson, and can recognize in
him flesh of her flesh and bone of her bone, — and, still
more, spirit of her spirit, — that nation may look forward
with security. But he has done more than to prophesy of his
country: he is electric, and stimulates us to fulfill our
destiny.’
Who is our prophet if not the man who reflects the whole
of the American spirit and stimulates us to fulfill our des
tiny? James Russell Lowell felt that two men stood pre
eminent as products of American democracy — Lincoln and
Emerson. ‘Because modern Americans have been unwilling
to couple Emerson with Lincoln,’ says Frederic Carpenter,
‘they have too often overlooked the fact that Emerson was
wholly a product of democracy.’ Lincoln is doubtless closer
to the hearts of the people than Emerson, and perhaps the
majority would cite him as a greater man. We are not con
cerned with the issues of greatness here, but of prophecy,
and in my opinion John Dewey rightly says that Emerson
is the prophet of any system that democracy may henceforth
construct and hold by. Lincoln and many others doubtless
surpass Emerson in many respects, but the man from Con
cord is the only man we have produced who measures up to
the standard of the great spiritual teacher we commonly
think of when we speak of a prophet. He not only ascended
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to ‘the highest point' in vision and insight, but came down
to earth and spoke more wisdom concerning our problems
than any man we have produced. Professor Firkins, one of
the most brilliant of the Emersonian critics, says that Em
erson ‘brought into the service of the religious instinct a
larger amount and greater variety of material than was ever
applied to that function by any other of the sons of men.
He was supreme in the magnitude of his resources.’
I once asked a ten-year-old boy to define a prophet. ‘A
prophet is a guy what tells what’s goin’ to happen,’ he re
plied. This definition, with some variations and perhaps
better grammar, would come to the minds of most people.
We may safely say that Emerson was a prophet in the sense
of one who told ‘what’s goin’ to happen.’ We might employ
much space in pointing out that Emerson’s predictions of
the trends in science, religion, and education were amazingly
accurate. But somehow this kind of prophecy does not strike
us as very important. It smacks a little of magic. Emerson
says that he is repelled if you make your saint a thaumaturgist. We shall not endeavor to make the Concord prophet
a magician. There has been far too much of this sort of thing
in organized religion. Emerson would be the last to say that
he could foretell actual events. He simply foresaw certain
trends that pointed out the general direction we are to move
in. He felt the ‘infinitesimal attractions’ that were moulding
the American spirit. That he predicted the airplane, the
League of Nations, and many other things is only incidental
— he would say that it was just guesswork and would at
tribute no supernatural significance to his predictions. The
definition that is our concern in these pages is the one that
pictures a prophet as the voice of the highest aspirations of
his people.

Many great seers and mystics have ascended to the highest
point, to the throne of Pure Reason, or selfless spiritual
perception. Here the seer feels the ‘infinitesimal attractions’
of Truth and Reality. To use Emerson's words, ‘Whatsoever
oracles the human heart, in all emergencies, in all solemn
hours, has uttered as its commentary on the world of actions,
— these he shall receive and impart. And whatsoever new
verdict Reason from her inviolable seat pronounces on the
passing men and events of to-day, — this he shall hear and
promulgate.’
Emerson’s ideal man, his Man Thinking, which he him
self so adequately symbolizes, is not merely a mystic and
seer. He receives but he also imparts; he hears but he also
promulgates. In other words, he is more than mystic and
seer — he is a prophet. He must be supreme in the magni
tude of his resources and impart light to the practical prob
lems as well as the spiritual. He must penetrate to the heart
of the crowd. Too many men have sat alone at the throne of
pure Reason and become lost in contemplation of spiritual
ends that were far beyond the comprehension of the plain
people. In short, we have had many mystics and seers, but
few prophets. The real prophet ‘should occupy the whole
space between God or pure mind and the multitude of un
educated men. He must draw from the infinite Reason, on
one side; and he must penetrate into the heart and sense of
the crowd, on the other. From one, he must draw his
strength; to the other, he must owe his aim. The one yokes
him to the real; the other, to the apparent. At one pole is
Reason; at the other, Common Sense. If he be defective at
either extreme of the scale, his philosophy will seem low and
utilitarian, or it will appear too vague and indefinite for the
uses of life.’
Emerson ever sought not to be defective at either extreme
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of the scale. He knew the importance of quitting the high
chair, of shifting abruptly from pure Reason to Common
Sense. ‘The dog that was fed on sugar died.’ Too many men
of a mystical bent have fed on sugar until they lost their
balance and all sense of perspective. ‘Undulation, alternation,
is the condition of progress, of life. . . . Solitude is naught
and society is naught. Alternate them and the good of each
is seen.’ Alternate them, as Emerson did, and you see that
‘evermore in the world is this marvelous balance of beauty
and disgust, magnificence and rats.’ Too many men have
sought solitude as a refuge from their weakness. They were
afraid to face life as it really is. They were afraid of the
disgust and rats. They wanted to feed wholly on beauty and
magnificence. Thus they ‘died’ from lack of alternation,
which is the condition of progress.
G. K. Chesterton has complained that many of the early
mystics were mystics but not men. Emerson was a mystic,
but also a man. He had that delicate sense of proportion
and perspective that knew the time and place for everything.
He liked to tell a story of a Cape Cod minister which was
characteristic of his own mind. In the early days on Cape
Cod it was customary for the farmers to ask members of
the clergy to bless the land before the crops were sown.
Emerson tells of one practical pastor who came to a piece
of land, looked at it, turned to the farmer and said, ‘No,
this land does not want a prayer; this land wants manure.’
Emerson knew the time for prayer, and he knew the time
for manure. More than most men, he was able to see ‘the
fit word and the fit act for each moment.’ He would not
accept Reality at second and third hand. ‘You are rightly
fond of certain books or men that you have found to excite
your reverence and emulation,’ he says. ‘But none of these
can compare with the greatness of that counsel which is open

to you in happy solitude. I mean that there is for you the
following of an inward leader, — a slow discrimination that
there is for each a Best Counsel which enjoins the fit word
and the fit act for each moment.’
The only way to attain that keen insight which enjoins
the fit word and the fit act for each moment is to rely on your
own inward leader. Then comes a slow discrimination which
puts everything in its proper place. Then life is seen as a
marvelous balance of beauty and disgust, magnificence and
rats, prayer and manure, Reason and Common Sense,
Heaven and Earth.
No man has yet appeared in America who has more ade
quately filled the whole space between these two poles than
Emerson. Many critics have spoken of his ‘doubleness.’
Bliss Perry even sees it in his face. ‘Seen from one side, it
was the face of a Yankee of the old school, shrewd, serious,
practical; the sort of face that may still be observed in the
quiet country churches of New England or at the village
store. Seen from the other side, it was the face of a dreamer,
a seer, a soul brooding on things to come, things as yet
very far away.’ Yes, even in Emerson’s face you can see
the two poles — Reason and Common Sense.
James Russell Lowell celebrated Emerson’s doubleness in
a colorful verse which goes as follows: —
A Greek head on right Yankee shoulders, whose range
Has Olympus for one pole, for t’other the Exchange;
A Plotinus-Montaigne, where the Egyptian’s gold mist
And the Gascon’s shrewd wit cheek-by-jowl coexist;
He sits in a mystery calm and intense,
And looks coolly around him with sharp common-sense.
Those who knew Emerson best were amazed at his re
markable spiritual insight and no less impressed by his ‘sharp

common-sense.’ But to-day, although he is commonly ac
knowledged as a great seer, his power to penetrate to the
heart of the plain people has been lost in a host of popular
misconceptions. The popular legend is that Emerson re
mained on his lofty perch and made no attempt to penetrate
to the heart of the problems of the plain people. This is not
true, and one of his severest critics, one who owned little
intellectual sympathy for the Concord seer, said that Emer
son was ‘closer to the soil in his democracy, nearer to the
plain people of the country, than any other man of let
ters. . . We do not deny that he occasionally soars far be
yond the average intelligence. There is some truth in Dr.
Bartol’s remark that Emerson ‘climbs where but few can
find footing and breath. . . .’ But I feel that Woodberry
was closer to truth, in saying that Emerson was closer to
the soil and nearer to the plain people of the country, than
was Dr. Bartol when he indicated that few can find footing
where Emerson dwelt.
Dr. Bartol further claimed that Emerson ‘will be popular
only with a class — the finest spirits, a sifted audience of
select men and women. . . .’ Perhaps Dr. Bartol had the
plain people in mind when he spoke of the ‘finest spirits.’
At any rate, this is the class that dominated Emerson’s
audiences. ‘He spoke to plain country audiences in a
hundred towns East and West,’ said Edward Emerson, ‘and
was bidden to come again and again for twenty years.’ If
Emerson is ‘too deep’ for the plain people, as the legend has
it, it is strange that these plain people in a hundred towns
asked him to come again and again for twenty years. The
fact is that he is not half so ‘deep’ as is commonly supposed.
He knew how long he could speak on spiritual ends without
losing his touch with the plain people; he knew the im
portance of repeatedly returning to solid earth. In other

words, he knew how to keep the balance between Reason
and Common Sense. If anything, he felt that it was best to
speak less from the spiritual pole and more from the prac
tical. Again and again, in his letters to young people, he
said: ‘Do not speak of God much. After a very little con
versation on the Highest Nature, thought deserts us and
we run into formalism.’ He was ever careful not to run into
formalism and dogmatic statements about spiritual ends.
He never gave a dogmatic argument about spiritual ends, but
followed Nature’s methods which he felt were suggestion
or hinting. ‘She does not argue; she hints or she states. You
can follow the hint where it leads you, or accept the state
ment, if you can; but you do not incur the risk of mislead
ing heat of argument.’
Emerson’s audiences could hardly be called ‘sifted’ audi
ences. In them were ‘labourers and farmers and horsemen
and sewing-women and housewives, traders and bankers
and chemists.’ And from all of these, he ‘eagerly drew the
things he knew best from them. He said, “They don’t
know what to do with their facts; I know.” ’ He knew the
mind of these average Americans and he spoke to them in
plain Saxon speech. One of these plain people once remarked,
‘We are very simple people here, and don’t understand any
body but Mr. Emerson.’
Don’t forget that the addresses Emerson delivered to
these plain people are essentially the same as those that make
up the bulk of his published works. If the plain people of 1857
understood these addresses, and asked the Concord seer to
come again and again, there is no reason why the plain people
of to-day should not understand them.
Emerson speaks primarily as a mystic, as one who feels;
and in turn we understand him better through feeling than
by knowing in the manner of one who seeks to understand

from the discursive intellect. (Dr. Alexis Carrel says: ‘To
feel and to know are two profoundly different mental
states.’) A mystic speaks from states of feeling which, as
William James said, are also ‘states of insight into depths
of truth unplumbed by the discursive intellect.’ Many in
tellectuals have read Emerson superficially from the dis
cursive intellect and, being unable to plumb him in this
mine, have concluded that there was no meaning to many
of his statements. Bliss Perry speaks of ‘one kind of criti
cism’ about Emerson, ‘which is traceable throughout his
public career and which continues to this day: namely, “I
could not catch his meaning; ergo, there was no mean
ing.” ’
Any plain person who feels should experience no difficulty
with the Concord seer. The main things needed are patience
and perseverance. It took me about a year to get the real
feel of Emerson’s mind; then new horizons began to open
up, and after ten years of study I feel, with increasing
intensity, the presence of a great mind. This feeling doesn’t
always come in a week or a month, and it is my conviction
that a decade of study and reflection may be necessary in
order to reach Emerson’s peak. As Mum ford says, ‘he must
be climbed, and there is so much of him that people become
satisfied with a brief glimpse, and forget that they have not
reached the summit which dominates the lower peaks and
platforms.’ I am irritated by those who take a brief glimpse
of Emerson and then dogmatically announce that the Con
cord seer isn’t much after all. William James really reread
Emerson, and then said: ‘Reading the whole of him over
again continuously has made me feel his real greatness as I
never did before.’ Reading Emerson for over ten years, al
most daily, has made me feel that I am very moderate in
calling him ‘Prophet of America.’ He was that, but much

more. To me, he is the most highly sensitized reflector of
Reality of modern times.
I am inclined to feel that Mozoomdar was close to truth
when he said that ‘Emerson laid the foundation of the true
philosophy of man by tracing phenomena to their real
source in reflective humanity. He laid the foundations of the
true philosophy of the world by viewing matter, not as a
soulless succession of appearances, nor yet a creation of the
brain of man, but as a mysterious, marvelous putting forth in
outward form of beauty that which he inwardly realizes in
the spirit.’
Would that some of our American critics could interpret
Emerson in the manner of the high-caste Hindus. They
really appreciate him, I sometimes think, more than we
Americans. ‘Amidst this ceaseless, sleepless din and clash
of Western materialism,’ said Mozoomdar, ‘the character
of Emerson shines upon India serene as the evening star.’
Mozoomdar wrote these lines many years ago, but most
Hindus still feel as Mozoomdar did. Only a few months ago
I received a letter from a Hindu who lives in Northern
India, — a man, incidentally, who holds a doctor’s degree
from Harvard, — who wrote as follows: ‘The spiritual
quality of Emerson’s ideals will always be found refreshing
and inspiring. Many confused and bewildered intellectuals
may profitably turn to him to gain a firmer grip on the
cardinal principles that ought to serve as a bed-rock for
noble human conduct. He is one of those who dive deep
to get at the inner unity of all things. . . . He is near to
us. We admire and deeply appreciate him in India.’
India and England may not agree on most things, but
they are pretty much in accord on Emerson. Carlyle was
not exactly famous for complimentary remarks, but he did
remark on one occasion that he heard ‘but one voice, and that

comes from Concord.’ A business man informs me that he
was crossing one of London’s busy streets with Ramsay
MacDonald when the former Prime Minister suddenly
stopped in the middle of the street and started to quote Em
erson. The Concord seer is a great inspiration to Mac
Donald. Another distinguished Englishman came to Boston,
and when we discussed Emerson he said, ‘In England in
the circle in which I move, we regard Emerson as the true
voice of America.’
Emerson is ‘the true voice of America,’ but he belongs
to the whole world. Before he died, the Emperor of Brazil
had read him from ‘end to end,’ and the Prime Minister of
Russia kept the ‘Essays’ at his bedside. A world traveler
reports that he encountered Emerson’s essays in humble
homes in remote regions of Persia, China and India. To-day
he is a universal figure.
Mozoomdar claimed that Emerson was a ‘geographical
mistake,’ that he should have been born in India. Emer
son’s Orientalism has been made too much of, in my opinion,
and the truth is that nothing was closer to his heart than
the welfare of his own country. When a young man, Emer
son wrote down the ‘orders’ that were given to him to fulfill
during his lifetime. The most important order pertained to
his practical mission as prophet of America, and was as
follows: ‘To thy fellow countrymen thou shalt preach the
gospel of the New World, that here, here in America, is the
home of man, that here is the promise of a new and more
excellent social state than history has recorded.’ (That
hardly sounds like the dictum of one whose heart was in
the Orient.)
Oliver Wendell Holmes had known Emerson for over
forty years and was in a position to know to what extent
the Concord prophet was faithful to his orders. Said Dr.

Holmes: ‘He was true to the orders he had received.
Through doubts, troubles, privations, opposition, he would
not
bate a jot
Of heart or hope, but still bear up and steer
Right onward.’
For many long years Emerson traveled about the country,
enduring all manners of privations, to try to impress the
plain people with the great things he hoped for in Amer
ica. He ever sought to make clear the principles upon which
we might establish that new and more excellent social
state. He would cheerfully drive forty-eight miles in a
buggy over corduroy roads, as he once did in Michigan, in
order to give the plain people of a small community his
Gospel of the New World. To the plain people in a hundred
towns from Maine to California, he ever sought to arouse
the consciousness of a truly American spirit. His addresses
abound with messages like the following: —
‘America is another word for Opportunity. Our whole
history appears like a last effort of the Divine Providence
in behalf of the human race.’
‘America should affirm and establish that in no instance
shall the guns go in advance of the present right. We shall
not make coups d’etat and afterwards explain and pay, but
shall proceed like William Penn, or whatever other Christian
or humane person who treats with the Indian or the
foreigner, on principles of honest trade and mutual advan
tage. We can see that the Constitution and the law in Amer
ica must be written on ethical principles, so that the entire
power of the spiritual world shall hold the citizen loyal,
and repel the enemy as by force of nature. It should be
mankind’s bill of rights, or Royal Proclamation of the In-

teilect ascending the throne, announcing its good pleasure
that now, once for all, the world shall be governed by com
mon sense and law of morals.’
Bliss Perry says, of Emerson: ‘Whatever else may be
said of him, he is a “Man against the Sky.” ’ He sits at the
highest point, at the point where the ascending lines of Law
pass into Unity, and looks coolly about him with penetrating
insight and sharp common sense. Into his inclusive vision he
brought a larger amount and greater variety of material than
any other American. He was not a specialist, and deserves
no label less inclusive than seer or prophet. Matthew Arnold
saw Emerson as he was in saying that he was not ‘a great
poet, a great writer, a great philosophy-maker,’ but pri
marily ‘the friend and aider of those who would live in the
spirit.’ And none has seen the Concord man more clearly
than Walt Whitman upon that night when they met for the
last time. ‘Emerson said very little,’ as Brooks records it,
‘but sat in his chair, smiling, and under the play of the
lamplight Walt watched with all his old love the face of
the Mystic Trumpeter of his youth.’ And as Walt watched
that face he thought, ‘A just man, poised on himself, allloving, all-enclosing, and sane and clear as the sun.’

To thy fellow countrymen thou shalt preach the gospel of
the New World, that . . . here in America . . . is the promise
of a new and more excellent social state than history has
recorded.
E merson

Am I extravagant in believing that our people are more
indebted to Emerson’s teachings than they know, becoming
still more so?
A. B ronson A lcott
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i. PU TTIN G TH E W ORLD TO G ETH ER
NE night I sat on a stool in a lunch-wagon. Before me
was a ham sandwich and a mug of coffee. Beside
me was Will Rogers, ham sandwich in one hand, mug of
coffee in the other, and hat over one eye. Will had come to
town to ‘josh the folks,’ as he called it. The folks had turned
out in great numbers, rich and poor, intellectuals and laborers.
Will finally had to beg them to go home. They departed re
luctantly, because they could not seem to get enough of the
cowboy philosopher. I was no exception; and after Will had
broken away from a horde of autograph seekers, I trailed
him to the near-by lunch-wagon. Thinking to emulate the
great, I had ordered what he ordered and had pushed my hat
over one eye. This seemed to amuse Will, and from that point
on we were good friends. I bombarded him with questions
and finally came to that bromide which is inevitably directed
at every celebrity.
‘What is wrong with the world?’ I asked.
Will hesitated. Then a bite of sandwich, washed down with
that awful coffee, and he wiped his mouth — with his hand.
‘Well, I dunno,’ he drawled. ‘I guess it’s people.’
I guess it is. As was so often the case, Will had scored.
‘I try to know what I’m talking about,’ he once remarked.
‘I do a lot of studying. I don’t want to hand out stuff that
might be misleading.’ On this occasion Will had not handed

O

out stuff that was misleading; in fact his reply was some
thing of a classic in the opinion of the one on the next stool.
Browsing about in the world’s history, seeking the cause of
our ills, my mind invariably wanders back to that evening
when Will said, ‘I guess it’s people.’ It seems to me that most
of our outward ills can be traced directly to people. I now
incline to the view, expressed by Dr. Dieffenbach, that ‘every
moral evil in the world and every good is personal. It does not
make the least difference how vast the dreadful consequences
of any social wrong may be, it can be traced straight to
persons, and not infrequently to a person.’
In looking back at the people I have known, it seems that
those with the most wisdom were always thinking primarily
in terms of persons. Anne Morrow Lindbergh says: ‘I think
of people and not of ideas and plans and organizations. Per
haps, after all, I am not really a modern woman.’ Perhaps
the chief trouble with most of us to-day is that we are too
‘modern.’ Being modern to-day seems to imply a tendency
to think in terms of things — plans, organizations, panaceas,
rather than persons. I sometimes feel that being modern
means being superficial.
All people may be roughly divided into two classes, those
who think in terms of things and those who think in terms of
persons. Those who think primarily in terms of persons are
very much in the minority, but they are the people of real in
sight and understanding. If you ask most people what they
think of Russia, they begin to talk of plans and agriculture
and machinery and other impersonal things. Mrs. Lindbergh
says that people are continually saying, ‘I hear you’ve been
to Russia — what did you think of it?’
‘I can only protest childishly, “It isn’t It; it’s Them, and I
like them.” ’
How much better the world would be if we thought more

about Them and less about It. If we really knew the Russian
people we would doubtless say, ‘I like them.’
Likewise with all other nations. A friend informs me that
the Germans are the most delightful people he has known.
I suspect that we all would like the German people if we
really knew them. And the Italians, too; and all the others.
But alas! We all think in terms of It rather than Them, and
the world is a madhouse of hatred and confusion as a result.
Most Americans don’t like communism or fascism, and
make the mistake of assuming that It and Them are identi
cal. For all we know, millions of Russians may not like Com
munism and millions of Germans and Italians may not like
fascism. If we thought more in terms of persons, we would
see the real issues at stake in virtually all of the problems that
confront us to-day.
Here and there is a Will Rogers or an Anne Lindbergh
who thinks with penetration, which is perhaps ‘old-fashioned,’
and these people are concerned primarily with persons. But
most of us are absorbed in things. And that shows how far
from first principles we are, inasmuch as the greatest teachers
were ever thinking in terms of persons. Dr. Dieffenbach
was discussing an incident in the life of Christ when he re
marked, ‘He [Christ] was on that occasion, as on all oc
casions, thinking of persons, individuals, in their human re
lations with one another.’
The tendency in modern times is to get further and further
away from this kind of thinking. To-day most of our socalled ‘Thinkers’ are flooding us with plans that would usher
in the more abundant life by developing things. Virtually all
of these plans seem to me to reveal an appalling lack of con
sideration of the importance of the human element. The
more I see of these, the more I tend to become ‘old-fashioned’
by turning to the men of the past who thought in terms of

persons. The one great lesson that seems to stand out in the
teachings of all the seers is this: ‘All other development is
not to the least purpose until you have developed character in
human beings.’
Think of the modern world and then ponder to what ex
tent our thinking has gotten away from this basic principle.
Emerson said that nations often die by suicide. ‘The sign of
it is the decay of thought.’ The present chaos in the world
was caused not by maladjustment of things, but by the decay
of thought. The decay of thought ushered in the less abun
dant life. The world is in ‘a hell of a mess,’ and it will prob
ably remain in this state until we get back to first principles
and learn to think. We have dehumanized everything, espe
cially human beings.
It sometimes seems that the world’s ills are to-day at
tributed to about everything but persons. We have volumes
on end and articles without end that find the source of our
ills in things. Laws, tariffs, governments, prices, money and
covenants — these are only a few of the intangibles that are
blamed for our ills. The treaties and covenants devised since
the World W ar have failed to abolish war and make the
world safe for democracy or much of anything else that is
worth while. So we blame the treaties themselves. Walter
Lippmann says that denouncing these treaties and covenants
as immoral ‘may temporarily hide our disappointment, but
it will not long conceal the truth, which is that the causes of
the failure lie not in their wickedness but in ourselves. We
shall do better for the future by a searching examination of
ourselves than by an outburst of righteous indignation
against them.’
Yes, I guess it’s people. It saves face to make it appear that
to-day we are caught in a hopeless mesh of circumstances
that make the personal element a very insignificant considera-

tion in any issue. But it happens that the personal element is
the crux of the whole problem. Every issue finally goes back
to persons, and we see with Emerson that ‘no forms, neither
constitutions, nor laws, nor covenants, nor churches, nor
bibles, are of any use in themselves. The Devil nestles com
fortably into them all. There is no help but in the head and
heart and hamstrings of a man. Covenants are of no use
without honest men to keep them. . . .’
Events of recent years have demonstrated the truth of
Emerson’s remarks. We have devised all manner of cove
nants and panaceas to reform the world, and almost without
exception they have failed. Undeveloped men will ever de
vise ways and means to gain their selfish ends under the best
laws and covenants and constitutions.
The modern world places its faith in form. Men think there
is some magic in government, constitutions, covenants, price
fixing, and all the rest. Yet you may go on changing things
on the surface of society until doomsday without seeing any
real progress.
This is not the view of vaporous sentimentalists who have
no touch with the hard facts. It is the view of an increasing
number of economists, scientists and men in all walks of life
who are in constant touch with things as they are. Any econ
omist will tell you that the great economic need of our day,
or any day, is purchasing power. How do you develop pur
chasing power? Roger Babson says that a study of his eco
nomic data, accumulated over a period of thirty years, con
vinces him that ‘purchasing power comes through developing
individuals.’ He further states that events of recent years
have convinced many students that ‘legislators are as futile
as captains of industry in solving our economic difficulties.
Every day more and more people are becoming convinced

that our difficulties can be solved only by a change of heart
on the part of our people.’
This from an economist who says he speaks ‘definitely as
a statistician.’ Develop individuals! Change of heart! These
are the problems that were ever the primary concern of the
great seers. Perhaps they saw into our practical problems
with a keener insight than we realize. Perhaps they were the
only class of men who put the horse before the cart, where
it belongs. Start with the earliest of them and continue on
through Jesus, Buddha, Socrates, to the seers of modern
times. What was the primary purpose of all of these men?
Was it not developing individuals? They had little concern
in the changes that were going on in the outer world, such
as the changes in economics and changes in government that
we make so much of to-day. They all had the insight to see
that all progress in the outer world is dependent on what
Emerson called ‘the growth of the Individual.’
There is a story, related by Dr. Preston Bradley, that illus
trates the basic principle upon which the great seers all es
tablished their teachings: —
A restless little daughter was disturbing her father. To
amuse her and keep her busy, he tore a map of the world
from the newspaper he was reading and cut it up into small
pieces.
‘Here is a jigsaw puzzle, dear; now run along and put it
together.’
The youngster, whose knowledge of geography was slight,
went to work on the map and soon had it assembled.
Her father, aroused by her clamor of triumph, was as
tonished at the feat, and asked, ‘How did you do it so
quickly ?’
‘There’s a picture of a man on the other side,’ she replied,

looking up at him. ‘I put the man together and the world came
out right.’
This is the only way to put the world together. It reminds
us of the importance of one. One! The individual! The pri
vate man! These are key words to the teachings of all of the
great teachers of mankind.
Dr. Dieffenbach, who fully recognizes the importance of
the individual, feels that the key word in Christ’s teachings
is one. The Nazarene did not put people in categories, as most
of our modern thinkers do. ‘The impressive thing was the
individual. The single life was paramount! . . . One is the
key word. Governments and sometimes religious institutions
should heed this. One, even one of the least, is respected for
himself, and not as one identified with any race or nation
ality, crusade or fraternity; not one identified with a certain
profession or business, or belonging to a given family or
church. Simply the person, the ultimate being standing upon
his feet, clothed in his own mind, in his inherent personal
worth.’
And it is so in the teachings of the great men of to-day.
Turn to two of our deepest thinkers, Harry Emerson Fosdick
and Albert Schweitzer, and note the importance of one in
their teachings.
Commenting on Dr. Fosdick’s sermons, Palfrey Perkins
says: ‘His fearless message on social and economic problems
is always addressed with wisdom and urgency and tender
ness to the individual.’ Dr. Fosdick sees that this is an im
portant time in our history to stress the importance of one.
He has a sermon which he calls ‘A Plea for True Individu
alism.’ In this sermon he says: ‘Some of you are tempted to
think of collectivism as progressive and new. Collectivism
new? Upon the contrary, it is one of the oldest things in

the world. That is where human society first began. Primi
tive tribal life was absolutely collective, mass control by cus
tom and taboo, no individual rights, no individual con
science, no individual religion — mass mind, mass conduct,
mass control. That is where human society started. And
the crowning glory of the ages has been the emergence of
the individual, his intellect, his conscience, his power and
freedom to create. I beg of you Americans, never sacrifice
your soul to that ancient fetish and lose the glory of the
race!’
Unfortunately, Schweitzer is not as well known in Amer
ica as he should be, so a few words of introduction may be
in order. Dr. Schweitzer is a German physician who con
ceived the idea of establishing a hospital for natives in the
African jungle. Medical Germany shook its head, thinking
the plan a foolhardy one, but Schweitzer went ahead and his
hospital in the Lambarene is now, as one authority says, ‘be
ginning to speak in terms of medical progress of value to
the whole world.’
Schweitzer is an able surgeon and a great musician. His
books on Bach are regarded by musicians as masterpieces.
His organ concerts have been the talk of Europe. His re
nown is equally great in the field of theology, and his schol
arly researches in the life of Jesus and the life of Paul are
highly regarded. But the important thing is the man as a
whole. He is not only a great thinker but he ‘incarnates the
conscience of the West and our Western aspiration/
Schweitzer was lured from his jungle hospital to give the
Hibbert Lectures at Oxford. This is probably the most im
portant lectureship in religion. When one of the most im
portant men of our times gives these lectures, we may expect
something good to come out of Oxford. It did. Schweitzer

said, in part: ‘The spirit of our age dislikes what is simple.
It no longer believes the simple can be profound. It loves the
complicated, and regards it as profound. . . . The spirit of
the age loves dissonance, in tones, in lines, and in thought.
That shows how far from thinking it is, for thinking is
harmony within us.’
Thinking is harmony within us. Is there a better definition
anywhere? Think of the so-called thinking in the world to
day. Is it ‘harmony within us’ ? Is it not rather the fruit of
discordant emotions, of fear, anger, hatred and intolerance?
No wonder the world is such a chaos. Nations often die by
suicide. ‘The sign of it is the decay of thought.’ To-day the
nations blame ‘the other fellow’ for their ills, when in reality
they are committing suicide. We blame this chaos on things
but the real cause is the decay of thought. If men had been
thinking from the harmony within them, the chaos in the
outer world would never have happened.
Schweitzer feels that we are witnessing the decay of civil
ization. And why ? Simply because the individual is every
where crushed and moulded into a puppet of what we call
society. Collectivism is in the saddle and is riding mankind.
We are not referring to collectivism here in any narrow
sense. There is a sense in which we are victims of collec
tivism that is much broader than the political. Probably
ninety-nine people out of every hundred in every country
bow to collectivism without thinking. There you have it —
without thinking. We think that only the people under Euro
pean despotisms are the victims of collectivism, when in re
ality we are all its victims. Berdyaev sees no freedom under
communism, but he holds that there is no real freedom in
the capitalist world either. There is a great deal of truth in
his conviction. Let Schweitzer tell us why this is so. ‘To-day,’
he says, ‘it is the rule, and no one questions it, always to

take account of the views which prevail in organized so
ciety. The individual starts by taking it for granted that,
both for himself and his neighbors, there are certain views
already established which they cannot hope to alter, views
which are determined by nationality, creed, political party,
social position, and other elements in one’s surroundings.
These views are protected by a kind of taboo, and not only
are kept sacred from criticism, but are not a legitimate
subject for conversation. This kind of intercourse, in which
we mutually abjure our natural quality as human beings, is
euphemistically described as respect for other people’s con
victions, as if there could be any convictions at all where
there is no thought.’
In modern society the vast majority of men mutually ab
jure their right to individual mind and individual conscience
and bow to the established views. Thus in every country we
find mass mind and mass conduct, if not always mass con
trol. As a result, most men are not developing in their own
light, but are simply cogs in a machine. The development of
our machine civilization — machinelike in thought as well
as in fact — has resulted in an almost complete collapse of
the basic doctrine of the great seers, the doctrine which points
to the growth of the individual as the only hope of a right
eous society. To-day only a few men of the caliber of
Schweitzer and Fosdick ever think of the growth of the indi
vidual. Society is full of theorists who prate about the masses.
One would think that all we needed to do was to accept some
social or political panacea for the masses and all men would
suddenly be filled with the abundant life. In short, everyone
thinks in collectivist terms and the growth of the individual
is forgotten. As Dr. Arthur Kinsolving has said, the world
is indeed ‘No Man’s Land.’ No one thinks of a man any
more, but only of men. Collectivism is riding mankind back
to paganism.

Collectivism, in all of its various forms and disguises, is
probably the most serious problem of our times. This ancient
fetish threatens to engulf and sink modern civilization. When
you say ‘collectivism,’ most people think of communism, but
this is only one of its forms. One kind is riding into our coun
try on the wings of a shallow patriotism and a fanatical na
tionalism. And paradoxically enough, many of the men who
shout loudest against collectivism are the very ones who are
ushering in this ancient paganism. We are beset with dema
gogues and a yellow press that shout against communism
one day and support measures that encourage collectivism
the next. This is like pulling with one oar and backing water
with the other.
Thoughtful Americans are apparently not fully aroused
to the seriousness of this situation. ‘When Americans are
so unmindful of great principles/ says Dr. J. Gresham
Machen, ‘it is not surprising that in America itself liberty is
gradually being destroyed. Teacher-oath bills make teachers
even in private and religious schools into State functionaries
and thus establish in principle the totalitarian state. Anti
propaganda bills — bills which would have prevented every
great reform in history — disgrace our State Legislatures.
More and more, freedom of speech is being discouraged;
everywhere centralization and bureaucracy are tightening
their grip.’
Perhaps this view is somewhat extreme. But no thought
ful person denies that this problem is very present. Walter
Lippmann sees a turn against the idea of regimentation
among our people, a turn against the idea ‘that the security
and happiness and glory of the individual are to be found in
surrendering to the compulsion of mass feeling and the
dominion of omnipotent States.’ But he frankly admits
that ‘the struggle is not over, and the issues may not be
finally settled during our lives.’

The struggle is not over, and this is the hour for all
thoughtful citizens to examine carefully the real issues of
this problem. This is the hour to get back to first principles.
The best way is to go back to the men who divined the
eternal realities. Surely these were the seers, the great
teachers of mankind, the men of true vision and wisdom.
Before the present depression, Walter Lippmann said that
‘the world is able at last to take seriously what its greatest
teachers have said.’ Perhaps the world was able to take the
great teachers seriously in 1927; but evidently it wasn’t
quite ripe enough to take them as seriously as it should have.
But to-day is a different matter. To-day the world is very
ripe for the wisdom of the seers. Many students are con
vinced, as Roger Babson noted, that legislators are as futile
as are captains of industry in solving our difficulties. Poli
ticians have had their fling at the more abundant life, and the
more abundant life is still among the missing. Thoughtful
persons of all parties and creeds are almost convinced that
nothing will usher in the more abundant life but a real
spiritual awakening. Lewis Douglas was discussing our
economic difficulties when he said that these problems will
never be satisfactorily solved until there is a genuine spiritual
awakening in America. Babson said that our difficulties can
be solved only by a change of heart on the part of our people.
Shortly before his death, Thomas Edison said that our coun
try has gone too far technologically and must now ‘catch
up spiritually.’
These views are so widely held by our thinkers in all
walks of life that I feel the time is ripe to examine certain
principles of Emerson, probably the wisest man who has
appeared in America. His teachings may very appropriately
be studied at a time when no one seems to know just what

the first principles really are. Furthermore, an examination
of his teachings at this time may serve to show us the real
issues involved in the problem which we call collectivism.
Emerson was one of the greatest foes of collectivism that
ever lived, although he had little to say about collectivism
per se. He did not believe in wasting energy on negation and
attacked collectivism indirectly by affirming the importance
of the individual. Like all the great seers before him, he felt
that the only hope of a righteous society lies in ‘the growth
of the Individual.’ He felt that there is no such thing as
mass growth. He was firmly convinced that ‘souls are not
saved in bundles,’ by mass control, mass mind, and mass
conduct.
Emerson felt that there is a ‘certain wisdom’ in each man,
a sort of common sense that is akin to what we call spirit,
soul, or light. You do not have to associate this essence with
religion. The fact is, as Emerson says, that ‘there is some
thing.’ You may call it what you wish. It is an essence, a
‘living articulate essence,’ as an English surgeon says,
that ‘makes these dry bones live.’ Even the most rabid
atheist has this ‘something’ that has a moral foundation.
While he is denying God and proclaiming the essential
wickedness of man, he sees a child in danger and rushes
to rescue her from the path of an automobile — and is
killed. While you pick up his lifeless body, you think, ‘There
is something, old boy. You may not like to call it God, nor
associate it with religion, but that doesn’t alter the fact that
it is there just the same, in you and in all men. And it is
this something that caused you to sacrifice your life for this
little child.’
Emerson generally referred to this essence, this some
thing innate in all men, as man’s infinitude. He saw that
the real problem of his day, or any day, was somehow to

stab this infinitude awake and make it a salient influence in
the life of the individual. Thus we find Emerson saying that
he always taught the same doctrine. ‘In all my lectures I
have taught one doctrine, namely, the infinitude of the
private man.’ Notice the ‘private man.’ Emerson saw that
this infinitude is in you and me, as individuals. Growth is
central, and goes from the individual outward. Throw a
stone in a near-by pond and you see this principle at work.
Growth always originates in one, in the private man as a
center. There is no such thing as progress in masses or
groups. There is no such thing as progress in governments,
institutions, or churches. The progress is always in the
person. The ripples of moral power always move out from
a center which is a person — a Jesus, Plato, Socrates,
Emerson, or Schweitzer.
Thus we find Emerson saying, ‘Leave this hypocritical
prating about the masses. Masses are rude, unmade, perni
cious in their demands and influence . . . I wish not to
concede anything to them, but to . . . divide and break them
up, and draw individuals out of them.’ In other words, to
look to individuals for progress, not to masses. Emerson
affirms this principle again and again. ‘I see plainly the
fact that there is no progress to the race, that the progress is
of individuals.’ A nd: ‘The only progress ever known was of
the individual.’
The collectivists will say that the foregoing quotations
are good examples of Emerson’s ‘rugged individualism.’
But in reality Emerson is preaching what Dr. Fosdick calls
‘true individualism,’ or the emergence of individuals from
the unthinking masses. The individualism Emerson taught is
the exact opposite of rugged individualism. A truly en
lightened man, he said, will endeavor to dis-individualize him
self, and be a man of no party and no time, but one through

whom the common soul of all men circulates, as air in the
lungs. You don’t get this dis-individualism by regimentation;
you get it by drawing the individual out of himself. You get
it not by coercion but by suggestion, example, and appealing
to his higher nature. And you get it under freedom rather
than tyranny. Like breeds like, and a tyrant breeds tyrants.
If you go back to the earliest times, you see that progress
was at a snail’s pace because there was no true individualism.
There were no individuals emerging from the masses. ‘Prim
itive tribal life was absolutely collective,’ says Dr. Fosdick.
And the degree of civilization we now have was made possible
only because individuals finally did emerge from these un
made masses. If the emergence of the individual from the
mass was rugged individualism, then give us more of it.
It was the one thing that made possible the progress we
have known. If individual rights, individual conscience, and
individual religion had not emerged from the unmade masses
in the form of men like Jesus, Buddha, Socrates, we would
perhaps still be wearing skins and throwing spears. The
greatest men were nothing if not individuals and it was their
individualism that laid the foundations of the civilization we
now enjoy.
Thus we see why Emerson wanted to draw individuals
out of the masses. He wanted to do this not because of any
hatred of masses, not because of any rugged individualism
on his own part, but because he had the insight to see that
the only hope of real progress lies in the growth of the pri
vate man. How will society progress if you do not draw
individuals out of the unawakened masses? ‘Produce great
men,’ said Walt Whitman, ‘and the rest follows.’ Produce a
civilization that is all body, all material development, with
no soul, no great men, and chaos is inevitable. To-day is a
good illustration: we have a magnificent body and no soul.

Russia is developing a strong body, and Germany, and vir
tually all countries. And with no great souls to guide these
bodies, there is going to be a terrible crash one of these
days unless we speedily develop the moral sentiment of the
generation now growing up.
The nation’s leading newspaper says editorially that the
American people have had a taste of collectivism ‘and have
decided that the old was better — better, at any rate, in the
play and scope which it gave to individual talent and per
sonal endeavor. Those are too precious to be sacrificed even
under socialized or nationalized schemes of government. It
may be, as many are saying, that the day of building up
great fortunes out of the skilled organization of natural
resources or of unused opportunities is past. But we must
still have our pioneers and inventive geniuses to whom the
doors should be left open. This applies not merely to the
creation of wealth. It covers all the activities of the human
spirit. In literature and music and education and the general
advance of civilization, the touch of the individual hand will
still be indispensable. Without it the models of a new society
. . . will never get beyond the stage of dead things — just
so much wood and plaster.’
None more than Emerson had a sublime faith in the
future of our country. He said that here in America is the
promise of a new and more excellent social state than history
has recorded. But on what does that promise rest? It rests
on ‘the touch of the individual hand.’ Thus to Emerson the
freedom and integrity of the individual must ever come first.
‘I cannot find language of sufficient energy,’ he said, ‘to con
vey my sense of the sacredness of private integrity. All men,
all things, the state, the church, yea, the friends of the heart,
are phantasms and unreal beside the sanctuary of the heart.’
In other words, if you throttle the individual in behalf of

things, you throttle your chance of that new and more ex
cellent social state. He was particularly enthusiastic about
our country because he felt that here is the first real chance
for a genuine and lasting emergence of individuals from the
masses. If Washington, Lincoln and a few others had not
emerged from the unthinking masses, where would we be
to-day ?
But the unthinking read Emerson’s remarks about the
masses and the sacredness of private integrity, and say he
‘endorsed rugged individualism.’ This has become an estab
lished view, and as is so often the case, the established view
is wrong. In reality Emerson was emphasizing the fact that
the Kingdom of God is in you. To-day we seem to think
that it is in a creed or an institution or a plan; in short we
look for the Kingdom of God in about everything but our
selves. Emerson stressed true individualism to remind you
once again that this kingdom is within you.
George Willis Cooke, it seems to me, was one of the very
few biographers who caught the real spirit of Emerson’s
teachings and understood his basic doctrine. In fact, he is
the only one who discusses it at any length. Most of the
biographers apparently never heard of the infinitude of the
private man. No wonder Emerson has been grossly mis
understood, for this doctrine is the basic theme of virtually
every lecture he ever gave. Cooke said that Emerson’s ‘dis
trust of every other method of reform except that of awak
ening the soul to a sense of its possibilities has caused him
to be sharply criticized for hatred of the masses and con
tempt of good institutions. But all such criticism betrays
ignorance of his real position, and an inability to compre
hend a method so genuine as his. He could only follow the
method of Jesus, Socrates, and Buddha, appealing to the

individual, seeking to rouse the soul to a knowledge of a
higher life.’
In going to the private man and seeking to promote growth
there, Emerson was in good company. He had the great seers
behind him, and the great thinkers of our day succeeded
him. Jesus has been sunk in such a maze of creed and dogma
that most people have forgotten that his basic doctrine was
also the infinitude of man. Emerson was one of those rare
souls who saw Jesus as he was, stripped of all creed and
dogma. He said of Jesus: ‘Alone in all history he estimated
the greatness of man. One man was true to what is in you
and me.’ Then Emerson goes on to exclaim, ‘But what a dis
tortion did his doctrine and memory suffer in the same, in
the next, and in the following ages!’ In the same, the next,
and in the following ages, the religion of Christ was super
seded by a religion about Christ. Thus Emerson, who was
concerned with the religion of Christ, felt moved to say:
‘The true Christianity, — a faith like Christ’s in the infini
tude of man, — is lost.’
Is it possible that historical Christianity is partly respon
sible for the philosophy that makes the individual of little
consequence? Emerson thought so. He said that people no
longer believe in the soul of man in the manner of Christ.
We no longer have faith in ‘what is in you and me.’ The
faith in the infinitude of man is dead. ‘All men go in flocks
. . . avoiding the God who seeth in secret. They cannot see
in secret; they love to be blind in public. They think society
wiser than their soul.’ The established views of society ride
mankind to mass mind and mass conduct. Is this the teach
ing of the man who advised men to go into their closet, and
shut the door? We shut the door in order to see in secret,
but most men prefer to be blind in public. Most men are
perfectly willing to bow and scrape to the established views

of society, right or wrong. Thus we accept our religion, our
politics, our philosophy, at second and third hand and ignore
the harmony within us. Creative thinking is virtually un
known, and the world slides into collectivism, into mass mind
and mass conduct. Thus it becomes No Man’s Land.
Emerson wanted to make our country the home of man.
He wanted to make our country the home of the ultimate
being, standing on his own feet, doing his own thinking in
the light of his own insight. Thus he took his basic doctrine
into every field of endeavor to show the importance of one.
He wanted to show us the importance of a man, an indi
vidual that is whole. We are fractions of men, he com
plained. We are scientists, religionists, politicians; we are
modernists, fundamentalists, humanists; we are of the party
or in the group. Emerson wanted to make us whole again;
he wanted us to be just human beings with a view of the
whole of life, and not narrow and intolerant and bigoted
fragments of men. Thus he considered every sphere of human
interest primarily from the point of view of one who seeks to
promote growth in the private man, the ultimate being that
is in all of us. The man is always first with Emerson; the
institution, the organization, the group, is always secondary.
It is important to keep this principle in mind; otherwise
we are likely to misunderstand Emerson. Those who have
not known or understood his basic doctrine have failed rather
dismally in their interpretations of the Concord seer. Some
of the biographers call him an anarchist, for instance; and
Emerson was no more an anarchist than he was a commu
nist. Most of us think in terms of outward doctrines, such
as fascism and communism, rather than in the light of a doc
trine like Emerson’s, which is really not a doctrine in the
commonly accepted sense but a way of looking from within
outward. At any rate, most people read Emerson’s ‘less gov-

ernment, the better’ expression and, feeling that he must be
classified in the political doctrines, they make him an anar
chist. This reveals the importance of knowing his basic
teaching, or real ‘position.’
Emerson did not advocate anarchy any more than he ad
vocated slavery. Here, as everywhere, he is primarily con
cerned with the growth of the Individual, and he advocated
less government only because he felt that a totalitarian state
is inimical to growth in the private man. If he had felt that
more government was the thing for growth in the individual,
he would have urged more government. Emerson approached
every field with the idea of discovering what was best for
the private man; he was against anything, no matter how
cherished a part of the established views, that tended to re
tard or thwart individual growth. Thus in government he
was against a centralized and bureaucratic state only because
he felt that centralization is inimical to the growth of the
private man.
Crothers sees the point here when he reports an imaginary
conversation between Emerson and an anarchist.
‘The anarchist would say: “Let us abolish government,
and then we shall have a community of individuals, each
one of whom will be a law unto himself.”
‘Emerson would say, “I cannot follow you. You put the
cart before the horse. You have fallen into the political
superstition against which I have been protesting. You at
tribute to the absence of government power which the legal
ists attribute to government control. They think that law
can make men virtuous; you think that the lack of it can
perform the miracle.” ’
No political doctrine plastered on society from without
will bring about the miracle. Nothing but the development of
‘what is in you and me’ will usher in the abundant life.

Prophets are concerned more with principles than with
forms. They are absorbed in persons rather than causes.
They seek to give direction and vision to the affairs of men.
Dr. Kirsopp Lake has written well of the function and im
portance of prophets. ‘The guide to correctness in action,’
he says, ‘is reason, not prophecy; but reason by itself seems
to have little or no creative energy as compared with proph
ecy. It is a critical, not a constructive faculty. Hence it is
that a society which has no prophets perishes from inanition,
while if it has nothing else it dies of convulsions. The con
dition of health is when prophets supply the energy and the
vision, while men of reason direct and control it.’
Emerson was anxious to give energy and vision to our
practical affairs that we might move in the direction that leads
to a new and more excellent social state than history has re
corded. Thus in government, as everywhere else, he was not
particularly concerned with the forms. He merely sought
to point out the general direction of progress by saying ‘the
less government, the better.’ It was for men of affairs to
decide just how much government was necessary for the
preservation of law and order. But he asked us not to forget
that social progress depends on progress in you and me.
Therefore it seemed to him that we would be wise if we did
not bow to that ancient fetish which in politics leads to a
totalitarian state. He reminded us that ‘the appearance of
character makes the State unnecessary.’ If we are wise and
just ourselves, a government of force will not be necessary.
We will move in the direction of progress only if we work
toward ‘less government.’ When you and I are whole, there
is virtually no need for a government.
Thus we see at last that all of these external issues eventu
ally come back to persons. ‘I guess it’s people.’ Dr. Dieffen-

bach reminds us: ‘There is no such thing as a society, a
church, a party, a school, in the sense of a separate creation.
Every institution is a multiple of persons.’ If we get back
to the first principles of the great teachers we see that they
all went to the private man, the ultimate being, not to en
courage rugged individualism but to encourage true individu
alism, or the emergence of the individual mind and con
science. They go to individuals because they know that all
progress originates here. As Emerson put it, ‘Right ethics
are central and go from the soul outwards.’ Throw a stone
in the next pond you come to, and remember what happens.
The great seers tossed stones at individuals and thereby
stirred up the surface of society with moral ripples.
All issues go back to you. Evil is in you and me; every
social evil in society goes back to persons. Likewise the in
finitude is in you and me, and the only way to overcome the
evil in society is to cultivate the infinitude that is in you and
me. Walter Lippmann reaches the core of this whole problem
when he says: ‘Evil is to be overcome now and happiness is
to be achieved now, for the kingdom of God is within you.’
There is our problem, and it is ever a problem for you and
me to solve by our own innate resources.
Bliss Perry says: ‘I think Emerson would enjoy a letter
I once read from a schoolboy describing his first game of
football in a new school: “Our opponents found a big hole
in our line, and that hole was me.” That is one trouble with
our American democracy: there is always a big hole some
where in the line! And Emerson, the most hopeful and inde
fatigable of coaches — though he may be a bit weak in the
general strategy and tactics of team play — is forever heart
ening the courage of the individual player. He is too shrewd
not to know that to strengthen the units is the only way thus
far discovered of strengthening the line.’
Here is a colorful illustration of Emerson’s method and

attitude toward reform. He saw that harmonious teamwork
means the harmonious functioning of individuals, that so
cial progress means individual progress. Thus Emerson took
the linemen and halfbacks aside and worked on them as in
dividuals. If you go to Emerson as a member of the Harvard
football team, bent on learning general strategy, he won’t be
of much assistance to you. But if you go to him as a half
back or left end, he may be of inestimable value. The anal
ogy isn’t very exact, but we might say that if you go to him
as a member of this group or that sect, this party or that
institution, he will have little to offer. He has little interest
in your problems as a member of a party or institution. But
if you go as just a private man, just the ultimate being stand
ing on your own feet, he may be of great value in helping
you to put yourself together.
Emerson would not give a fight talk to the whole team;
he would quietly take aside a halfback to-day, an end to
morrow, and work for the team by working on individuals.
He is ‘forever heartening the courage of the individual
player.’ He doesn’t do this to make the halfback a rugged
individualist. Nor is he necessarily teaching the one-sided
ethics of self-perfection. He goes to the individual only be
cause he feels that this is the right way to strengthen the
team as a whole. Thus Emerson may spend three quarters
of his time on one lineman. We often forget that ‘that hole
was me.’ We often forget that most of the social ills in so
ciety can be traced directly to individuals. The collectivist
thinks that all men are to blame for the hole ‘that was me.’
In other words, he thinks that the ills of society are social
in their origin, and originate in masses. Thus he would
regiment all to pay for the sins of a few. This is like burn
ing the barn to kill the rat. Emerson would set his famous
mousetrap.
Emerson always reached for the ‘halfback’ in us. In other

words, he always sought to bring out our best as indi
viduals, not so much for our own sake as for the good of
society as a whole. Who have been the men who did the most
for society as a whole? Were they not the men who were
most highly developed as individuals? There is no greater
individualist in history than Christ. He is utterly an indi
vidual— there is no one like him. You see the point. If
Christ had been a puppet of the established views of his
day, if he had been the victim of mass mind, mass conduct,
mass control, then would he have lifted up the level of so
ciety as a whole? The answer is too obvious for comment.
The real reason the seers went to individuals, as I see it, is
that they felt that the best way to pull a man out of himself
and make him live for others is to develop him as an indi
vidual. In every man is an infinitude, a spark of divinity,
and the seers went to the individual to endeavor to awaken
that. Once that is awakened it sends a man up to his higher
Self, the Self that is out of rugged individualism, the Self
that has a universal vision.
‘Souls are not saved in bundles.’ The best way is to go to
the halfback. The only way to put the team together is to put
the backs and linemen together as individuals. I hear that
the old-fashioned fight talk between the halves of a football
game is rapidly disappearing. The coaches used to harangue
the team as a whole. Now they move quietly among the indi
vidual players, encouraging them and pointing out their mis
takes as individual players. It is some solace to know that
first principles are at least getting into football tactics.
First principles have yet to get into world tactics. In re
cent years we have had all manner of reforms for the team as
a whole. We have treaties, covenants, social and political
panaceas, and countless other plans to reform the whole.
And virtually all of them have failed. Why? Simply because

there was little strength in the parts. The ideals of the whole
were fine enough, but it happens that the whole is only as
strong as its parts. And character in the parts has been sadly
lacking. As a whole the League of Nations has worthy ideals.
But why has it accomplished so little? Is it not because the
parts are weak? The parts are nations that are concerned
primarily with their own welfare and only incidentally with
the high ideals of the League as a whole. If it comes to a
question of our nation or the ideals of the League, our na
tion is likely to come first, right or wrong. You have to de
velop the parts before you can see any real progress in the
whole.
The moral, then, is to put yourself together before you set
out to put the world together. A wise man encountered a re
former who was out to change the world. ‘Take my advice,’
said the wise man, ‘and do not play the dangerous game of
improving thy brother — thou art not pure enough.’
How will good be done if someone does not do it? The
wise men of the East advise ‘the safer way.’ And what is
the safer way? ‘Live so that by your living all good deeds
will be done unconsciously.’ Or, as Mukerji puts it in an
other way, ‘Live so that by the sanctity of thy life all good
will be performed involuntarily.’
There you have it. And isn’t that the right way to put the
world together? You live so that good deeds will be done
by your example. Isn’t that the secret of the power of the
great seers? Their presence was enough to inspire goodness.
‘Virtue begat virtue; life begat better life.’ An old pioneer
used to say, ‘People want to show their best side to you —
reach out for it yourself.’ The seers reached for and drew
out the best side because they were as they were. They could
not do otherwise. ‘The pure do good by nature. The cocoapalm grows cocoanuts not to give the cool drink of its milk

to a thirsty traveler on a hot day; it grows cocoanuts be
cause it cannot help the fruiting of its own being.’
Put yourself together and the world will come out right
by your example. Meanwhile, be careful of the ‘dangerous
game of improving thy brother.’ The world has had about
enough of secondhand reforms. ‘Every reform was once a
private opinion,’ said Emerson, ‘and when it shall be a
private opinion again, it will solve the problem of the age.
Let your reforms be your own inmost convictions, working
in yourself. The Kingdom of God is within you.
When Righteousness shall be a private and inner growth,
as in the seers, it will solve the problem of the age.
‘At this stage of affairs in our country,’ says Dr. Dieffenbach, ‘the authority of the person is the best thing that can
engage one’s attention. Indeed, over the world, there is a
movement seemingly against the individual. The word “col
lectivism” is counted high, for governments under various
names are attempting to order the lives of persons to a regi
mented uniformity.’ In this book we shall roam the world of
affairs with Emerson, and few will doubt the authority, in
tegrity, and general importance of the private man when
Emerson has had his say. He teaches that the most important
person in the world is you. He ever uses this personal pro
noun to remind us of the importance of one. He asks you
to ‘be real and admirable, not as we know, but as you know.’
He has no axe to grind; he has no plan or system or pana
cea. He has faith in what is in you and me, and asks us to
rely on our own infinitude. He said that he wanted to bring
men not ‘to me, but to themselves.’ He felt that ‘we know
better than we do.’ Thus he puts every issue squarely up to
you. You are the peace problem. You are the political prob
lem. Emerson was the prophet that taught us to put the man
together, that the world might come out right.

In the light of these truths, it should be apparent that
in our plans for the future we must think less of the develop
ment of things and more of the development of men. Presi
dent Conant of Harvard says to his Overseers: ‘If we are to
plan for the future, we must plan in terms of men.’ This is
true in education, but it is equally true in any sphere. Any
plans for the future should be devised primarily in terms of
human development. ‘Society cannot be planned and engi
neered as if it were a building, a machine or a ship,’ says
Walter Lippmann. Society is people, and can be rightly
planned only in terms of human beings.
Thus if we are to plan for the future, we would be wise to
think less of Planned Economy and more of Planned Hu
manity. The best ship is of no value without a good crew.
Dr. Charles Park reminds us that we can’t build a good brick
wall without good bricks. In recent years we have been
thinking too much in terms of good brick walls, and not
enough of the manufacture of good bricks.

MERSON had little interest in economics as a science of
things. To him it was a study of the behavior of human
beings. He would have liked the opinion of Everett Dean
Martin, who holds that economics is not a science of things
but ‘a science of human behavior in the making, owning,
and exchanging of things.’
In this realm, as in all others, Emerson went straight to
persons. The real economic problem is ‘shallow American
ism.’ In the past few years we have sought the causes of the
depression in things, and made virtually no progress. War,
debts, and overproduction have been cited as the real causes
of maladjustment. It often appears that economists and
politicians have looked for the reason of the depression in
every place but the right place. Emerson was one thinker
who looked in the right place, and his thought is particularly
appropriate in this day of muddled thinking. He found some
maladjustment caused by things, but he never forgot that
maladjustment in things is invariably caused by human
frailty.
By now, most thoughtful persons should be convinced
that our problems will never be solved by the economics of
things. After five years of depression the situation is still
serious. And that our problems are no nearer a satisfactory
solution to-day than they were several years ago is due, in
no small degree, to the attempt to solve them by juggling
things into all manner of patterns.
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Thus far the New Deal has been a new shuffle. Everyone
has rushed to Washington, demanding political interference
with things. ‘Washington did not reach out and seize the
business of the country,’ says Walter Lippmann. ‘The busi
ness of the country deposited its troubles in Washington.’
Business demanded political interference. ‘There in Wash
ington, then, was the business of the country demanding all
kinds of “regimentation” and government meddling.’
As a result the Government meddled. A vast bureaucracy
was developed. ‘The Administration developed an awful
headache trying to decide a thousand and one different busi
ness problems that nobody in Washington could possibly
hope to decide. The whole machine broke down because it
was much too complicated for anyone to run.’
What would Emerson have said of all this meddling?
Here is what he said in 1838 — and would probably repeat
for our benefit: ‘The basis of political economy is non-inter
ference. The only safe rule is found in the self-adjusting
meter of demand and supply. Do not legislate. Meddle, and
you snap the sinews with your sumptuary laws. . . . The
laws of nature play through trade, as a toy-battery exhibits
the effects of electricity. The level of the sea is not more
surely kept than is the equilibrium of value in society by the
demand and supply; and artifice or legislation punishes it
self by reactions, gluts and bankruptcies.’
If the so-called experts had known the practical wisdom of
Emerson, they might have avoided a lot of mistakes. A
prominent scientist recently said that he is now willing to
admit that the seers may well be nearer to reality than
the scientists. In recent years Washington has been full of
‘experts’ who were sure that artifice and legislation would
pull us out of this depression. They learned otherwise, from
sad experience. And the day has now dawned when we

may look to the seers for real vision. They see the fact
whole. They see the ethical side of the picture, as well as the
economic side. They see, as Emerson did, that ‘the subject
of economy mixes itself with morals.’ They see that social
stability is not to be achieved by juggling economic things.
And, above all, they see that the important point in eco
nomics, as anywhere else, ‘is to look for seed of the same
kind as you sow, and not to hope to buy one kind with an
other.’
Emerson felt that a depression brings its own checks and
balances. Thus his conviction that a government should not
meddle. ‘The only safe rule is found in the self-adjusting
meter of demand and supply. Do not legislate.’ Over fifty
of our most distinguished industrialists form a group known
as the Business Advisory Council of the Department of
Commerce. One of this group recently said almost the iden
tical thing that Emerson said, namely: ‘In all these panaceas,
bear in mind, each and every one restricts the natural laws
of supply and demand, and yet that is the law that must be
obeyed if we are to get sound recovery. . . . Recovery,
throughout history, has been based on sound, natural prin
ciples and not on legislation.’
On the whole, Emerson left the compiling of statistics to
the statisticians, the economics of things to the economists,
the passage of ‘corrective’ legislation to the politicians, and
went straight to the private man for the real source of our
economic ills. He found a disease in persons which he called
‘shallow Americanism.’ It is a disease which is especially
prevalent in a young country. It is very contagious. Among
its symptoms are the desire to ‘get rich by credit . . . or
skill without study, or mastery without apprenticeship, or
the sale of goods through pretending that they sell, or power
through making believe you are powerful . . . or wealth by

fraud.’ These are a few. Together with many others, they
have resulted in a shallow and superficial economy. We
thought we had prosperity, but we had something else — ‘a
crime which calls for another crime, and another devil behind
that; these are steps to suicide, infamy, and the harming of
mankind.’ This disease, this ‘shallow Americanism,’ spread
so rapidly and got such a hold on our practical affairs that
we have come to accept it as more or less inevitable. Thus
‘we countenance each other in this life of show, puffing, ad
vertisement and manufacture of public opinion; and excel
lence is lost sight of in the hunger for sudden perform
ance . . .’
The hunger for sudden performance! Here is probably the
worst symptom of shallow Americanism. It is a primary
cause of economic depressions. It cares not for excellence,
for high ethics, but revels in producing results now, and at
the expense of anything or anybody. It is the real demon in
back of extreme policies in advertising and finance. It is
the devil that goads Business to any extreme in order to show
a profit over last year. It never cares for the future of our
country or the welfare of the people: all that matters is
‘sudden performance.’ To this end: pretend that goods sell;
say that the health and well-being of the consumer demands
the use of our product; make it easy for him to pay. Shape
policies for sudden profit. Excellence be damned! Ethics is
for Sunday-school! Sudden Performance! — this is all that
matters.
It is possible to show that this hunger for sudden per
formance pervades all areas of the economic sphere, and in
evitably leaves poverty, depressions and human misery in
its wake. It always appears in a young country and causes
a debt structure that brings inevitable financial collapse.
An older country, like England, is not as susceptible to this

mad hunger for sudden performance. Long experience has
taught the English, Emerson observed, that cautious and
thoughtful procedure is a wiser course. ‘They are contented
with slower steamers, as long as they know that swifter boats
lose money.’ They are not inclined to the ‘uncalculated head
long expenditure’ which is characteristic of shallow Amer
icanism.
We are bad economists. We always buy prosperity by
going into debt. The real economist, said Emerson, is one
who can ‘proportion his means and his ambition, or bring
the year round with expenditure which expresses his char
acter without embarrassing his future.’ We have built pros
perity by embarrassing our future. Driven by the hunger
for sudden performance, we have overlooked the fact that
great debts lead straight to depressions, not prosperity.
John T. Flynn has shown us how we produce prosperity:
‘We produce prosperity by spending current income and
future income. But you do not have to be a great financier
to understand that, unhappily, if you spend any portion of
next year’s income this year, you cannot spend it again next
year. Prosperity is always produced by debt. Great prosperity
is produced by great debt.’
Your so-called prosperity, said Emerson, is nothing but
the fruit of a shallow Americanism which has been driven
to ‘uncalculated headlong expenditure’ by the ‘hunger for
sudden performance.’ Then what happens? Flynn, an econ
omist, reveals what happens: — ‘The result of all this is
that year after year we go on piling up debts, until after a
while so large a portion of our incomes is consumed in pay
ing debt charges that they are unavailable for current spend
ing. When this point is reached the structure begins to
topple.’ And before we know it we are in the midst of an
other depression.

The law of compensation works in economics as every
where else. All debts must be paid — if not in money, then
in other ways. Our uncalculated headlong expenditure of
the twenties could not be paid back in money, but it is being
paid for with bankruptcies, unemployment, and human
misery. Real prosperity — the well-being of all people — is
not reaped from the headlong expenditure of a shallow
Americanism that cares more for sudden performance than
excellence. A real man, said Emerson, is not ashamed to say,
‘I cannot afford it.’ Shallow Americanism has said, ‘I can
afford it.’ We Americans have been driven on by the ‘pre
sumption of better fortunes next year.’ We ignore the fact
that embarrassing future income is a very dangerous busi
ness.
Embarrassing future income is dangerous, inasmuch as the
real value of money is the confidence behind it. Great debt
leads to inflation, and inflation leads to lack of confidence
in money. ‘A dollar is not value,’ Emerson warned, ‘but
representative of value, and, at last, of moral values.’ His
observations on the value of money might well be pondered
by those persons of our day who have somehow gained the
impression that a dollar is value; and that to restore pros
perity we merely need to start the printing presses and
turn out greenbacks. The real value of a dollar ‘is social, as
it is created by society.’ If we see into this problem of wealth,
we realize that ‘wealth is mental; wealth is moral . . . a
dollar goes on increasing in value with all the genius and
all the virtue in the world.’ If we doubt this, let us recall
the practical fact that ‘credit will be as is the morality of a
community.’ If a corrupt Tammany is in the saddle, it is not
easy for New York to get credit.
Thus the subject of economy mixes itself with morals
more than most business men realize. To many of them,

particularly in the twenties, ethics had little relation to
economics. Ethics was confused with wealth. ‘Wall Street
thinks it easy for a millionaire to be a man of his word, a
man of honor,’ said Emerson, ‘but that in failing circum
stances no man can be relied on to keep his integrity.’ This
illusion has cost the American people millions of dollars.
Wall Street thought that the name of Ivar Kreuger was syn
onymous with honor and virtue. To-day, however, we see to
what extent Emerson was right.
In 1835 Emerson made the following observation: ‘The
great expense of the war was borne with cheerfulness whilst
the war lasted; but years passed, after the peace, before the
debt was paid. As soon as danger and injury ceased, the
people were left at leisure to consider their poverty and their
debts. . . . They may be pardoned, under such distress, for
the mistakes of an extreme frugality. They fell into a com
mon error, not yet dismissed to the moon, that the remedy
was, to forbid the great importation of foreign commodities,
and to prescribe by law the price of articles.’
Emerson has pointed out an illusion that is part of the
‘psychology’ of every depression, namely, the illusion that
the way to restore prosperity is to destroy wealth. ‘The mis
takes of an extreme frugality!’ Let us consider this error,
for it is as apparent to-day as in Emerson’s time. Walter
Lippmann has noted the ‘absurd’ fact that confronts us
to-day, namely, that ‘people are starved and pinched because
there seems to be too much of everything.’ This state of
affairs ‘produces the psychology of depression. Everyone
wishes to stop the “overproduction” of the things he has to
sell. Everyone turns to the government to help him stop
this “overproduction.”
‘The easiest place to begin is with the goods and services

of foreigners. So in a depression tariffs are raised to a point
where they become embargoes. Tariffs are followed by meas
ures to cut down the production of crops and raw materials.
This may be done by burning them or dumping them in the
ocean or by paying men not to grow crops or by plowing
crops under. Then there are too many men for the jobs.
So the next step is to compel those who have jobs to work
fewer hours and if possible to produce less while they work.
There are too many factories. So laws are passed for
bidding new factories to open, forbidding old factories to
install new machinery, forbidding manufacturers to sell
“below cost.” Too much money has been invested. So laws
are passed making it difficult to invest new money.
‘Each step in this restriction seems perfectly reasonable
to those who cannot sell their goods. Yet the thing as a
whole is perfectly insane. For it means that nations are
hoping to make themselves rich by destroying wealth and
by preventing the production of wealth.’
We are making the ‘mistakes of an extreme frugality.’
Is this not an insane policy? And yet it is the very thing
that Emerson was warning us against almost a century ago.
If we had absorbed a little of his sanity and common sense,
if we had not been obsessed with the desire for sudden
performance, our economic system might not have broken
down twenty-two times in seventy-five years. If our states
men had paid more heed to men like Emerson, and less to
the so-called experts, they might not now be making the
same mistakes that have been made in every depression.
Note the following summation of Emerson’s advice and it
may be seen that we have done almost everything that he
asked us not to do.
Beware of ‘extreme frugality’; that is, don’t destroy
wealth. Don’t meddle! A depression brings its own checks

and balances. ‘Do not legislate.’ Artifice and legislation ‘pun
ishes itself by reactions, gluts and bankruptcies.’ Price-fixing
and high tariffs are common errors ‘not yet dismissed to the
moon.’
One of the most ghastly paradoxes of this vicious circle
of destroying wealth is the destruction of trade by tariffs.
Free trade is ‘certainly the interest of nations,’ said Emer
son. Then why should we destroy trade, and thus wealth,
by high tariffs? For one thing, free trade is not ‘the inter
est of certain towns and districts, which tariff feeds fat.’
As a result, ‘the eager interest of the few overpowers’ be
comes, through the manufacture of public opinion, ‘the
apathetic general conviction of the many.’ The politicians,
goaded by the ‘overpowers’ in industry, tell the people that
high tariffs are for their best interests. As a result, the peo
ple believe it, and world trade is strangled by an avalanche
of tariffs.
‘There is not a sciolist,” Emerson admitted, ‘who cannot
shut my mouth and my understanding by strings of facts
that seem to prove the wisdom of tariffs. But my faith in
freedom of trade, as the rule, returns always. If the Creator
has made oranges, coffee and pineapples in Cuba and refused
them to Massachusetts, I cannot see why we should put a
fine on the Cubans for bringing these to us. . . . We punish
the planter there and punish the consumer here for adding
these benefits to life. Tax opium, tax poisons, tax brandy,
gin, wine, tobacco and whatever articles of pure luxury, but
not healthy food.’
On the whole, Emerson felt that it is a ‘low political
economy’ which plots ‘to cut the throat of foreign com
petition and establish our own; excluding others by force, or
making war on them; or by cunning tariffs giving pref
erence to worse wares of ours. But the real and lasting

victories are those of peace and not of war. The way to con
quer the foreign artisan is not to kill him, but to beat his
work.’
Emerson would like the attitude of those Maine sardine
packers who feel that ‘the best way to meet very severe
foreign competition is by the improvement of the output.
Instead of endeavoring to meet the prices of imported
sardines by a price competition that necessitates the cheapest
production possible and the use of cheap oil, Maine packers
advance the view that a better production can be satisfac
torily sold. The industry would bear the additional cost and
profit in so doing, the packers believe.’
Emerson would congratulate the Maine packers. He
would warn them not to be discouraged if their plan did
not bring immediate pecuniary rewards, as any worthwhile
policy needs time before its effects can be seen in a practical
light. But he would heartily commend them for their attitude.
It is the attitude of courageous and daring men, men who
really believe that excellence always wins in the end and
dare to do something about it.
It is becoming increasingly evident to thoughtful ob
servers that our tariffs often protect weakness and inef
ficiency. In fact some economists have implied that the tariff
protects only our less efficient industries, and they would
doubtless agree, with Emerson, that it is a ‘low political
economy’ that makes ‘cunning tariffs giving preference to
worse wares of ours.’ Inefficiency has no right to protection,
particularly when the consumer must pay for the protection.
But Emerson’s practical wisdom saw that Free Trade is
‘fit for one nation only on condition that all adopt it.’ He
cherished excellence in craftsmanship, but this principle
alone is not enough to insure a vigorous world commerce.
The excellence must also be seen in the willingness of all

nations to co-operate in the interest of trade. He would
agree, with Secretary Hull, that one nation alone cannot
restore international trade; that the United States should not
lower tariffs unless assured that reciprocal action will be
taken by other nations; that we are seeking to present a pro
gram which would enable us and other countries to work
our way out of present discriminatory policies toward normal
economic trading.
The success of Mr. Hull’s efforts to restore normal eco
nomic trading will depend on the outcome of his attempt
to make the leaders of other nations see the futility of the
policies that have strangled world trade. He refers to these
policies as ‘blind, dumb, nationalistic measures.’ Here, as
everywhere, the issue reverts to persons. Consider tariffs
or any other ‘thing’ that is causing social maladjustment
and you finally have to revert to persons for the deeper
causes of maladjustment. In times of stress, nations court
disaster by embracing ‘blind, dumb, nationalistic measures.’
Thus, said Emerson, they are threatened with death ‘by
suicide.’ But what is the real underlying cause of this dumb
nationalism? ‘The sign of it is the decay of thought.’ In re
cent years thought has decayed, due to the tension, suffer
ing and fear occasioned by world economic chaos, and, as a
result of this decay, nationalism is in the seat and is riding
mankind. The world is committing suicide and its weapons
of destruction are blind, dumb, nationalistic measures.
America has by no means escaped this decay of thought.
We, too, have been guilty of blind, dumb, nationalistic
measures. A stout self-reliance is laudable, but nationalism,
like everything else, can be carried to extremes. There was
no greater champion of self-reliance than Emerson, and he
preached it to nations as well as persons. But he reminded
men that human strength is not in extremes, but in avoiding

extremes. Self-reliance means reliance on the highest char
acter and thought we know; it means that ‘none is accom
plished so long as any are incomplete; that the happiness of
one cannot consist with the misery of any other.’ This is
the self-reliance that Emerson preached to nations as well
as individuals. By self-reliance he did not mean blind, dumb
nationalism. In America he hoped for a high interpretation
of self-reliance, and not the dumb nationalism that says ‘To
hell with Europe!’ The nationalism that says ‘to hell with
the other fellow’ is the sort of thing that has caused the
present world chaos. It is unworthy of the high traditions
of our country.
‘I wish to see America,’ said Emerson, ‘not like the
old powers of the earth, grasping, exclusive and narrow,
but a benefactor such as no country ever was, hospitable
to all nations, legislating for all nationalities. Nations were
made to help each other as much as families were; and
all advancement is by ideas, and not by brute force or
mechanic force.’
Emerson’s doctrine is the real forgotten man in the mad
world of to-day. Many nations would scoff at this doctrine
as visionary and outmoded. They would point to ‘economic
needs.’ They would usher out their pet bugaboo, ‘expediency,’
and say that expediency demands a policy of rugged na
tionalism. The demons behind expediency are invariably
fear and selfishness. But in this era of rationalization, it is
convenient to parade words like ‘justice’ and ‘liberty’ to hide
the real motives of our crimes. ‘The liberty of the people
demands a policy of rugged nationalism,’ the demagogues
will say. To which Emerson would reply, ‘If we never put
on the liberty-cap until we were freemen by love and selfdenial, the liberty-cap would mean something.’ To-day we

are victims of words. We follow the slogans of the dema
gogues and ignore the wisdom of the seers.
The tragedy of modern society is its superficialness. Shal
low Americanism skates on the surface of things. ‘Super
ficialness/ warned Emerson, ‘is the real distemper.’ No
where to-day do we see a man who has the sublime faith in
the future of America that was characteristic of the prophet
from Concord. He never lost this faith in these United
States, even in the darkest hours (and he, too, lived through
depressions and war). Why was it that he never lost this
faith? It was because he possessed the serenity and repose
that springs from a life that has its roots deep in insight
and vision. His life had a different base than most of those
about him.
The nearest he came to losing faith was when he con
templated the superficialness of the American character.
‘That repose which is the ornament and ripeness of man
is not American. That repose which indicates a faith in
the laws of the universe, — a faith that they will fulfil
themselves, and are not to be impeded, transgressed or
accelerated. Our people are too slight and vain. They are
easily elated and easily depressed. See how fast they extend
the fleeting fabric of their trade, — not at all considering the
remote reaction and bankruptcy, but with the same abandon
ment to the moment and the facts of the hour as the Es
quimau who sells his bed in the morning. Our people act
on the moment, and from external impulse. They all lean
on some other, and this superstitiously, and not from in
sight of his merit. They follow a fact; they follow success,
and not skill. Therefore, as soon as the success stops and
the admirable man blunders, they quit him; already they
remember that they long ago suspected his judgment, and

they transfer the repute of judgment to the next pros
perous person who has not yet blundered. Of course this
levity makes them as easily despond. It seems as if history
gave no account of any society in which despondency came
so readily to heart as we see it and feel it in ours.’
This is another aspect of the shallow Americanism that
Emerson deplored. His own life was based so firmly in ‘a
faith in the laws of the universe,’ laws which work in man
and make him grow in spite of himself, that he never lost
faith in the ultimate outcome. He never lost his faith in
the new and more excellent social state that is to be created
in America. But how much sooner this excellent state could
be realized if we learned to act from inward rather than
external impulses! How much sooner if we cultivated the
insight that slumbers in our own beings! To-day, the worst
aspect of shallow Americanism is the tendency to ‘lean on
some other, and this superstitiously, and not from insight
of his merit.’
The depression has given birth to a group of shallow
‘reformers’ who have capitalized on the present tendency to
lean on some other, and this superstitiously. In these re
formers, the masses find an outlet for pent-up emotions.
In studying the history of revolutions, Everett Dean Mar
tin finds that all crowds exalt their cause with ‘the most
naive infantilism,’ — and every crowd is ‘against some one.’
In times of stress the masses are ‘living psychologically be
yond their means.’
These modern reformers quickly turn this state of mind
to their own ends. They invent demons for the masses to
hate. Perhaps the demon is a ‘plutocrat,’ an ‘international
banker,’ or, better still, he is an actual person. One thing
is sure: the demon will stand for wealth. He will be one of
those who is ‘exploiting’ the masses.

Thus the masses lean on these reformers, and very
‘superstitiously.’ They not only offer an outlet for pent-up
emotion, they not only pave the way for the masses to live
‘psychologically beyond their means,’ but they also have a
plan which is to be a short cut to the millennium. Their
plans are not to pursue the long and narrow road of hard
work, moderation and common sense, — this path will not
appeal to the masses in their present mood. The reformer
knows it; thus he forms a club or union that will speedily
bring the abundant life to the farmer and laborer, to the
downtrodden and needy; in short, to all who are now ‘ex
ploited’ by the ‘plutocrats.’
These reformers quote Christ, Emerson and other great
spiritual leaders, and have convinced most of their super
stitious supporters that they are actually following in the
footsteps of the great seers. Nothing could be further from
the truth. The seers spoke to the individual. These modern
reformers speak to classes. The seers said that a righteous
society can be achieved only by the development of the in
sight and moral sentiment of the private man. In other
words, a change of heart must precede a change of things;
otherwise the change of things is of no avail. The reformer
ignores this fundamental position of the seers. He feels
sure that a manipulation of things is all that is needed to
usher in the abundant life for all. He ignores the human
equation, the thing that was always paramount in the minds
of the seers. He feels that a change in things will change
human beings. Shuffle the wealth, give every one five thou
sand dollars a year, and every man will be a king. The seers,
on the other hand, were aware of the fact that ‘kingship’
is not a matter of wealth: it is a matter of character.
‘Without the rich heart, wealth is an ugly beggar,’ said
Emerson. Here is the core of the whole problem, and it is

the part invariably ignored by this modern reformer. He
thinks in terms of classes, rather than individuals, and for
gets the all-important fact that wealth may be just as ‘ugly’
in the hands of most poor men as it now is in the hands
of most rich men. The issue always reverts to the individual.
But the reformer persists in the illusion that the poor are
virtuous while the plutocrats are sinners. The farmers and
laborers are those ‘good’ men; the bankers and industrialists
are men who ‘exploit’ the poor. In the jargon of these re
formers, the name ‘plutocrat’ is apparently inseparable from
greed and exploitation; and virtue and honesty are the in
evitable characteristics of the laborer.
Let us note Emerson’s comment on the status of the poor
man (and other comment that is especially pertinent to this
discussion) : —
‘Let our affection flow out to our fellows; it would
operate in a day the greatest of all revolutions. It is better
to work on institutions by the sun than by the wind. The
State must consider the poor man, and all voices must speak
for him. Every child that is born must have a just chance
for bread. Let the amelioration in our laws of property pro
ceed from the concession of the rich, not from the grasping
of the poor.’
It is easy to imagine the part of this quotation that will
appeal to the type of reformer we have in mind: All voices
must speak for the poor man; every child must have a just
chance for bread. In these lines the reformer may rightly
say he takes the same position as Emerson. But if we care
fully examine the rest of the quotation we may easily per
ceive the vast difference in the respective methods. In the
first place, Emerson stressed the paramount necessity of
good will. Every seer stressed this. Without the rich heart
nothing of lasting value can be accomplished. Emerson was

a practical realist, but his insight was such that he knew the
‘one remedy for all ills’ is the sentiment of good will. With
out love, the manipulation of things will accomplish noth
ing for society as a whole. Thus the seers concentrated their
efforts on developing the moral sentiment in individuals.
That must come first, for until human selfishness is ele
vated to a higher plane, through the development of the
moral nature, it will surmount every change in things; it
will destroy any economic or political panacea, no matter
how worthy and practical the panacea may appear. Without
the rich heart, any man will devise means to gain his nar
row ends. Thus the seers saw that the private man must be
given the rich heart before changes from without can be
of any lasting value.
Of course the reformer does not see this truth. Drunk
with attention and support, he labors under the illusion that
in his plan for the manipulation of things lies the sole hope
for welfare and prosperity. He thinks of the plain people
as One. They are a unit, with a rich heart, that will re
store prosperity through the medium of a plan, a club, or a
union.
The reformer takes the rich heart for granted. He over
looks a fact that men like Emerson never overlooked:
namely, that the rich heart has nothing to do with classes.
It is found only in individuals. Many of the rich have a rich
heart, and many of the poor are poor in spirit. The size of
a man’s bank account is no criterion by which to judge the
size of his heart.
Emerson was, as Woodberry says, nearer to the plain
people of the country than any other man of letters; it is
true that ‘the fortune of the republic was for him not ac
cumulated wealth but widespread welfare’: he felt that all
Voices must speak for the poor man, and that every child

must have a just chance for bread. All this is perhaps true,
but it does not follow that he was an enemy of the rich.
He did not speak for the poor man by speaking against the
rich man. In fact he felt that ‘the consideration the rich
possess in all societies is not without meaning and right.’
He had no illusions to the effect that wealth and sin are
synonomous. He was keenly aware of the fact that the
wealthy classes make possible a good deal of our culture
and charity. They support our educational institutions; they
support all manner of institutions that alleviate the suffer
ing of the poor. In short, Emerson knew that there is often
a very rich heart in the plutocrat. He never condemns the
rich as a unit.
Many of the rich are wealthy because they deserve to be
wealthy. They have earned their wealth by hard work, in
telligence and honesty. And many of the poor are without
means because of their own stupidity and dishonesty. Thus,
if Emerson met a rich man, he would not say: ‘I belong to
a “share the wealth” club. Give me your money to give to
a poor man.’ He knew that a shuffle of wealth would gain
nothing. The poor man might not have a rich heart; he
might use the money more selfishly and less intelligently
than the rich man now employs it. And if he took the rich
man’s money, without giving him a rich heart, the rich
man would immediately devise ways and means to get his
money back. And he would perhaps get the poor man’s funds
to boot. If neither the rich nor poor man had a rich heart,
and the rich man’s money was given to the poor man, the
rich man would become the poor man who sought to grasp
back his wealth, and the poor man would become the ‘pluto
crat’ who would seek to ‘exploit’ the former rich man. So
ciety would gain nothing. Society never gains anything when
a man, not himself renovated, tries to change things about

him. A righteous society will never be realized by the grasp
ing of the poor, particularly when the poor are driven by
the winds of hatred.
‘It is better to work on institutions by the sun than by
the wind.’ Here we see the fundamental difference in the
methods of the seers and these modern reformers. The seers
worked ‘by the sun.’ They appealed to a man’s better nature.
They sought to arouse in him a genuine concern for the
welfare of his neighbor. They sought to give him a rich
heart. This is working by the sun. But the demagogue
works by the wind. He arrays class against class. He arouses
prejudice. And because the demagogue invariably works by
the winds of class hatred, he gives a rich heart to no
one.
An equitable distribution of wealth proves nothing. The
character of individuals proves everything. Thus the seers
put ‘the growth of the Individual’ above everything else in
their teachings. Once a man has a rich heart, he gravitates
naturally to right ethics. ‘Right ethics are central and go
from the soul outward.’
Right ethics cannot be achieved by the manipulation of
things. You do not necessarily give a man a rich heart by
giving him five thousand dollars a year or two hundred
dollars a month. You do not insure ‘justice’ by organizing
in the name of justice. Organized justice is all too likely to
become our idea of justice, which may not be real justice
at all. Worse still, it may become my idea of justice, the
idea of justice of one who works by the wind. The seers
did not organize the plain people in behalf of justice. They
sought to organize the plain man, to give him a rich heart.
Organize the rich heart, in rich and poor, and everything
else falls into the proper order. This was the essential mes
sage of every seer from Confucius to Emerson.

If Emerson met a rich man he might ask, as he once
did, in part: ‘Rich, say you? Are you rich? How rich?
Rich enough to succor the friendless, the unfashionable, the
eccentric? Rich enough to make the ugly lame pauper . . .
feel the noble exception of your presence and your house
from the general bleakness or stoniness; to make such feel
that they were greeted with a voice that made them both
remember and hope?’ In other words, Emerson would en
deavor to show the rich man what true wealth really is. He
would endeavor to arouse his moral sentiment. He would
show him what an ugly beggar wealth is without a rich
heart. He would work by the sun, for he wanted to see
wealth distributed by the concession of the rich. He would
show the rich man that ‘the equitable rule is, that no one
should take more than his share, let him be ever so rich.’
Who is to decide what the rich man’s share is to be? Not
Emerson. His function was to arouse the rich heart. If he
succeeds in this, the rest follows naturally: the rich man
does his own imparting. His moral sentiment has been sen
sitized, and for the first time he now ‘sees’ that ‘none is ac
complished so long as any are incomplete; that the happi
ness of one cannot consist with the misery of any other.’
This does not necessarily mean that he will indiscriminately
give his wealth to the poor. To give money to any poor man
does not necessarily help the general welfare. ‘We believe
that holiness confers a certain insight . . .’ Emerson’s task
was to speak to the better nature of the rich man, to arouse
his divine spark, his ‘holiness.’ Once that is aroused, the
rich man will see what to do. He may found an orphanage,
or a school; he may decide to give all that he has, except
enough to meet his barest needs, to the support of causes
that tend to eliminate social maladjustment. In other words,

his newly awakened insight will show him how to use his
wealth for the general welfare.
Then, too, the rich man will find that he is living a fuller,
freer life. He formerly was so weighted down with money
and possessions that he could not live at all. He will now
live a whole human life. Thus society’s gain is to be his
gain, for he has found that giving is a greater satisfaction
than grasping.
Now we see what Emerson meant when he said that he
wanted wealth to be distributed by the concession of the
rich rather than the grasping of the poor. And here, too,
we see the great difference in Emerson’s method from that
of the demagogue. Working by the winds of class hatred, the
demagogue is inciting the poor to grasp. He ignores the
fact that unless the poor are also given a rich heart, they
will employ wealth as selfishly as most of the ‘plutocrats’
now employ it.
What of blaming our ills on our system, as so many of
the modern reformers do? ‘I content myself,’ said Emer
son, ‘with the fact that the general system of our trade
(apart from the blacker traits, which, I hope, are exceptions
denounced and unshared by all reputable men) is a system
of selfishness; is not dictated by the high sentiments of hu
man nature; is not measured by the exact law of reciprocity,
much less by the sentiments of love and heroism, but is a
system of distrust, of concealment, of superior keenness, not
of giving but of taking advantage. It is not that which a
man delights to unlock to a noble friend; which he medi
tates on with joy and self-approval in his hour of love and
aspiration; but rather what he then puts out of sight, only
showing the brilliant result, and atoning for the manner of
acquiring, by the manner of expending it. I do not charge
the merchant or the manufacturer. The sins of our trade

belong to no class, to no individual. One plucks, one dis
tributes, one eats. Everybody partakes, everybody con
fesses, — with cap and knee volunteers his confession, yet
none feels himself accountable. He did not create the abuse;
he cannot alter it. What is he? an obscure private person who
must get his bread. That is the vice, — that no one feels
himself called to act for man, but only as a fraction of man.’
Emerson does not deny that the system is at fault. He
does not deny it is ‘a system of selfishness.’ But unlike the
demagogue, he did not blame any class for our ills. Nor did
he think that our troubles could be overcome by substitut
ing another system for capitalism. He felt that ‘muscle and
competition are yet necessary in the world.’ Cooke says that
Emerson’s criticism ‘of such attempts as Brook Farm, in
this regard, was marked by practical wisdom. . . . “Phil
anthropic and religious bodies do not commonly make their
executive officers out of saints. The communities hitherto
founded by Socialists are only possible by installing Judas
as steward.” We have learned this lesson so well we no
longer think that we are to be charitable to whoever asks,
giving with unstinted hand of our substance; but we hold
that self-help, self-reliance, manhood, are to be the ends
of our charitable intent. This was what Emerson preached
from the very first; it is the very core of his conception of
reform.’
Emerson was close enough to the plain people of our
country to know that competition is ‘yet necessary.’ But
never for a moment did he feel that capitalism is the ideal
system. It is merely the most practical means of transporta
tion until such time as man is able to walk alone, supported
by higher aspirations than selfish profit. It is a necessary
evil, but not to be put aside by visionary reformers who
\vould substitute a system that fails to consider the human
equation, or the present spiritual status of the plain people.

When man walks the earth in his right mind, he will see
that the profit of all is his greatest profit. He will see that ‘the
use of commodity, regarded by itself, is mean and squalid.’
He will apprehend, from an observation of the laws of na
ture, that ‘a thing is good only so far as it serves; that a
conspiring of parts and efforts to the production of an end
is essential to any being.’ He will see that this principle of
‘Use’ is the law of progress.
Emerson did not get this principle from any book, from
any social or political doctrine, or from any ‘radical.’ He
divined it from his study of Nature. And he was not the
first seer to apprehend the ethical character of this prin
ciple in the cosmic process which we designate as Nature.
‘Therefore is Nature ever the ally of Religion: lends all her
pomp and riches to the religious sentiment. Prophet and
priest, David, Isaiah, Jesus, have drawn deeply from this
source. This ethical character so penetrates the bone and
marrow of Nature, as to seem the end for which it was
made.’
There is no doubt that society must some day conform to
this Law of Use; that is, if a just social order is to be es
tablished. The laws of nature play through trade; and de
pression, poverty, and human misery result when these laws
are broken. Someday men will see that ‘a thing is good only
so far as it serves; that a conspiring of parts and efforts
to the production of an end is essential to any being.’ They
will conform to the Law of Use. But Emerson was close
enough to the plain people to know that they did not yet
‘see’ this Law. And until they do see, until this Law be
comes a part of their inmost convictions, there is no sense
in trying to force ‘Use’ upon society from without. There
is no sense in trying to legislate our way to the millennium.
Emerson possessed too much practical common sense to

go dancing in the weeds of socialism. He knew that with
man as he is, it will yet be necessary to install Judas as
steward in any socialistic experiment. Fortunately, Emer
son had a ‘saving grace of humor’; he was spared the illu
sions of the modern reformer who dissipates his genius
by dancing in the weeds of some visionary doctrine that is
beyond the present moral capacity of the plain people.
Emerson formulated no panacea for the plain people as
a whole. He spoke to the plain person and sought to arouse
in him a moral sentiment and an insight into the laws of
nature and his own being. When the private man is spirit
ually awakened, he will naturally gravitate to the right
ethics. He will create the right system of economic pro
cedure. He will take what is useful and ethical in all exist
ing systems and mould the right system, the system in which
‘all the parts incessantly work into each other’s hands’ for
the general welfare. But a just social order, the right sys
tem of trade, of finance, and of government, await the ar
rival of insight and a moral sentiment in the individual.
Thus Emerson, as all the seers before him, put first things
first. The growth of the Individual comes first, for the
Kingdom of God is here — now. It slumbers in the soul of
the private man; in you, in me, even in the drunkard in the
gutter. It must be ‘stabbed awake,’ through an enlightened
education in home, church, and school.
At last we see that you and I are the economic problem.
If we can erase our shallow Americanism, we are erasing
the economic problem. In ourselves is the real cause of so
cial maladjustment. So let us apologize to Shakespeare and
say: —
The fault, dear Americans, is not in the economics of things,
But in ourselves, that we are underlings.

MERSON is more properly called a scientist than a re
ligionist. He had the method and attitude of the scien
tist and applied them to affairs of the Spirit. Agassiz, ‘Cam
bridge’s great man of science,’ said that ‘Emerson has a
scientific method of the severest kind, and cannot be carried
away by any theories.’
Whereas the religionist holds that traditional beliefs are
sacred and nowise to be questioned, Emerson declared that
no facts to him were sacred — and none profane. Mumford has brilliantly depicted the essence of Emerson’s
scientific method: —
‘With most of the resources of the past at his command,
Emerson achieved nakedness: his central doctrine is the vir
tue of this intellectual, or cultural, nakedness: the virtue of
getting beyond the institution, the habit, the ritual, and finding
out what it means afresh in one’s own consciousness. Protes
tantism had dared to go this far with respect to certain minor
aspects of the Catholic cult: Emerson applied the same method
in a more sweeping way, and buoyed up by his faith in the
future of America . . . he asked not merely what Catholic
ritual means, but all ritual, not merely what dynastic politics
means but all politics; and so with every other important as
pect of life. Emerson divested everything of its associations,
and seized it afresh, to make what associations it could with
the life he had lived and the experience he had assimilated. As
a result, each part of the past came to him on equal terms.’
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Thus Emerson was hardly a religionist, in the sense of
one dedicated to traditional religion. In fact he felt that re
ligionists had, for the most part, an erroneous conception.
‘Religion in the mind is not credulity, and in the practice
is not form,’ he told them. Real religion is ‘a life . . . the
order and soundness of a man.’ It is not something else 'to
be got, to be added,’ but is rather ‘a new life’ of those facul
ties we already have. Thus he felt that his paramount concern
must be the development of his own faculties of scientific
observation and spiritual perception. Let the religionists
bicker over creed and ritual if they must; these things
did not interest Emerson particularly, for he was absorbed
in the development of his own God-given faculties. ‘It is
the office of a true teacher to show us that God is, not was/
he declared — and his primary concern was always ‘God is.’
Ever paramount in his mind was the question: ‘How do the
facts now shape themselves?’
Likewise the primary concern of science is ‘God is.’ What
are the facts to-day? asks science. Emerson’s attitude was
that of the scientist. It was far removed from the problems
of ‘God was/ which are the primary concern of most re
ligionists.
I have yet to find a religionist whose attitude is even re
motely related to that of Emerson. I do find, on the other
hand, that his attitude is akin to that of one of our most
distinguished scientists. Emerson’s attitude may be found in
the following passage: ‘Do not set the least value on what
I do, or the least discredit on what I do not, as if I pre
tended to settle anything as true or false. I unsettle all
things. No facts are to me sacred; none are profane; I sim
ply experiment, an endless seeker, with no Past at my
back. . . . Why should we import rags and relics into the
new hour? . . . Nothing is secure but life, transition, the

energizing spirit. . . . No truth so sublime but it may be
trivial to-morrow in the light of new thoughts. People wish
to be settled; only as far as they are unsettled is there any
hope for them.’
Compare this outlook with that of Modern Science, as
depicted by Jeans: ‘It is rare indeed for science to give a
final “Yes” or “No” answer to any question propounded to
her. When we are able to put a question in such a definite
form that either of these answers could be given in reply,
we are generally already in a position to supply the an
swer ourselves. Science advances rather by providing a suc
cession of approximations to the truth, each more accurate
than the last, but each capable of endless degrees of higher
accuracy.'
Emerson and Modern Science both hold that truth can
not be fixed, that it is capable of endless degrees of higher
accuracy. No truth is so complete but it may be trivial to
morrow in the light of new perception and insight.
Of course, Emerson was not a scientist in the sense of
one devoted solely to astronomy, geology or laboratory ex
perimentation. He was a scientist of the spiritual — a seer
who adopted the method and attitude of science and ap
plied them to affairs of the Spirit. Tyndall has seen the im
portance of Emerson’s contribution to both Science and Re
ligion. ‘By Emerson,’ he said, ‘scientific conceptions are con
tinually transmuted into the finer forms and warmer lines of
an ideal world.’
Emerson extended scientific laws into ethical laws. He
was well grounded in physics and his double vision was de
veloped to a point that enabled him to see that the laws of
physics have ‘an ethical as well as physical sense. These
propositions have a much more extensive and universal
sense when applied to human life, than when confined to

technical use.’ Study Emerson’s Spiritual Law and you find
that he has transmuted scientific law into Spiritual Law.
In order to accomplish anything of significance in this
extension of science into ethics, Emerson saw that he must
be well grounded in the discoveries of science. Cabot, who
had access to all of Emerson’s papers, found that ‘his note
books show a good deal of reading in books of science.’
In these notebooks Cabot found ‘pages of citations’ from
scientific books of many kinds. And the scientists themselves
were eager to hear Emerson’s observations. He was invited
to address the Mechanics Institute on ‘Water’; and he
was chosen to deliver ‘the introductory lecture in a course
given under the direction of the Boston Society of Nat
ural History.’
Firkins says that Emerson ‘was supreme in the magni
tude of his resources.’ In order to ascertain the extent of
his studies in science, let us note a few of the matters that
absorbed Emerson’s attention: —
Agriculture
Analysis
Anatomy
Animalcules
Architecture
Astronomy
Atoms
Botany
Centrifugal vs.
Centripetal Forces
Chemistry
Climate
Constellations
Copernican System
Diamagnetism

Drainage
Electricity
Elements
Energy
Equilibrium
Ether
Farming
Geography
Geology
Gravitation
Inventions
Light
Lightning
Magnetism
Mathematics

Matter
Mechanics
Metals
Meta-chemistry
Meteorology
Motion
Navigation
Physics
Physiognomy
Polarity
Ptolemaic System
Races of Men
Law of Reaction
Rotation
Vortical Motion

This list is an eloquent testimony of the fact that Emer
son was not lost in speculation on spiritual abstractions, as
so many erroneously believe. It may serve to remind us
that his interests were closer to those of the scientist than the
religionist. A book could be filled with his observations on
scientific subjects. Astronomy is discussed in at least twenty
essays; in a dozen essays he discusses chemistry and botany ;
in a like number he discusses the atom. In fact a great
majority of the essays contain evidence of his interest in
scientific subjects.
On the other hand, we are surprised at the scarcity of
references to subjects that are commonly associated with
religion. In all of the essays, I have found but one refer
ence to baptism and two to conversion. Creed and ritual
were apparently matters of little significance to Emerson.
They did not appear to him to be of any real significance in
the development of his moral sentiment. But the progress
of science was a significant factor in this development.
‘The foundation of culture, as of character, is at last the
moral sentiment. This is the fountain of power, preserves
its eternal newness, draws its own rent out of every novelty
in science. Science corrects the old creeds; sweeps away, with
every new perception, our infantile catechisms, and neces
sitates a faith commensurate with the grander orbits and
universal laws which it discloses. Yet it does not surprise
the moral sentiment. That was older, and awaited expectant
these larger insights.’
If you have a real religion — one based on your moral
sentiment — you have nothing to fear from science. It is
only those that have settled down in ‘old creeds’ and ‘in
fantile catechisms’ — and locked the door to ‘larger in
sights’ — who are afraid to peer at the ‘grander orbits’ and
‘universal laws’ which science is disclosing.

How did man happen to develop such a keen interest in
the study which we designate as science? ‘What leads him
to science ? Why does he track in the midnight heaven a pure
spark, a luminous patch wandering from age to age, but
because he acquires thereby a majestic sense of power;
learning that in his own constitution he can set the shining
maze in order, and finding and carrying their law in his
mind, can, as it were, see his simple idea realized up yonder
in giddy distances and frightful periods of duration.’
Man has come to realize that the pursuit of scientific facts
is a valuable one in that ‘much revolving of similar facts in
his mind has shown him that always the mind contains in
its transparent chambers the means of classifying the most
refractory phenomena, of depriving them of all casual and
chaotic aspect, and subordinating them to a bright reason of
its own, and so giving to man a sort of property, — yea,
the very highest property in every distance and particle of
the globe.’
Why should man, to be well-rounded, study science?
‘Science goes abreast with the just elevation of man,
keeping step with religion and metaphysics; or the state of
science is an index of our self-knowledge.’ We will not ful
fill all implications of that lofty command — ‘know thyself’
— if we study only the more abstract phases of knowledge.
We must inquire into the workings of nature and not de
vote our entire attention to the abstractions of religion and
metaphysics. We must awaken all of our faculties. ‘Since
everything in nature answers to a moral power, if any phe
nomenon remains brute and dark it is because the correspond
ing faculty in the observer is not yet active.’
His genius was of such magnitude that he could appre
hend the unity of all things. ‘We unite all things by per
ceiving the law which pervades them.’ Perhaps none more

than Emerson has seen the essential Oneness of Science and
Religion. They spring from the same instincts in man. For
instance, ‘men love to wonder, and that is the seed of our
science,’ — just as it is the seed of our speculation on re
ligious topics. And science, like religion, ‘does not know
its debt to imagination.’ On one occasion, Emerson remarked
that ‘the religions of the world are the ejaculations of a
few imaginative men.’ And he likewise would agree that the
greatest discoveries in science can be traced to the workings
of the imagination. Indeed, ‘science does not know its debt
to imagination. Goethe did not believe that a great nat
uralist could exist without this faculty. He was himself
conscious of its help, which made him a prophet among
the doctors. From this vision he gave brave hints to the
zoologist, the botanist and the optician.’ The whole world
knows the part that imagination played in Newton’s dis
coveries in gravity and many know that Pupin found the
path to physics ‘through his contemplation of the stars he
watched as a herd-boy through the night.’
Emerson saw great potentialities in science. He felt that
it could open ‘great gates of a future, promising to make the
world plastic and lift human life out of its beggary to a
godlike ease and power.’ But science has failed thus far in
that it has stressed the ‘house’ and neglected the ‘tenant.’
He reminded science that ‘we are entitled to higher advan
tages. Something is wanting to science until it has been
humanized.’
Emerson felt that the greatest defect of modern science is
this lack of a human side. He reminds scientists that man is
more important than things. Here, as everywhere, he stresses
the ‘infinitude of the private man.’ The human being is the
tenant and is more important than the house, than the end
less research into things. Julian Huxley, distinguished Eng-

lish scientist, recently spoke on ‘Science and the World
Crisis.’ He said, in effect, what Emerson said, that the
tenant is more than the house. He declared that ninety per
cent, of our research is devoted to things that matter least;
and only ten per cent, is devoted to the things that matter
most; that is, to things that really promote the welfare of
human beings. His remarks call to mind the jest of a leading
educator who complained that too much of our research
is devoted to such profundities as ‘how many whiskers may
dance on a mouse’s upper lip?’
Thus, although he apprehended the great potentialities in
science, Emerson was frankly disappointed in the results
thus far. ‘All our science lacks a human side. The tenant
is more than the house. Bugs and stamens and spores, on
which we lavish so many years, are not finalities; and man,
when his powers unfold in order, will take Nature along
with him, and emit light into all her recesses. The human
heart concerns us more than the poring into microscopes.’
Then how to humanize science? There is only one way
to humanize science and that is to humanize scientists. Here,
as everywhere else, the problem reverts to the person. Give
us humanized scientists and there will be a moral sentiment
in science; and without this moral sentiment, science may
lead us to disaster rather than salvation.
Science must apprehend its greatest office: ‘It is in my
judgment the greatest office of natural science (and one
which as yet is only begun to be discharged) to explain
man to himself. The knowledge of all the facts, of all the
laws of nature, will give man his true place in the system
of being.’
If man is to be explained to himself, it is obvious that
scientists must develop spiritual insight as well as keen
powers of observation. As Tyndall said, it will take spiritual

insight to progress further when scientific observation has
reached its limits. Surely it will require spiritual insight to
explain man to himself. Here is one creature that can be
opened only by spiritual perception. Thus it is as important
for a scientist to develop his spiritual faculties as his prac
tical ones.
Moncure Conway said that Emerson had ‘the finest head
and grandest heart in America.’ His practical faculties were
fully developed — thus the fine head; and his spiritual pow
ers were fully awakened — thus the grand heart. His fine
head enabled him to comprehend scientific conceptions; but
it was his grand heart, his spiritual awareness, that made
it possible for him to transmute these conceptions into the
finer forms and warmer lines of an ideal world.
Emerson would have science see that ‘a man, a personal
ascendancy, is the only great phenomenon.’ Instead of de
voting so much time to Newton’s scientific laws, devote
more time to the man himself. Professor Louis More has
called Sir Isaac Newton ‘the greatest of scientific geniuses.’
This man’s greatness is not to be attributed to his fine head
alone; he also had a grand heart. After all he had accom
plished in science, we might almost forgive him for dog
matism, but we find that his outlook was steeped in humil
ity. Near the end of his life he wrote: ‘I do not know what
I may appear to the world, but to myself I seem to have
been only like a boy, playing on the seashore, and diverting
myself in now and then finding a smoother pebble or a
prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth
lay all undiscovered before me.’
When you study the great scientist, you find that he has
humility and awe. It is the little mind in science that is
dogmatic and narrow. The great minds, the Newtons and
Emersons, admit that the great ocean of truth lies all un-

discovered before them. They have no illusions about hav
ing discovered final truth. They know that greater thinkers
may appear to-morrow and show that they were wrong.
They would readily admit that to-day’s scientific truth is
to-morrow’s scientific falsehood. And all this because they
were able to rise above egotism; they had grand hearts.
‘Beware,’ said Emerson, ‘when the great God lets loose
a thinker on this planet. Then all things are at risk. It is
as when a conflagration has broken out in a great city, and
no one knows what is safe, or where it will end. There is
not a piece of science but its flank may be turned to
morrow.’
Scientists will be wise to court humility; for when the
great God lets loose a Newton or Emerson there is not a
piece of science, or religion, or ‘the so-called eternal names of
fame,’ that may not ‘be revised and condemned.’ Everyone is
subject to a greater insight. ‘The soul knows no persons.’
What does it profit a scientist to gain a knowledge of
phenomena if he is unaware of what is in him? In his own
being the scientist will find the power that develops the
grand heart, so necessary a complement to the fine head. A
knowledge of matter is of no real value without an insight
into the laws of the spiritual world.
Emerson had a religion that was not afraid of science.
‘The religion that is afraid of science dishonors God and
commits suicide.’ Why should religion be afraid of science?
There is no sane reason, said Emerson, inasmuch as sci
ence can never destroy those aspects of religion that are of
enduring value. There are some things in religion that
science can destroy, and has destroyed. They are things
that were doomed because they could not fit into the everwidening horizons that science is continually opening. He

has pointed out what science can destroy, and what it will
never erase: —
‘I think the paramount source of the religious revolution
was Modern Science; beginning with Copernicus, who de
stroyed the pagan fictions of the Church, by showing man
kind that the earth on which we live was not the centre
of the Universe, around which the sun and stars revolved
every day, and thus fitted to be the platform on which the
Drama of the Divine Judgment was played before the as
sembled Angels of Heaven, — “the scaffold of the divine
vengeance” Saurin called it, — but a little scrap of a planet,
rushing round the sun in our system, which in turn was
too minute to be seen at the distance of many stars which
we behold. Astronomy taught us our insignificance in Na
ture; showed that our sacred as our profane history had
been written in gross ignorance of the laws, which were
far grander than we knew; and compelled a certain exten
sion and uplifting of our views of the Deity and his Provi
dence. This correction of our superstitions was confirmed
by the new science of Geology, and the whole train of dis
coveries in every department. But we presently saw also
that the religious nature in man was not affected by these
errors in his understanding. The religious sentiment made
nothing of bulk or size, or far or near; triumphed over time
as well as space; and every lesson of humility, or justice,
or charity, which the old ignorant saints had taught him,
was still forever true.’
Science has no thought of destroying those qualities in
religion that are ‘forever true.’ The best scientists are them
selves religious men and they see science as a power that
will liberate the human spirit from the material influences
that tend to bind it to earth. Not to destroy ‘humility, or jus
tice, or charity,’ but to liberate the spirit that it may dwell

more constantly in the realm of these imperishable values •—
this is the aim of science as seen by the great scientists.
Walter Lippmann says: ‘It is no exaggeration to say that
pure science is high religion incarnate. No doubt the science
we have is not the whole incarnation, but as far as it goes
it translates into a usable procedure what in the teaching of
the sages has been an esoteric insight. Scientific method
can be learned. The learning of it matures the human char
acter. Its value can be demonstrated in concrete results.
Its importance in human life is indisputable. But the in
sight of high religion as such could be appreciated only by
those who were already mature; it corresponded to nothing
in the experience and the necessities of the ordinary man.
It could be talked about but not taught; it could inspire
only the few who were somehow already inspired. With the
discovery of scientific method the insight has ceased to be
an intangible and somewhat formless idea and has become
an organized effort which moves mankind more profoundly
than anything else in human affairs.’
In this passage we may discover the secret of Emer
son’s success. He learned the scientific method and his
method was, as Agassiz said, of ‘the severest kind.’ Few
men have been as free from prejudice in their observations
as Emerson — and this fact doubtless moved Agassiz, and
others, to pay tribute to his scientific method. ‘The essence
of the scientific method,’ says Lippmann, ‘is a determina
tion to investigate phenomena without conceding anything
to naive human prejudices.’ And Emerson — to whom no
facts were sacred, and none profane — lived up to the high
est implications of the scientific method. In Emerson’s teach
ings spiritual insight has ceased to be ‘an intangible and
somewhat formless idea.’ It is a living reality that moves
us profoundly because it helps us to help ourselves.

4. E V O LU TIO N
AN is explicable,’ said Emerson, ‘by nothing less than
all his history.’ To understand the mysterious phe
nomenon that is man, it is necessary to search far back into
history for his origins. This consideration leads us directly to
Emerson’s teachings on Evolution.
Emerson was willing to face all of the facts of the evolu
tionary process. In our times a considerable number of
persons refuse to face these facts. They hold that Evolution
is a monster invented by science to destroy the cherished
beliefs of traditional religion. This attitude is childish.
Science merely became aware of the facts of Evolution,
facts that already existed, and even the most devout per
son could see, if he would, that the evolutionary facts are
not inimical to real religion. Evolution was not invented
by any man or group of men; it is something that just is.
An eminently religious man, Emerson faced the most
brutal facts of Evolution and emerged with his faith in
God and the infinitude of man unshaken. Fortified with the
impartial method of the scientist, and the spiritual insight
of the prophet, he went straight to the heart of this prob
lem and moulded a doctrine of Evolution that may well
serve as a standard for both science and religion.
In order to gain a comprehensive view of all aspects of
the evolutionary process, Emerson read in many realms.
He studied the doctrines of the Flowing and the Identity
in the ancient philosophers; and immanence and emanence
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in the Neoplatonists. In the Schoolmen he studied natura
naturans; and he absorbed the nebular hypothesis of the
astronomers. He studied the doctrines of Evolution of the
paleontologists and biologists and then turned to the sci
entists and philosophers of the eighteenth and nineteenth
century. With all this knowledge he combined his own ob
servations of nature and man — and the result was the Emer
sonian doctrine of Evolution.
This doctrine is distinctly Emersonian. It is not correct
to say, as some have, that Emerson was a Darwinist. He had
accepted the doctrine of Evolution several years before the
‘Origin of Species’ was even published. Emerson’s doc
trine is similar in many respects to the convictions of Dar
win, but if closely scrutinized it is seen as more compre
hensive than the doctrine set forth by the English thinker.
For one thing, Emerson had more insight than Darwin;
he was prophet as well as scientist, and viewed the march
of life from a higher point — at the point, as Crozier
said, ‘where the ascending lines of Law pass into Unity.’
Darwin and many other scientists see no farther than the
fact confronting them; they have not the insight to pursue
fact into Law and Law into Unity.
‘Gentleman,’ said Emerson, ‘there is a sublime and friendly
Destiny by which the human race is guided, — the race
never dying, the individual never spared, — to results af
fecting masses and ages. Men are narrow and selfish, but the
Genius or Destiny is not narrow, but beneficent. It is not
discovered in their calculated and voluntary activity, but
in what befalls, with or without their design. Only what is
inevitable interests us, and it turns out that love and good
are inevitable, and in the course of things. That Genius has
infused itself into nature. It indicates itself by a small
excess of good, a small balance in brute facts always fa-

vorable to the side of reason. All the facts in any part of
nature shall be tabulated and the results shall indicate the
same security and benefit, so slight as to be hardly ob
servable, and yet it is there.’
Thus in a few sentences Emerson introduces the evolu
tionary process and connects it up with Divinity. At once
we see why Emerson was an optimist: he could apprehend
the ‘small excess of good’ in Evolution. Therefore he could
not separate it from God. Those with no insight do not see
this ‘small excess of good’ because it is ‘so slight’; thus
the world is full of skeptics and pessimists. It takes genius
to become a discriminating optimist, particularly when
confronted with the brute facts of Evolution.
In the following passage we see that it is indeed difficult
to apprehend this small excess of good.
This Genius, this expression of God in nature, ‘is of the
sternest administration, though rumors exist of its secret
tenderness. It may be styled a cruel kindness, serving the
whole even to the ruin of the member; a terrible communist,
reserving all profits to the community, without dividend to
individuals. Its law is, you shall have everything as a mem
ber, nothing to yourself. For Nature is the noblest engineer,
yet uses a grinding economy, working up all that is wasted
to-day into to-morrow’s creation; — not a superfluous grain
of sand, for all the ostentation she makes of expense and
public works. It is because Nature thus saves and uses, la
boring for the general, that we poor particulars are so
crushed and straitened, and find it so hard to live. She
flung us out in her plenty, but we cannot shed a hair or
a paring of a nail but instantly she snatches at the shred
and appropriates it to the general stock.’
Let us turn the brush over to Emerson, and let him paint
his own picture of the evolutionary process at work: —

‘The book of Nature is the book of Fate. She turns the
gigantic pages, — leaf after leaf, — never re-turning one.
One leaf she lays down, a floor of granite; then a thousand
ages, and a bed of slate; a thousand ages, and a measure
of coal; a thousand ages, and a layer of marl and m ud: vege
table forms appear; her first misshapen animals, zoophyte,
trilobium, fish; then, saurians, — rude forms, in which
she has only blocked her future statue, concealing under
these unwieldy monsters the fine type of her coming king.
The face of the planet cools and dries, the races meliorate,
and man is born.’
He is never closer to Darwin than in the following pas
sage : —
‘Anatomy, osteology, exhibit arrested or progressive as
cent in each kind; the lower pointing to the higher forms,
the higher to the highest, from the fluid in an elastic sack,
from radiate, mollusk, articulate, vertebrate, up to man;
as if the whole animal world were only a Hunterian museum
to exhibit the genesis of mankind.’
At this point Emerson leaves the more materialistic group
of scientists and, guided by his insight, proceeds to give
purpose and divinity to Evolution. He felt that ‘nature has
a higher end, in the production of new individuals, than
security, namely ascension, or the passage of the soul into
higher forms.’
He pays tribute to geology for increasing our understand
ing of Evolution. ‘Geology has initiated us into the secular
l y of nature, and taught us to disuse our dame-school meas
ures, and exchange our Mosaic and Ptolemaic schemes for
her large style. We knew nothing rightly, for want of per
spective. Now we learn what patient periods must round
themselves before the rock is formed; then before the rock
is broken, and the first lichen race has disintegrated the

thinnest external plate into soil, and opened the door for the
remote Flora, Fauna, Ceres, and Pomona to come in. How
far off yet is the trilobite! how far the quadruped! how in
conceivably remote is man! All duly arrive, and then race
after race of men. It is a long way from granite to the oyster;
farther yet to Plato and the preaching of the immortality
of the soul. Yet all must come, as surely as the first atom
has two sides.’
There is nothing in Evolution to be afraid o f ; on the
contrary, Science, by becoming aware of Evolution, has
lighted up a vast background and thereby generated ‘a feel
ing of complacency and hope.’ ‘Modern science, by the ex
tent of its generalization, has learned to indemnify the
student of man for the defects of individuals by tracing
growth and ascent in races; and, by the simple expedient
of lighting up the vast background, generates a feeling of
complacency and hope. The human being has the saurian
and the plant in his rear. His arts and sciences, the easy
issue of his brain, look glorious when prospectively beheld
from the distant brain of ox, crocodile and fish. It seems as
if nature, in regarding the geologic night behind her, when,
in five or six millenniums, she had turned out five or six
men, as Homer, Phidias, Menu and Columbus, was no wise
discontented with the result. These samples attested the
virtue of the tree. These were a clear amelioration of trilo
bite and saurus, and a good basis for further proceeding.
With this artist, time and space are cheap, and she is in
sensible to what you say of tedious preparation. She waited
tranquilly the flowing periods of paleontology, for the hour
to be struck when man should arrive. Then periods must
pass before the motion of the earth can be suspected; then
before the map of the instincts and the cultivable powers
can be drawn. But as of races, so the succession of individual

men is fatal and beautiful, and Plato has the fortune in the
history of mankind to mark an epoch.’
A study of Evolution involves two primary considerations,
namely, ‘power and circumstance’ — or life a>id what hap
pens to it in the ‘tyrannous circumstance’ which we call
Nature.
‘In science we have to consider two things: power and
circumstance. All we know of the egg, from each successive
discovery, is, another vesicle; and if, after five hundred years
you get a better observer or a better glass, he finds, within
the last observed, another. In vegetable and animal tissue it
is just alike, and all that the primary power or spasm oper
ates is still vesicles, vesicles. Yes, — but the tyrannical Cir
cumstance ! A vesicle in new circumstances, a vesicle lodged
in darkness, Oken thought, became animal; in light, a plant.
Lodged in the parent animal, it suffers changes which end
in unsheathing miraculous capability in the unaltered vesicle,
and it unlocks itself to fish, bird, or quadruped, head and
foot, eye and claw. The Circumstance is Nature. Nature is
what you may do. There is much you may not. We have two
things — the circumstance, and the life. Once we thought
positive power was all. Now we learn that negative power,
or circumstance, is half. Nature is the tyrannous circum
stance, the thick skull, the sheathed snake, the ponderous,
rock-like jaw; necessitated activity; violent direction; the
conditions of a tool, like the locomotive, strong enough on
its track, but which can do nothing but mischief off of it; or
skates, which are wings on the ice but fetters on the ground.’
Motion and Rest are ‘the first and second secrets of na
ture
‘Motion or change and identity or rest are the first and
second secrets of nature: Motion and Rest. The whole code

of her laws may be written on the thumbnail, or the signet
of a ring. The whirling bubble on the surface of a brook
admits us to the secret of the mechanics of the sky. Every
shell on the beach is a key to it. A little water made to ro
tate in a cup explains the formation of the simpler shells;
the addition of matter from year to year arrives at last at
the most complex forms; and yet so poor is nature with
all her craft, that from the beginning to the end of the
universe she has but one stuff, — but one stuff with its
two ends, to serve up all her dream-like variety. Compound
it how she will, star, sand, fire, water, tree, man, it is still
one stuff, and betrays the same properties.’
Relative to Emerson’s claim that Nature has but one
stuff, it is worth while to note that Einstein, Millikan and
the most distinguished physicists of our time have dis
carded the idea of energy and mass. They are now regarded
as one and the same.
Why is it that the seer often announces the Truth —
even the germ of a great scientific truth — before the sci
entist? Is it not because the seer has the power of double
vision? He sees both the fact and the principle. He has the
spiritual insight to grasp both the phenomenon and the law.
Oliver Wendell Holmes said, of Emerson: ‘His gift was
insight: he saw the germ through its envelop; the particu
lar in the light of the universal; the fact in connection with
the principle; the phenomenon as related to the law; all
this not by the slow and sure process of science, but by the
sudden and searching flashes of imaginative double vision.’
‘The Truth is in the air,’ said Emerson, ‘and the most
impressionable brain will announce it first, but all will an
nounce it . . . later.’ Spiritual genius makes the brain more
‘impressionable.’ It was not a seer, but John Tyndall, one
of the great physicists of the nineteenth century, who said:

T he ultimate problem of physics is to reduce matter by
analysis to its lowest conditions of divisibility, and force
to its simplest manifestations, and then by synthesis to
construct from these elements the world as it stands. We are
still a long way from the final solution of this problem;
and when the solution comes, it will be one more of spiritual
insight than of actual observation.’
Waldemar Kaempffert, discussing the most recent book
of Professor Robert Millikan says, in part: ‘The truth is
that the more physicists discover about matter, the more
puzzling does it become. . . . We stand “like children at
Christmas before a closed door,” a physicist said.’ Indeed
— and it is becoming increasingly apparent that what Tyn
dall said was true: that spiritual insight will be required to
open this closed door. And Emerson is as important to the
scientist as to the religionist, for what he left us is primarily
a technique for developing spiritual insight in ourselves.
When we study him carefully we find that his strongest con
viction was that every man is the inlet to all of this Truth
that is in the very air we breathe — and may become the
outlet. Any impressionable man can develop the spiritual
insight that will open all doors. There is one mind common
to all individual men. Every man is an inlet to the same and
to all of the same.’
When we study the men who had marked spiritual insight
we feel that Emerson was right, that the Truth is ‘in the
air’ — and is fundamentally always the same. When Truth
hits these ‘impressionable’ brains it emerges in varying word
forms, but at bottom it is seen as the same Truth. For in
stance, let us compare what Emerson said about Nature’s
‘one stuff’ with what Democritus said, around 400 b . c.
Emerson said Nature ‘has but one stuff, but one stuff
with its two ends, to serve up all her dream-like variety.

Compound it how she will, star, sand, fire, water, tree, man,
it is still one stuff, and betrays the same properties.’
Democritus was one of the greatest of the Greek physical
philosophers. He was primarily a physical philosopher, but
his insight was such that he is regarded by many as the
equal, if not the superior, of Plato. His words were: —
‘The only existing things are the atoms and empty space.
The varieties of all things depend upon the varieties of
their atoms, in number, size and aggregation.’
We cannot proceed very far with Emerson’s teachings
without apprehending the fact that he regards the evolu
tionary process as part of his idea of God. Considered over
great periods of time, Emerson felt that there was always
a ‘small excess of good’; that there is order, purpose, even
divinity, in Evolution. Thus it is seen at last as God in Na
ture. From the beginning of time this evolutionary process,
driven by the Life-Principle to ever higher forms, has
gradually evolved a reasoning creature, capable of ideas;
and ideas are to be our salvation — perhaps the idea of God,
involving as it does the highest aspirations of Man Thinking.
‘Our planet, before the age of written history, had its
races of savages, like the generations of sour paste, or the
animalcules that wiggle and bite in a drop of putrid water.
Who cares for these or for their wars? We do not wish a
world of bugs or of birds; neither afterward of Scythians,
Caraibs or Feejees. The grand style of Nature, her great
periods, is all we observe in them. Who cares for oppressing
whites, or oppressed blacks, twenty centuries ago, more
than for bad dreams? Eaters and food are in the harmony
of Nature; and there too is the germ forever protected,
unfolding gigantic leaf after leaf, a newer flower, a richer
fruit, in every period, yet its next product is never to be
guessed. It will only save what is worth saving; and it saves

not by compassion, but by power. It appoints no police to
guard the lion but his teeth and claws; no fort or city for
the bird but his wings; no rescue for flies and mites but their
spawning numbers, which no ravages can overcome. It deals
with men after the same manner. If they are rude and fool
ish, down they must go. When at last in a race a new prin
ciple appears, an idea, — that conserves it; ideas only save
races.’
Emerson asks us to use our highest powers, evolved in
the very process we have been discussing, to solve the prob
lems that confront us to-day. In all of Emerson’s writ
ings, there is no passage that is a greater challenge to the
America of to-day than the following: —
‘The times put this question, Why cannot the best civiliza
tion be extended over the whole country, since the disorder
of the less-civilized portion menaces the existence of the
country? Is this secular progress we have described, this
evolution of man to the highest powers, only to give him
sensibility, and not to bring duties with it? Is he not to
make his knowledge practical? to stand and to withstand?
Is not civilization heroic also? Is it not for action? has it
not a will ? “There are periods,” said Niebuhr, “when some
thing much better than happiness and security of life is
attainable.” We live in a new and exceptionable age. Amer
ica is another word for Opportunity. Our whole history ap
pears like a last effort of the Divine Providence in behalf of
the human race; and a literal, slavish following of precedents,
as by a justice of the peace, is not for those who at this
hour lead the destinies of this people. The evil you contend
with has taken alarming proportions, and you still content
yourself with parrying the blows it aims, but, as if en
chanted, abstain from striking at the cause.’

When we understand Emerson’s idea of Evolution, we
can apprehend no sane reason for discord: there is room
here for both science and religion. He makes Evolution a
veritable Book of Life, a Bible of Nature. He includes
divinity in a manner that should be acceptable to the wisest
scientist and the most devout religionist. In Emerson, Evo
lution is a thrilling study; it gives us insight into God, our
selves, and the universe as a whole. Rightly understood, it
is an elevating study. There is no reason to be ashamed of
our origins. It is a glorious thing, says Emerson, to think
how far we have come and how far we may still go. It al
most seems inconceivable that an enlightened society should
make Evolution the target of so much abuse; that sup
posedly intelligent people should endeavor to ban this study
from our schools. For certainly no man is truly educated
who does not understand the process that has evolved his
own being, the process that runs the very universe he lives in.
Now that Nature has succeeded, after millions of years
of patient effort, in evolving a thinking man, she would have
us learn a great lesson — namely, that ‘the life of the All
must stream through us to make the man . . . great.’ The
moral, then, is this: ‘To be isolated is to be sick, and in so
far, dead.’ In the following passage Emerson endeavors to
make clear the lesson of Nature in what we call the evolution
ary process.
‘As mind, our mind or mind like ours, reappears to us
in our study of Nature, Nature being everywhere formed
after a method which we can well understand, and all the
parts, to the most remote, allied or explicable, — therefore
our own organization is a perpetual key, and a well-ordered
mind brings to the study of every new fact or class of facts
a certain divination of that which it shall find.
‘This reduction to a few laws, to one law, is not a choice

of the individual, it is the tyrannical instinct of the mind.
There is no solitary flower and no solitary thought. It comes
single, like a foreign traveller, — but find out its name, and
it is related to a powerful and numerous family. Wonderful
is their working and relation each to each. We hold them
as lanterns to light each other and our present design. Every
new thought modifies, interprets old problems. The retro
spective value of each new thought is immense, like a torch
applied to a long train of gunpowder. To be isolated is to
be sick, and in so far, dead. The life of the All must stream
through us to make the man and the moment great.’
Emerson is discussing the powers and laws of thought
in the passage just quoted, and he goes on to stress ‘the
law of identity.’ He warns us that the thoughts and ‘moral
states’ of men are very contagious, that the policy of isola
tion, in man or nation, is the outgrowth of minds that are
not conscious of the essential interdependence of all life.
Even in the lowest forms of life we observe that ‘wonder
ful is their working and their relation each to each.’ After
millions of years of effort, Nature has developed man, and
in the modern world this creature is breaking the very
law that made his evolution possible. To-day, on all sides,
the policy of isolation flourishes. No wonder the world is
sick. If we had enough common sense to listen to men like
Emerson, we would not be meshed in the confusion and
chaos that is strangling the very lifeblood out of every
nation. Let every nation ponder Emerson’s warning: ‘To
be isolated is to be sick, and in so far, dead.’ Let them
see that nationalism and economic isolation are fatal poli
cies. They break the very Law of Life. Above all, let Amer
ica heed Emerson’s warning. He is our prophet and there
is no excuse for intelligent men to further ignore his wis
dom. ‘America is another word for Opportunity,’ he ex
claims. ‘Our whole history appears like a last effort of the

Divine Providence in behalf of the human race.’ Indeed!
And what a dismal failure we are making of this oppor
tunity. Isolation is the key word of the America of to-day.
Nature has worked for millions of years to evolve Man
Thinking, one who can see that isolation means sickness,
depression and chaos. But Nature must be discouraged with
the America of to-day; a Senator arises in the highest legis
lative body that this land of Opportunity has devised, and
says, ‘To hell with Europe!’ This remark is symbolic of
our present attitude.
We not only isolate ourselves from other nations, but we
isolate ourselves from each other. There is little enough
of the ‘wonderful working and relation each to each’ that
made possible our very existence. Our chief occupation to
day appears to be the erection of barriers to harmony and
co-operation. We have partaken too heartily of the fruits of
the tree of knowledge and are suffering a bad case of intel
lectual colic. The fever which destroys us is the fever of iso
lation. We employ our intellects to manufacture all manner of
barriers — in the realms which we label philosophy, religion,
education, science, politics, and economics. Instead of regard
ing ourselves as human beings with a wonderful working and
relation each to each necessitated by our very construction,
we must be individualists and label ourselves modernist,
fundamentalist, agnostic, atheist — or a hundred other things
that cause the very isolation that makes us small and nar
row, sick and dying.
Consider the subject we have been discussing, for instance.
R. L. Duffus quotes the following verse: —
A sense of law and beauty
And a face turned from the clod, —
Some call it Evolution,
And others call it God.

Mr. Duffus says that this ‘point of view is not to be
disregarded by anyone who wants to understand America.’
He is doubtless correct, but we should not be proud of this.
When we study a great mind like Emerson’s we see how
stupid it is to separate these two. Here again is evidence
of the modern tendency toward isolation: Religion calls it
God, and Science calls it Evolution. But in behalf of those
who see into things, men like Emerson who see things whole
and in harmonious relation each to each, it appears that we,
should add another line to this verse. It might read as fol
lows : —
And others see Evolution as God in Nature.
Emerson’s views on Evolution are essentially the same
as those of modern science. To be sure, many scientists
would not agree that Nature is an ‘incarnation of God in the
unconscious,’ because they fail to see the small excess of good,
a small balance in brute facts always favorable to the side
of reason, in the evolutionary process. But on the whole,
Emerson’s views are essentially the same as those of great
scientists of to-day.
One of our greatest scientists is Sir James Jeans, presi
dent of the British Association for the Advancement of
Science. His views on Evolution have been briefly sum
marized as follows: —
‘The Earth is so old that if its story were imagined as
a 500-page book, recorded history would fit easily into
the last word, the Christian era into the last letter. How
is this known? The rate at which radioactive substances de
cay can be experimentally determined, and hence the age of
radioactive rock can be told by the amount of decay observed.
In Canada there are rocks that reveal an age of 1,230,000,000

years. Yet Earth could not be more than two or three times
that old, because otherwise all the radium would have de
cayed to lead. Thus the time at which Earth and the other
planets were thrown off the sun, probably by the gravitational
yank of a passing star, is commonly estimated at 2,000,000,000 years ago. Much of this time was spent cooling, shrink
ing, solidifying; more than half of it passed before evidence
of the first microscopic life was left in the rocks. Five hun
dred million years ago sponges, jellyfish and worms appeared;
fishes 400,000,000 years ago; giant reptiles 150,000,000
years ago. Well within the last 100,000,000 years birds and
mammals appeared, and within the last million, man. The
dates, Sir James admits, are conjectural but the sequence
is not.’
Emerson’s views are essentially those of Jeans. He wrote
of the process of cooling and solidifying which Jeans refers
to, and his sequence of life is similar to that of the British
scientist.
Emerson failed to see why Religion should see anything
degrading in this view of man’s development. To him it was
a fact ‘most surprising, I may say the most sublime, that
man is no upstart in the creation, but has been prophesied
in nature for a thousand thousand ages before he appeared;
that, from times incalculably remote, there has been a
progressive preparation for him, an effort to produce him;
the meaner creatures containing the elements of his struc
ture and pointing at it from every side. . . . His limbs are
only a more exquisite organization — say rather the finish
— of the rudimental forms that have been already sweeping
the sea and creeping in the mud.’
This development was an elevating fact to Emerson. It
makes man a brother to all life. ‘The brother of his hand
is even now cleaving the Arctic sea in the fin of the whale,

and innumerable ages since was pawing the marsh in the
flipper of the saurian.’
Emerson’s Evolution has ample room for the most con
structive thought of both Science and Religion. It is a doc
trine not dogmatically scientific, nor traditionally religious;
but one that blends the best he had assimilated from both
realms. It is a doctrine that is the product of ‘double vi
sion’ ; the fact is seen in connection with the principle and
the phenomenon is extended to the realm of ethics. His
affirmation of both science and the spiritual, says Mumford — ‘an affirmation which justified the existence of the
artist, the poet, the saint, was of prime importance; for he
did not make the mistake of disdaining the order and power
that science had achieved within its proper department.’
Emerson ‘was familiar with the investigations which were
linking together the chain of organic continuity, and he was
ready to follow the facts wherever they would lead him.
Agassiz, Cambridge’s great man of science, accepted the
facts, too; but he was afraid of them; insulated in his evan
gelical Christianity, he insisted that the facts did not exist
in Nature but in the mind of God. Emerson was untroubled
by Agassiz’s reluctance: the function of “God” was per
petually being performed for him in the passage of the
world into the soul of man; and there was nothing in his
philosophy to make him deny an orderly sequence in Na
ture. . . . Who was there among Emerson’s contemporaries
in the Nineteenth Century that was gifted with such a
complete vision?’
And Emerson’s vision was even more complete than Mumford has revealed here, inasmuch as the function of God
was also being performed for him in the passage of Life
into Circumstance, that is, in the passage of God into Na
ture, resulting in Evolution.

Emerson’s doctrine teaches that ‘all progress is an un
folding, like the vegetable bud.’ Man’s growth has been
similar to that of the ‘shellfish’ that ‘crawls out of its beauti
ful but stony case, because it no longer admits of its
growth, and slowly forms a new house.’ His theory was es
sentially that of Empedocles, who taught that ‘the develop
ment of life is a gradual process, and that imperfect forms
are slowly replaced by forms more perfect.’
Emerson does not belong with the modern behaviorists.
He never said that man is a machine. And man is no animal.
‘God defend me,’ he said, ‘from ever looking at man as an
animal.’ He did not regard man as an animal, nor does he say
that man descended or ascended from monkeys. Some of our
orthodox friends can think no deeper in evolution than to say
it is a doctrine about man developing from a monkey. Emer
son was not concerned with any ‘monkey doctrine.’ His doc
trine of Evolution was wrought from a keen study of science
coupled with his spiritual insight. He saw what was going
on in Nature and moulded his doctrine of Evolution in the
light of his double vision. It was not a fanciful excursion
into dreamland. His convictions were based on scientific prin
ciples. John Burroughs, writing of Emerson, said: ‘There is
hardly a fundamental principle of science that he has not
turned to ideal uses.’

5- ED U CATIO N
G. W ELLS believes that our modern system of educa
tio n is a resistance to the growing creative will in man.
This is the position taken by Emerson. He felt that our system
of education ‘is open to graver criticism than the palsy of its
members: it is a system of despair. The disease with which
the human mind now labors is want of faith. Men do not be
lieve in a power of education. We do not believe we can speak
to divine sentiments in man, and we do not try.’
This was indeed a severe indictment of our system of
education. Emerson was profoundly disturbed because our
educational institutions turn out so many students that are
creatively unawakened. Most of them come out of our col
leges ‘with a bag of wind, a memory of words and do not
know a thing’ — in a creative sense. As a result, ‘one
of the benefits of a college education is to show the boy of
its little avail.’
Most of us are rather weary of hearing destructive criti
cism of the educational system. But if we study Emerson’s
plan of Education we find that his criticism was motivated
by a lofty ideal. He felt that the primary purpose of a just
education is the development of the moral sentiment and
his criticism was based on the fact that thus far Education
has failed to arouse this sentiment in most students. Instead
of creators, our colleges annually turn out a vast army of
students that have been filled up, rather than led out. We
have not succeeded in leading out the creative powers of the
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student; we have left these dormant while the mind was
saturated with a vast amount of knowledge which, by most
students, is promptly forgotten at graduation.
If we study Emerson’s plan of education, we can under
stand the reason for his severe attack on the existing system:
‘This, then, is the theory of Education, the happy meeting
of the young soul, filled with the desire, with the living
teacher who has already made the passage from the centre
forth, step by step, along the intellectual roads to the theory
and practice of special science. Now if there be genius in
the scholar, that is, a delicate sensibility to the laws of the
world, and the power to express them again in some new
form, he is made to find his own way. He will greet joy
fully the wise teacher, but colleges and teachers are no wise
essential to him ; he will find teachers everywhere.’
Emerson felt that the way we should go is wrapped up
in all of us. We have merely to abandon ourselves to our
creative spark, or Instinct, and we naturally gravitate to
the influences — teachers, books, environment, and so forth
— that help to awaken our creative power. Study the lives of
the men who have been the greatest creators and you see this
Instinct at work.
‘Will you let me say to you what I think is the organic
law of learning? It is to observe the order, to keep down
the talent, to enthrone the Instinct. There must be a perpetual
rallying and self-recovery; each talent links itself so fast
with self-love and with petty advantage that it loses sight
of its obedience, which is beautiful, and sets up for itself,
and makes confusion. Falsehood begins as soon as it dis
obeys, it works for show, and for the shop, and the greater it
grows the more is the mischief and misleading, so that pres
ently all is wrong, talent is mistaken for genius, dogma or
system for truth.’

Emerson’s idea of a college is an assembly of men who are
obedient to ‘this pure light’ — this Instinct of creative power
which is in all of us. From this pure light, each one may
draw ‘illumination to that science or art to which his con
stitution and affections draw him.’ When colleges are so
shaped that this course may be followed, then ‘education
is what it should be, a delightful unfolding of the faculties
in right order.’
‘I conceive that a college should have no mean ambition,
but should aim at a reverent discipline and invitation of the
soul, that here, if nowhere else in the world, genius should
find its home; here Imagination should be greeted with the
problems in which it delights; the noblest tasks to the Muse
proposed and the most cordial and honoring rewards; here
the highest duties be urged, and enthusiasm for liberty and
wisdom should breed enthusiasm and form heroes for the
state. The College should hold the profound thought, and
the Church the great heart to which the nation should turn,
and these two should be counterbalancing to the bad politics
and selfish trade. But there is but one institution, and not
three. The Church and the College now take their tone from
the City, and do not dictate their own. You all well know
the downward tendency in literature, the facility with which
men renounce their youthful aims and say, the labor is
too severe, the prize too high for me; and they accept the
employments of the market. . . .
‘Ah, gentlemen, it’s only a dream of mine, and perhaps
never will be true, — but I thought a college was a place
not to train talents, not to train attorneys, and those who
say what they please, but to adorn Genius, which only speaks
truth, and after the way which truth uses, namely, Beauty;
a college was to teach you . . . the streaming of thought
into form, and the precipitation of atoms which Nature is.’

On one occasion Emerson was rather harsh in his criti
cism of his alma mater: ‘Harvard College has no voice in
Harvard College, but State Street votes it down on every
ballot. Everything will be permitted there which goes to
adorn Boston Whiggism. . . . But that which it exists for,
to be a fountain of novelties out of heaven, a Delphos utter
ing warning and ravishing oracles to lift and lead mankind,
— that it shall not be permitted to do or to think of. On the
contrary, every generosity of thought is suspect and gets
a bad name . . . All that is sought in the instruction is
drill; tutors, not inspirers.’
These thoughts were written in 1861. Six years later
Harvard awarded him an LL.D. degree. He also was ap
pointed to the Board of Overseers and was thus given the op
portunity to help correct these conditions (if they were as he
claimed). The aim, in quoting this passage, is not to criti
cize Harvard — for to-day State Street assuredly does not
run Harvard — but rather to bring up a very important
point that concerns Education in general. Emerson felt
that Big Business and the Church should not dictate the
policies of a college. There is no doubt that these influ
ences occasionally say to a college, ‘This you shall not be
permitted to do or think of.’ In these so-called enlightened
times the Board often says to the college: ‘Your students
may not believe in Evolution; in religion they must think
not as they know, but as we know; we will decide what
they may think.’ Emerson was violently opposed to this
sort of thing. A college is the place, he felt, where creative
power should be encouraged to develop according to its own
lights. It should not be restricted, harnessed, and told that
there are limits beyond which it must not venture. If this
stand is not taken, then ‘all the youth come out decrepit
citizens; not a prophet, not a poet, not a daimon, but is

gagged and stifled or driven away.’ The dearth of leaders
and great creative thinkers in modern society does not
speak well for the efforts of our educational institutions.
Emerson did not fit into the accepted pattern of Cambridge
and was long regarded as an unsafe and undesirable person
to have around. It took Harvard a long time to discover
that a prophet had emerged from her sacred portals. The
moral, then, is this: Let the college run the college. Other
wise Education is not likely to turn out the great thinkers
that will lead us to a new and more excellent social state
than history has recorded.
Emerson felt that college professors should not be obliged
to give marks. ‘The marking is a system for schools, not
for the college; for boys, not for men; and it is an ungracious
work to put on a professor.’ The ‘wise instructor’ is there
to open in his pupils ‘precisely the attractions the study has
for himself.’ He is there ‘to show them what delights and
instructs himself’ in his chosen field of study, ‘and not to
weigh the young man’s rendering, whether it entitles to
four or five or six marks.’ The professor is to devote his
genius to awakening the Instinct of his pupils for his own
study, — and not to bother his head with the degree to
which each student has been awakened — as A, B, or C.
Emerson did not have much to say about the curriculum
of a college, but it is obvious that he was not pleased with
many of the studies that made up the average curriculum
of his time. ‘Is not this absurd,’ he asked, ‘that the whole
liberal talent of this country should be directed in its best
years on studies which lead to nothing? What was the con
sequence? Some intelligent persons said or thought, “Is that
Greek or Latin some spell to conjure with, and not words of
reason? If the physician, the lawyer, the divine, never use
it to come to their ends, I need never learn it to come at

mine. Conjuring is gone out of fashion, and I will omit this
conjugating, and go straight to affairs.” So they jumped
Greek and Latin, and read law, medicine, or sermons, with
out it. To the astonishment of all, the self-made men took
even ground at once with the oldest of the regular graduates,
and . . . the most conservative circles of Boston and New
York had quite forgotten who of their own gownsmen was
college-bred, and who was not.’
He doubts the efficacy of spending so much time on Greek
and Latin. ‘One of the traits of the new spirit is the inquisi
tion it fixed on our scholastic devotion to the dead languages.
The ancient languages, with great beauty of structure, con
tain wonderful remains of genius, which draw, and always
will draw, certain like-minded men . . . in all countries,
to their study; but by a wonderful drowsiness of usage
they had exacted the study of all men. Once (say two cen
turies ago), Latin and Greek had a strict relation to all the
science and culture there was in Europe. . . . These things
became stereotyped as education, as the manner of men
is. . . . In a hundred high schools and colleges this war
fare against common-sense still goes on. Four, or six, or
ten years, the pupil is parsing Greek and Latin, and as soon
as he leaves the university, as it is ludicrously styled, he
shuts these books for the last time. Some thousands of
young men are graduated at our colleges in this country
every year, and the persons who, at forty years, still read
Greek, can all be counted on your hand. I never met with
ten.’
Emerson once taught school and, in later years, served
at various times on committees which studied problems of
education. From this experience he formed opinions on
the proper attitude for a teacher. ‘I believe that our own
experience instructs us that the secret of Education lies in

respecting the pupil. It is not for you to choose what he
shall know, what he shall do. It is chosen and foreordained,
and he only holds the key to his own secret. By your tam
pering and thwarting and too much governing he may be
hindered from his end and kept out of his own. Respect the
child. Wait and see the new product of Nature. Nature loves
analogies, but not repetitions. Respect the child. Be not too
much his parent. Trespass not on his solitude.’
The teacher should develop a ‘prophetic eye’ and be ever
on the alert to discover the bent of each child. ‘You must
have the believing and prophetic eye. Have the self-command
you wish to inspire. Your teaching and discipline must have
the reserve and taciturnity of Nature. Teach them to hold
their tongues by holding your own. Say little; do not snarl;
do not chide; but govern by the eye. See what they need,
and that the right thing is done. . . .
‘The will, the male power, organizes, imposes its own
thought and wish on others, and makes that military eye
which controls boys as it controls men; admirable in its re
sults, a fortune to him who has it, and only dangerous when
it leads the workman to overvalue and overuse it and pre
cludes him from finer means. Sympathy, the female force,
— which they must use who have not the first, — deficient
in instant control and the breaking down of resistance, is
more subtle and lasting and creative. I advise teachers to
cherish mother-wit. I assume that you will keep the gram
mar, reading, writing and arithmetic in order; ’tis easy and
of course you will. But smuggle in a little contraband wit,
fancy, imagination, thought. If you have a taste which you
have suppressed because it is not shared by those about
you, tell them that.’ In other words, Emerson asks the
teacher to ‘Be yourself!’ Do not become a dull and inert
machine in a stereotyped system of education.

Emerson speaks here from experience, and has asked
nothing that he did not practice. ‘His practice was exactly
in accordance with his word/ says his son Edward. ‘With
all his sweetness and serenity and the respect with which he
treated his own and others’ children, he had the quality of
inspiring awe at any moment, and resistance to him by word
or act was impossible.’
If we would have a just system of education, the child
must be allowed sufficient freedom to develop his innate
creative powers. He must be allowed to be himself. ‘I suf
fer,’ said Emerson, ‘whenever I see that common sight of
a parent or senior imposing his opinion and way of thinking
and being on a young soul to which they are totally unfit.
Cannot we let people be themselves, and enjoy life in their
own way? You are trying to make that man another you?
One’s enough.’
When we compare the ‘uneducated’ child with the ‘edu
cated’ student, we must see that something precious is lost
in the process of ‘education.’ Children ‘know truth from
counterfeit as quick as the chemist does. They detect weak
ness in your eye and behavior a week before you open your
mouth, and have given you the benefit of their opinion quick
as a wink. They . . . have no pedantry, but entire belief
on experience. Their elections at baseball or cricket are
founded on merit, and are right. They don’t pass for swim
mers until they can swim, nor for stroke-oar until they can
row: and I desire to be saved from their contempt. If I
can pass with them, I can manage well enough with their
fathers.’
In other words, children are real to the core before they
are educated. Then why do they so often lose this seeing eye
and mind in the course of their education? Why do they

acquire so much that is superficial and shallow? After they
emerge from college, can we still say that they have no
pedantry? Can we still say that their belief is based solely
on experience? Do we not ‘sacrifice the genius of the pupil,
the unknown possibilities of his nature, to a neat and safe
uniformity?’ Instead of this, said Emerson, ‘let us have
men whose manhood is only the continuation of their boy
hood, natural characters still.’ Let us shape our system of
education so that the naturalness of the pupil will not be
sacrificed to a neat and safe uniformity.
Real education must show the pupil that ‘imitation is
suicide; that he must take himself for better, for worse, as
his portion; that though the wide universe is full of good,
no kernel of nourishing corn can come to him but through
his toil bestowed on that plot of ground which is given
to him to till. The power which resides in him is new in
nature, and none but he knows what that is which he
can do, nor does he know until he has tried.’
Few of our students know what to try, after leaving
college, inasmuch as Education has not succeeded in arous
ing the power which resides in each one of them. We do
not think we can speak to ‘divine sentiments’ in the pupil,
and we do not try. As a result, few know what plot of
ground is given to them to till.
Emerson had little to say about ‘particular reforms’ in
education. He did feel that ‘we need to cast aside the super
fluous and arrive at short methods’; but he hesitated to
give set rules to be followed. He still preached to the private
man. The prophet seldom makes rigid rules. This is not his
function. His function, remember, is to give vision — and
men of affairs are to put this vision into practice. The meet
ings of the Harvard Board of Overseers were not particu-

larly stimulating to Emerson. During the Board meetings
these thoughts were doubtless in the back of his mind:
‘I confess myself utterly at a loss in suggesting particular
reforms in our ways of teaching. No discretion that can be
lodged with a school-committee, with the overseers or visi
tors of an academy, of a college, can at all avail to reach
these difficulties and perplexities, but they solve themselves
when we leave institutions and address individuals.’ Emer
son addressed the individual and was not in his natural
groove when confronted with the necessity of formulating
plans for the many.
Although he felt that we should arrive at short methods,
he did not advocate less education. ‘It seems to me some
times that we get our education ended a little too quickly
in this country. As soon as we have learned to read and
write and cipher, we are dismissed from school and we
set up for ourselves. We are writers and leaders of opinion
and we write away without check of any kind, play what
soever mad prank, indulge whatever spleen, or oddity, or
obstinacy, comes into our dear head, and even feed our com
placency thereon, and thus fine wits come to nothing, as
good horses spoil themselves by running away and strain
ing themselves.’
Thus more education, but real education. Let us have
education that turns out men of great moral stature. We
have turned out mostly those who were overeducated to
things and were spiritually unawakened. We annually turn
out a host of students who know too much about things that
matter little and too little about things that matter most.
There are no employments to satisfy them because ‘they
are educated above the work of their times and country, and
disdain it. Many of the more acute minds pass into a lofty
criticism of these things, which only embitters their sen-

sibility to the evil and widens the feeling of hostility be
tween them and the citizens at large.’
Let Education show the student that ‘victory over things
is the office of man. Of course, until it is accomplished, it
is the war and insult of things over him. His continual tend
ency, his great danger, is to overlook the fact that the world
is only his teacher, and the nature of sun and moon, plant
and animal, only means of arousing his interior activity.
Enamoured of their beauty, comforted by their convenience,
he seeks them as ends, and fast loses sight of the fact that
they have worse than no values, that they become noxious,
when he becomes their slave.’
What is the object of a just education? ‘Whilst thus the
world exists for the mind; whilst thus the man is ever in
vited inward into shining realms of knowledge and power
by the shows of the world, which interpret to him the in
finitude of his own consciousness, — it becomes the office
of a just education to awaken him to the knowledge of this
fact.’
Emerson was emphatically opposed to all influences in our
educational institutions that tend to make the student feel
he can settle down in one aspect of the truth already dis
covered, and remain there with equanimity. ‘If I have re
nounced the search of truth, if I have come into the port
of some pretending dogmatism . . . I have died to all use
of these new events that are born out of prolific time into
multitude of life every hour. I am as a bankrupt to whom
brilliant opportunities offer in vain. He has just foreclosed
his freedom, tied his hands, locked himself up and given
the key to another to keep.’
The ‘moral nature of man is the predominant element and
should therefore be mainly consulted’ in formulating a just
system of education. In this vein, Emerson makes an appeal

for Education to speak to divine sentiments in man: ‘We
teach boys to be such men as we are. We do not teach
them to aspire to be all they can. We do not give them
a training as if we believed in their noble nature. . . . We
exercise their understandings to the apprehension and com
parison of some facts, to a skill in numbers, in words; we
aim to make accountants, attorneys, engineers; but not to
make able, earnest, greathearted men. The great object of
Education should be commensurate with the object of life.
It should be a moral one; to teach self-trust: to inspire the
youthful man with an interest in himself; with a curiosity
touching his own nature; to acquaint him with the re
sources of his mind, and to teach him that there is all his
strength, and to inflame him with a piety towards the Grand
Mind in which he lives. Thus would education conspire with
the Divine Providence.’
When a man is truly educated, when he is spiritually
quickened and lives by his moral sentiment, he is worthy
of the title ‘scholar.’ Emerson used the word scholar to
designate his ideal man. The word is not used in any nar
row or academic sense, but is rather intended to symbolize
Man Thinking — the man who is spiritually alive to Reality.
To get Emerson’s conception of the man who is educated
in the highest sense, study his portrayal of the scholar. ‘In
the right state, he is Man Thinking. In the degenerate state,
when the victim of society, he tends to become a mere
thinker, or still worse, the parrot of other men’s thinking.’
In this view of the scholar, ‘as Man Thinking, the theory
of his office is contained. Him Nature solicits with all her
placid, all her monitory pictures; him the past instructs; him
the future invites. Is not indeed every man a student, and
do not all things exist for the student’s behoof? And, finally,
is not the true scholar the only true master?’

The answer is, Yes! — provided ‘the true scholar’ is all
that Emerson wishes him to be. In the first place, he makes
it clear at the outset that his scholar is not like many that
we have come to call scholars. ‘It appears that some doubt
is felt by good and wise men whether really the happiness
and probity of men is increased by the culture of the mind
in those disciplines to which we give the name of education.
Unhappily too the doubt comes from scholars, from persons
who have tried these methods. In their experience the scholar
was not raised by the sacred thoughts amongst which he
dwelt, but used them to selfish ends. He was a profane per
son, and became a showman, turning his gifts to a marketable
use, and not to his own sustenance and growth. It was found
that the intellect could be independently developed, that is,
in separation from the man, as any single organ can be
invigorated, and the result was monstrous. A canine appetite
for knowledge was generated, which must still be fed but
was never satisfied, and this knowledge, not being directed on
action, never took the character of substantial, humane truth,
blessing those whom it entered. It gave the scholar certain
powers of expression, the power of speech, the power of
poetry, of literary art, but it did not bring him to peace or
to beneficence.’
In other words, Emerson’s scholar is not one of the smart
‘intellectuals’ that are found in most colleges. Modern society
teems with these intellectuals who, although filled to the
brim with knowledge, remain spiritually unawakened. They
have no awareness of the moral sentiment. They have no
power of transmission, due to lack of sensitiveness to the
‘infinitesimal attractions.’ They are not scholars, in Em
erson’s sense, at all.
Man Thinking, the real scholar, ‘must not be subdued by
his instruments. Books are for the scholar’s idle times. When

he can read God directly, the hour is too precious to be
wasted in other men’s transcripts of their readings. But
when the intervals of darkness come, as come they must,
— when the sun is hid and the stars withdraw their shin
ing, — we repair to the lamps which were kindled by their ray,
to guide our steps to the East again, where the dawn is.
We hear, that we may speak.’
Man Thinking must not be a bookworm. He hears only
that he may speak. ‘The true scholar grudges every oppor
tunity of action passed by, as a loss of power. It is the raw
material out of which the intellect moulds her splendid prod
ucts. A strange process, too, this by which experience is con
verted into thought, as a mulberry leaf is converted into
satin.’ Thus Emerson’s scholar is not a cloistered bookworm
who has withdrawn from the busy world. He is a man of
action who joyously grasps every opportunity to act, that
he may convert experience into thought.
‘The good scholar will not refuse to bear the yoke in his
youth; to know, if he can, the uttermost secret of toil and
endurance; to make his own hands acquainted with the soil
by which he is fed, and the sweat that goes before comfort
and luxury. Let him pay his tithe and serve the world as a
true and noble man; never forgetting to worship the immortal
divinities who whisper to the poet and make him the utterer
of melodies that pierce the ear of eternal time. If he have
this twofold goodness, — the drill and the inspiration, — then
he has health; then he is a whole, and not a fragment; and
the perfection of his endowment will appear in his composi
tions. Indeed, this twofold merit characterizes ever the
productions of great masters. The man of genius should
occupy the whole space between God or pure mind and the
multitude of uneducated men.’
The scholar must graciously accept poverty; he may have

to endure poverty and solitude during his entire life in
order to accomplish his ends. ‘For the ease and pleasure of
treading the old road, accepting the fashions, the educa
tion, the religion of society, he takes the cross of making his
own, and, of course, the self-accusation, the faint heart, the
frequent uncertainty and loss of time, which are the nettles
and tangling vines in the way of the self-relying and selfdirected ; and the state of virtual hostility in which he seems
to stand to society, and especially to educated society. For
all this loss and scorn, what offset? He is to find consolation
in exercising the highest functions of human nature. He is
one who raises himself from private considerations and
breathes and lives on public and illustrious thoughts. He is
the world’s eye. He is the world’s heart. He is to resist the
vulgar prosperity that retrogrades ever to barbarism, by
preserving and communicating heroic sentiments, noble bi
ographies, melodious verse, and the conclusions of history.
Whatsoever oracles the human heart, in all emergencies, in
all solemn hours, has uttered as its commentary on the
world of actions — these he shall receive and impart. And
whatsoever new verdict Reason from her inviolable seat
pronounces on the passing men and events of to-day — this
he shall hear and promulgate.’
The scholar must be a realist. ‘The scholar may lose him
self in schools, in words, and become a pedant; but when
he comprehends his duties he above all men is a realist, and
converses with things. For the scholar is the student of the
world; and of what worth the world is, and with what em
phasis it accosts the soul of man, such is the worth, such
the call of the scholar.’
‘The scholars are the priests of that thought which es
tablishes the foundations of the earth. No matter what is
their special work or profession, they stand for the spiritual

interest of the world, and it is a common calamity if they
neglect their post in a country where the material interest
is so predominant as it is in America.’ And that the scholars
have neglected their post, and surrendered to materialism,
is perhaps a reason for the present confusion and chaos.
For in the past century we have heard ‘something too much
of the results of machinery, commerce, and the useful arts.
We are a puny and fickle folk. Avarice, hesitation, and fol
lowing, are our diseases. The rapid wealth which hundreds
in the community acquire in trade, or by the incessant ex
pansions of our population and arts, enchants the eyes of
all the rest; the luck of one is the hope of thousands, and
the bribe acts like the neighborhood of a gold mine to im
poverish the farm, the school, the church, the house, and
the very body and feature of man.’
With a few more scholars of Emerson’s caliber, ‘the
material interest’ might not have got such a strangle hold
on American life. But we have had only one Emerson; and
the material interest was so great — and still is — that
few pay heed to his words.
His scholar is his own projection of his ideal man. The
word scholar in Emerson’s teachings is like the superman
in the philosophy of Nietzsche. The scholar, or Man Think
ing is Emerson’s Superman.
His views on the scholar are found in thirty or forty es
says; but he has brilliantly portrayed his ideal man in ‘The
American Scholar.’ He put his whole soul into this essay
— when he wrote it, and when he delivered it. Oliver Wendell
Holmes called this essay ‘Our Intellectual Declaration of
Independence.’ It was a stirring scene when Emerson gave
this address before the Phi Beta Kappa Society in Cam
bridge. ‘His oration before the Phi Beta Kappa Society,’ said
Lowell, ‘was an event without any former parallel in our

literary annals, a scene to be always treasured in the mem
ory for its picturesqueness and its inspiration. What crowded
and breathless aisles, what windows clustering with eager
heads, what enthusiasm of approval, what grim silence of
foregone dissent.’
In other words, the young men knew they would love
what Emerson said; the older, more conservative gentlemen
often agreed to disagree with him before he even began
to speak. ‘Young men are my parish,’ Emerson once ob
served. Referring to the address we have been discussing,
Dr. Holmes said that ‘the young men went out from it as
if a prophet had been proclaiming to them, “Thus saith the
Lord.” No listener ever forgot that address, and among the
noble utterances of the speaker it may be questioned if one
ever contained more truth in language more like that of
immediate inspiration.’
Dr. Holmes’s remarks are a good answer to those who
hold that Emerson was ‘cold,’ that he did not inspire his
listeners. Read ‘The American Scholar’ — it is Emerson’s
‘Intellectual Declaration of Independence.’
As we observe the trends in education to-day, we might
conclude that Emerson would not say, were he here, that
our system of education is a system of despair. The trend
is apparently in the direction that Emerson hoped for (par
ticularly in institutions like Harvard, Yale, Vassar, Chicago
and Columbia). Educators are now beginning to see that
the paramount need in education of giving the individual
the opportunity to cultivate his powers according to the
bent that is in him. Emerson would be delighted with a
statement in a recent report of the Carnegie Corporation:
‘The object (of general education) is the individual — to
make of him a positive, responsive contributing unit in

social affairs by cultivating him to the limit of his powers.’
I asked a brilliant teacher to comment on the report of
the Carnegie Corporation, and she said: ‘Colleges are al
ways quoting stuff to this effect. The important point is,
do they do what they pretend that they want to do ?’ One of
our leading educators would apparently report in the nega
tive. ‘I think education fails utterly to aid the growth of our
youth,’ he says. If so, then Emerson would still say that
our system of education is a system of despair. Remember
that there is a vast difference between growth, or the cul
tivation of the individual to the limit of his powers, and
the mere acquisition of knowledge. Emerson admitted that
our education gave the pupil plenty of knowledge, — too
much, in fact, — but he denied that it really promoted
growth.
What makes for growth in education? Here statistics are
of no avail and we can only give our personal convictions.
Thus I would like to cite a few personal reactions, with the
understanding, of course, that my reactions are not neces
sarily typical or even true. In the first place I agree with
Emerson’s view that it is tragic that the best years of the
student’s life are spent in studies that lead to nothing. Most
of the studies give knowledge but few give growth. At An
dover, Yale, and Harvard I absorbed much knowledge,
thanks to a fertile memory, most of which I speedily forgot
after the last class. I have often wondered if the educational
system aims to develop any other faculty than the memory.
I passed through several years of Latin, German, Geometry
and many other subjects on the strength of a good memory
and little else. I did gain from the men but not from the
studies, the vast majority of which never benefited me in
any way. I gained something akin to growth in ‘Charlie’
Forbes’s Latin class at Andover, but the growth came from

the talks the beloved professor gave us before he took up
Virgil. Likewise I gained little from the German courses I
took, but at Yale did gain a lot from ‘Doc’ Schreiber’s talks
before he took up the German. I have the greatest respect
for most of the teachers, but little respect for most of the
studies as far as their power to promote growth is concerned.
It wasn’t until I dropped in on Bliss Perry’s course on
Emerson that I experienced anything akin to inner growth.
Looking back now, I regard that course as the start of my
real education. How often I have thought of Alcott’s re
marks when he called Emerson a college. ‘Any youth of free
senses and fresh affections shall be spared years of tedious
toil, — in which wisdom and fair learning are, for the most
part, held at arm’s length, planet’s width, from his grasp, —
by graduating from this college. His books are surcharged
with vigorous thoughts, a sprightly wit. They abound in
strong sense, happy humor, keen criticisms, subtile insights,
noble morals, clothed in a chaste and manly diction, and
fresh with the breath of health and progress.’
I have by no means graduated from this college, but I
have often thought that I might have been spared years of
tedious toil on subjects that do not promote growth if I had
encountered a Bliss Perry teaching Emerson a few years
sooner. Professor Perry’s course was enough to move me to
attend a third college, and it was in this that I found a seem
ingly unfathomable pool of wisdom, a source of real growth.
What a reflection on our educational system that we have
to spend most of our years on studies that do not promote
growth before we can reach the men, like Bliss Perry and
William Lyon Phelps, who have something real to offer!
A Perry teaching Emerson or a Phelps teaching Shakespeare
— there is a source of real growth. Yet how many such

sources do we find in our colleges — namely, real teachers
teaching about real men ?
Bliss Perry once asked his colleagues in the English de
partment at Harvard if they would sanction a course on
Emerson. ‘Finally they did,’ he says, ‘with the remark that in
their judgment Emerson was the only American author
worthy of having a course devoted exclusively to him.’
Professor Perry says that in so far as he knows this was
the only course on Emerson ever offered in any of our
colleges. We haven’t room in the curriculum for the wisest
man who has yet appeared in our midst. We must get in the
dead languages, the mathematics that the vast majority of
students never use in any way, the history that is mostly a
jumble of ‘names and dates and places.’ Somehow I was
never led to the more abundant life by memorizing such
profundities as the exact day, month, and year when one
group of men slaughtered another. Real history is the history
of great men. But we have little room in our curriculums for
such things as the study of great men. Every student
should know the story of Confucius, Jesus, Plato, Emerson
and the other greats. In these pools of wisdom, and with real
teachers, the students might easily be ‘stabbed awake.’ Now
they absorb much knowledge and gain little or no growth. We
don’t even try to speak to their ‘divine sentiments.’
I feel that Emerson would approve of the aims of the
‘progressive’ movement in modern education. Here is a
movement that is really trying to get somewhere with the
development of the individual. Its aims read like a page
from Emerson. The basic philosophy of the progressive
movement, according to one of its supporters, ‘is that the in
dividual child is the most important factor in the school
situation. He is a personality unique and different from any-

body else on earth, and he has a right to develop into an
adult through the wisely guided unfolding of his own
abilities. We have no right to try to force him into a pre
determined, inflexible mold; we have no right to try to turn
him out at the end of the educational process, a standardized
product. He has a mind of his own. We must help him to
use it, to develop discipline that arises within himself, to
sharpen his intellectual tools for the carving out of a happy,
successful life. He must realize that freedom means liberty,
not license, and in the recognized progressive schools he
learns just that.’
This movement, and others with similar aims, may yet
evolve an educational system that promotes real growth in
the pupils. They may, that is, if the politicians leave the
schools alone. Every legislature has its demagogues that
want to have the pupils educated ‘as we know.’ And this ‘as
we know’ is generally a conglomeration of regimentation and
shallow patriotism. If these ‘vulgar politicians’ have their
way, the students will all emerge from school with onetrack minds. If the demagogues have their way, Emerson’s
new and more excellent social state will remain an aspiration
for some time to come.

6. W A R AND PEACE
HEN Emerson considered the history of mankind, he
decided that war was inevitable in view of the power of
the instinct of self-preservation. He even suspected that war
had been of some use in that it had helped to carry civilization
and culture into barbarous nations. To-day one may properly
say, ‘It is doubtful if anyone gains by war,’ but in the early
centuries it appears that there was a gain.
Emerson was impressed by the spread of culture occasioned
by Alexander’s conquest of the East. ‘Plutarch, in his essay
On the Fortune of Alexander, considers the invasion and
conquest of the East by Alexander as one of the most bright
and pleasing pages in history; and it must be owned he gives
sound reason for his opinion. It had the effect of uniting into
one great interest the divided commonwealths of Greece,
and infusing a new and more enlarged public spirit into the
councils of their statesmen. It carried the arts and language
and philosophy of the Greeks into the sluggish and barbarous
nations of Persia, Assyria and India. It introduced the
arts of husbandry among tribes of hunters and shepherds.
It weaned the Scythians and Persians from some cruel and
licentious practices to a more civil way of life. It introduced
the sacredness of marriage among them. It built seventy
cities, and sowed the Greek customs and humane laws over
Asia, and united hostile nations under one code. It brought
different families of the human race together, — to blows
at first, but afterwards to truce, to trade and to intermarriage.
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It would be very easy to show analogous benefits that have
resulted from military movements of later ages.’
As any thoughtful man, Emerson was opposed to war.
But he was a moralist, unlike many moralists, who could
rise above his personal feelings and view even an iniquity
like war in a calm, unprejudiced manner. Many moralists,
horrified by the brutality of war, have briskly jumped to the
conclusion that war has never served any useful purpose.
Emerson, although equally disturbed by the brutality, was
able to rise above his personal feelings and look for the rea
son of war, and even the use and value. As was his custom,
he endeavored to view this problem in the light of reality.
‘More than any other writer,’ said George Holyoake, ‘Emer
son gives me the impression of one who sees facts alive and
knows their ways, and who writes nothing that is mean or
poor.’
Emerson first endeavors to answer the question, ‘What
does all this war signify?’
‘What does all this war, beginning from the lowest races
and reaching up to man, signify? Is it not manifest that it
covers a great and beneficent principle, which Nature had
deeply at heart? What is that principle? — It is self-help.
Nature implants with life the instinct of self-help, perpetual
struggle to be, to resist opposition, to attain to freedom,
to attain to a mastery and the security of a permanent, selfdefended being; and to each creature these objects are
made so dear that it risks its life continually in the struggle
for these ends.’
He admits that self-help is but one instinct and he looks to
the development of higher instincts to modify and control
this instinct of self-help, to take out its ‘fangs.’ In its primi
tive form, the instinct of self-help is not an elevating in-

fluence, but in ‘the childhood’ of the other instincts, it was
necessarily the guiding power of primitive man. ‘The in
stinct of self-help is very early unfolded in the coarse and
merely brute form of war, only in the childhood and imbecility
of the other instincts, and remains in that form only until
their development.’
‘The sympathy with war is a juvenile and temporary state.’
War may have served a useful purpose in the past, but men
are beginning to realize that more enlightened methods of
procedure can be found. The higher instincts are beginning to
develop and there is no further excuse for blindly following
the instinct of self-preservation. The moral sentiment is now
coming into being in thoughtful persons and this sentiment
is overcoming the lower instincts. ‘Not only the moral senti
ment, but trade, learning and whatever makes intercourse,
conspire to put down’ this sympathy with war. ‘Wherever
there is no property, the people will put on the knapsack for
bread; but trade is instantly endangered and destroyed. And,
moreover, trade brings men to look each other in the face,
and gives the parties the knowledge that these enemies over
sea or over the mountain are such men as w e; who laugh and
grieve, who love and fear, as we do. And learning and art,
and especially religion, weave ties that make war look like
fratricide, as it is. And as all history is the picture of war,
as we have said, so it is no less true that it is the record of the
mitigation and decline of war.’
Just as early wars were inevitable, in view of the domi
nance of the lower instincts, it follows naturally that, now
that the higher instincts are coming into being, the future
will record the slow decline of war. The arrival of world
peace awaits our efforts to awaken the moral sentiment in
all men. If we can do this speedily, war will speedily end;
if we continue the futile course we have been pursuing,

— the attempt to abolish war by ‘routine and mere forms,’ —
we may expect no lasting peace. War cannot be abolished
by decree. It will never ‘pass out of thoughts into things’
by the machinations of the politicians. How is this aspira
tion for peace to be made ‘visible and real’ ?
‘Not certainly, in the first place, in the way of routine and
mere forms, — the universal specific of modern politics;
not by organizing a society, and going through a course of
resolutions and public manifestoes, and being thus formally
accredited to the public and to the civility of the newspapers.
We have played this game to tediousness.’
We have played this game to tediousness since the World
War. The diplomats, church councils, and peace societies
might have been spared a lot of disappointments if they had
studied Emerson. Like Christ, and the other men of vision,
he revealed the only method to achieve peacefulness, and it
was not the method of ‘routine and mere forms.’ During the
past fifteen years people have been obsessed with the idea
that war could be abolished by form.
Then what is the way, and the only way, to make the
aspiration for peace visible and real? ‘This is not to be car
ried by public opinion, but by private opinion, by private
conviction . . . For the only hope of this cause is in the in
creased insight, and it is to be accomplished by the spon
taneous teaching, of the cultivated soul, in its secret experi
ence and meditation, — that it is now time that it should
pass out of the state of beast into the state of m an; it is to
hear the voice of God, which bids the devils that have rended
and torn him come out of him and let him now be clothed
and walk forth in his right mind.’
Thus here, as everywhere else, Emerson comes back to his
basic doctrine, that the only way to abolish war, or any other

social evil, is to awaken the moral sentiment in the in
dividual. Here again we see that his method was the method
of Jesus. It is to take one, the individual, and awaken in
him a consciousness of peace and let his words, and ex
ample, show that the way of peace is the way of progress.
This may seem like a long and tedious method. It is, — but
no other has yet been found that is effective. It has been
the method of Jesus and it has been the method of all men
of insight. Recall what Cooke said of Emerson: ‘His
method was the method of Jesus, making clean the inward
life, seeking interior strength and renewal.’ The criticism
of institutions, Emerson thought, ‘had made it plain that
society gains nothing whilst a man, not himself renovated,
attempts to renovate things about him.’
The futility of our peace efforts in the past decade is due,
in no small degree, to our criticizing institutions rather than
making any worth-while effort, through education, to reno
vate ourselves and our children. In education is our op
portunity to make real progress. Here is our real chance to
abolish war. Yet what has happened? Our children know war
only as a glorified study of ‘names, dates, and places.’ They
must know the name of some man who was responsible for
the slaughter of thousands of other men. They must know
the date and place of the slaughter. And we let it go at that.
Of what avail is this study of names, dates, and places, if
we do not teach children the futility of war? On the whole,
we teach them to honor war. Do they come home and say,
‘Isn’t war awful?’ They come home, instead, and want a
uniform and gun. ‘All that society has yet gained is mitiga
tion : the doctrine of the right of war still remains.’
What was Christ’s method of teaching the value of peace?
Did he organize peace societies, or issue a manifesto which
declared that war was henceforth to be abolished as an

instrument of national policy? Did he not rather go straight
to individuals? His method was to take an individual and
awaken in him a moral sentiment for peace. The words and
example of the few individuals Christ gathered around
him, together with the words and example of Christ him
self, have been the one great ‘manifesto’ for peace in all his
tory.
Let us learn, then, from the method of the man who is
the leader of Christendom. He knew that routine and form
would never abolish war. He knew that it was not a change
of foreign policy that a nation needed, but a change of heart
in the people. And education is our greatest hope for this
change of heart. Emerson attacked modern education be
cause it does not arouse the divine sentiments of the young
people. It does not develop the moral sentiment. And until
you develop the moral sentiment in individuals, you will al
ways have war. The spark of peace smoulders in the in
dividual soul. Stimulate this spark in one, and the waves
of peace are sent to many. ‘It follows of course that the
least change in the man will change his circumstances; the
least enlargement of his ideas, the least mitigation of his
feelings in respect to other men; if, for example, he could
be inspired with a tender kindness to the souls of men, and
should come to feel that every man was another self with
whom he might come to join, as left hand works with right.
Every degree of the ascendency of this feeling would cause
the most striking changes of external things: the tents would
be struck; the men-of-war would rot ashore; the arms rust;
the cannon would become street posts; the pikes, a fisher’s
harpoon; the marching regiment would be a caravan of emi
grants, peaceful pioneers at the fountains of the Wabash
and the Missouri. And so it must and will be: bayonet and
sword must first retreat a little from their ostentatious

prominence; then quite hide themselves, as the sheriff’s
halter does now, inviting the attendance only of relations and
friends; and then, lastly, will be transferred to the museums
of the curious, as poisoning and torturing tools are at this
day.’
But the peace principle is not ‘to be carried into effect
by fear. It can never be defended, it can never be executed,
by cowards. Everything great must be done in the spirit of
greatness. The manhood that has been in war must be trans
ferred to the cause of peace, before war can lose its charm,
and peace be venerable to men.’
Thus we see that ‘the cause of peace is not the cause of
cowardice. If peace is sought to be defended or preserved
for the safety of the luxurious and the timid, it is a sham,
and the peace will be base. W ar is better, and the peace will
be broken. If peace is to be maintained, it must be by brave
men, who have come up to the same height as the hero,
namely, the will to carry their life in their hand, and stake
it at any instant for their principle, but who have gone one
step beyond the hero, and will not seek another man’s life;
— men who have, by their intellectual insight or else by
their moral elevation, attained such a perception of their own
intrinsic worth that they do not think property or their own
body a sufficient good to be saved by such dereliction of
principle as treating a man like a sheep.’
What did Emerson think of nonresistance? Those who be
little the value of nonresistance are inclined to consider
‘only one half of the fact. They look only at the passive side
of the friend of peace; only at his passivity; they quite omit
to consider his activity. But no man, it may be presumed,
ever embraced the cause of peace and philanthropy for the
sole end and satisfaction of being plundered and slain. A

man does not come the length of the spirit of martyrdom
without some active purpose, some equal motive, some
flaming love. If you have a nation of men who have risen
to that height of moral cultivation that they will not declare
war or carry arms, for they have not so much madness left
in their brains, you have a nation of lovers, of benefactors,
of true, great, and able men. Let me know more of that na
tion; I shall not find them defenceless, with idle hands
swinging at their sides. I shall find them men of love,
honor and truth; men of an immense industry; men whose in
fluence is felt to the end of the earth; men whose very look
and voice carry the sentence of honor and shame; and all
forces yield to their energy and persuasion.’
Emerson cherished nonresistance as an ideal, but his com
mon sense forced him to make certain reservations about
its proper use. It may be the cause of ‘true, great and able
men,’ but it also may be a retreat for cowards. And the
cause of peace is not the cause of cowardice.
‘Go face the burglar in your own house,’ said Emerson.
And let intelligence dictate your course of procedure. If you
'.re able to overcome the burglar by reason, if you can subue him with mental power — so much the better. But unrtunately, most burglars will not respond to reason or to
\ spiritual power of nonresistance. The burglar may be a
n 'man. Are you to stand idly by and watch him beat your
Wi because you have signed a pledge of nonresistance?
No f you are a man. Emerson cherished the power of nonresit ice but he reminded us that ‘an angel stands a poor
chant among wild beasts.’ Nonresistance will work among
angels ut not among wild beasts, and that burglar is likely
to be i. wild beast. Thus Emerson would say, ‘Use nonresistant if your intelligence dictates the use of nonresistanct But use force if the situation requires force.’

He was devoted to Dexter’s thought: ‘And may my arm
drop powerless when it fails to defend my honor!’
Emerson’s stand was this: ‘A wise man will never im
pawn his future being and action, and decide beforehand
what he should do in a given extreme event. Nature and
God will instruct him in that hour.’ In other words, do not
make a hard and fast rule to-day — do not sign a pledge to
day — that commits you to a set course of procedure to
morrow. When to-morrow comes, let your intelligence tell
you what to do. How do you know what you will do? You
may have signed a pledge of nonresistance that says you
must never use force against a human being. But dare you
say that this burglar, beating your wife, is a human being?
He may not be as ‘human’ as your dog. And are you to sign
a pledge of nonresistance to animals? Life is a variable, not
a constant.
In 1838 it appeared that Emerson was a pacifist. But even
in those days he said that he would not say beforehand what
his stand would be in the event of war. Thus when the Civil
W ar came he was not committed to any set course of pro
cedure. He did what he felt ‘Nature and God’ instructed
him to do. And his instructions were not to stand idly by,
doing nothing. He became a fighting prophet. At the time
of the war, he was anything but a pacifist. He was too old
to bear arms, but he threw himself into the conflict with all
of the mental and spiritual resources at his command. Re
ferring to Emerson, James Russell Lowell said, “To him
more than to all other causes did the young martyrs of our
Civil War owe the sustaining strength of thoughtful heroism
that is so touching in every record of their lives.’
What was Emerson fighting for? Not for the North, but
for Emancipation. He felt that ‘emancipation is the demand
of civilization.’ Thus he fought for this principle — that

every man in the South might live ‘in just and natural rela
tions with every man in the North.’
Emerson longed for the day when the sword would be put
aside. But he did not feel that war is always avoidable in
our ‘low state’ of civilization. Peace awaits the develop
ment of the moral sentiment in all men, and we might as
well face facts and admit that the moral sentiment is
developed in only a few. Thus a sensible man should see
that ‘the commonwealth and his own well-being’ require that
he ‘should not go dancing in the weeds of peace.’ It is very
easy to let emotion run off with common sense when we
consider the problem of war. Those who say they will never
use force are ‘dancing in the weeds of peace.’ Some day they
may be confronted with an emergency that demands force,
even the use of arms. They may be confronted with a situa
tion that demands the use of arms in behalf of the com
mon welfare. Surely no real man will refuse to protect
women and children from a band of degenerate plunderers.
Thus, said Emerson, ‘I do not like to speak to the Peace
Society if so I am to restrain myself in so extreme a privilege
as the use of sword and bullet. For the peace of man who has
forsworn the use of the bullet seems to me not peace, but
a canting impotence; but with a knife and bullet in my hands,
if I from greater bravery and honor cast them aside, then
I know the glory of peace.’
A delicate problem to any thoughtful man is the problem
of patriotism. What is a high interpretation of patriotism?
Real patriotism, said Emerson, is almost the reverse of the
common interpretation. ‘We hesitate to employ a word so
much abused as patriotism, whose true sense is almost the
reverse of its popular sense. We have no sympathy with
that boyish egotism, hoarse with cheering for one side, for

one state, for one town: the right patriotism consists in
the delight which springs from contributing our peculiar and
legitimate advantages to the benefit of humanity. Every foot
of soil has its proper quality; the grape on two sides of the
same fence has new flavors; and so every acre on the globe,
every family of men, every point of climate, has its distin
guishing virtues.’
This view of patriotism is far removed from that egotism
which is commonly called patriotism, but is in reality a
breeder of discord and wars.
If the spirit of patriotism, ‘which years ago armed this
country against rebellion, and put forth such gigantic energy
in the charity of the Sanitary Commission, could be waked
to the conserving and creating duty of making the laws just
and humane, it were to enroll a great constituency of re
ligious, self-respecting, brave, tender, faithful obeyers of
duty, lovers of men, filled with loyalty to each other, and
with the simple and sublime purpose of carrying out in
private and in public action the desire and need of mankind.
‘Here is the post where the patriot should plant himself;
here the altar where virtuous young men, those to whom
friendship is the dearest covenant, should bind each other
to loyalty; where genius should kindle its fires and bring
forgotten truth to the eyes of men.’
The real demons are fear and selfishness. These two are
our real enemies, not foreign nations. If we understood Cause
and Effect in the manner of Emerson, we would see that
a narrow patriotism and a fanatical nationalism do not bring
security and prosperity. Rather do they breed war and
chaos. The cause of war is in ourselves. If our thought
decays into a narrow and selfish view of our neighbor,
we are already breeding war with our neighbor. Like breeds

like. We reap what we sow. And peace has never yet been
reaped from the type of ‘patriotism’ that is decaying the
public mind of our times.
The modern world is rushing headlong into another war
because of this decay of thought. ‘You can’t write up what
gravitates down,’ warned Emerson. The ‘patriots’ of our time
are trying to exalt — to ‘write up’ — a shallow national
ism. The people are taught that we are first — and to hell
with everyone else. We overlook the fact that these doctrines
gravitate down; they exalt neither ourselves nor our neigh
bor. They breed distrust, hatred, and war. Let us watch
out for the effects of our patriotism and nationalism. They
may easily be the weapons that will cause our destruction.
Emerson would suffer if he saw the ‘patriotism’ and
nationalism of to-day. He would be disturbed to see America
committing economic and cultural suicide by attempting to
write up those things that inevitably must fall. He would
be disappointed, because he hoped for great things from
our country. ‘I wish to see America not like the old powers
of the earth, grasping, exclusive and narrow, but a bene
factor such as no country ever was, hospitable to all na
tions, legislating for all nationalities. Nations were made
to help each other as much as families were; and all advance
ment is by ideas, and not by brute force or mechanic force.’
Emerson wanted America to show the world an idea that
would distinguish us from the narrow and grasping nations
of the Old World. In these United States, the idea of
progress is to be found ‘in choosing what is really eminent,
and showing its eminence.’ America is to show the rest of
the world the eminence of peace — that is, if it follows men
like Emerson rather than demagogues.

7. GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS
MERSON was pleased to find that government did not
play much of a part in the daily lives of the citizens.
Families were ‘self-helped and self-directed,’ and apparently
did not pay much attention to the government. On the whole,
this was a good thing. Men felt that they were responsible for
the welfare of their family and their community. Thus initia
tive, self-reliance and resourcefulness were in the saddle and
riding America to wealth and greatness. No man could feel
that he had ‘friends and backers’ there in Washington, and
as a result men did not dare to relax their diligence. They
were on their toes.
Emerson saw that this was the spirit that was building a
great nation. It was the spirit he counted on to build a new
and more excellent social state than history has recorded.
He was so anxious to see this spirit preserved that he in
clined to the view that we would be wise to avoid a cen
tralized and bureaucratic government. In fact, his feeling
might be summed up in two of his expressions:

E

‘The less government, the better/
*The more reason, the less government’
Emerson was not concerned with the political aspects of
more government or less government. His primary con
cern was the morale of the people; he was anxious to see
those qualities preserved that were building and would
build a greater America. If he had felt that these qualities
could best be preserved under more government, he doubt-

less would have advocated more government. But he felt
from his own experience that such was not the case. The
further you get from individual responsibility, the more you
tend to discourage initiative, resourcefulness and self-re
liance in the private citizen. Bigness in government or any
where else tends to divided responsibility and a relaxation of
diligence. Perhaps Emerson wrote for our times more than
his own when he said: ‘The harvest will be better preserved
and go farther, laid up in private bins, in each farmer’s
corn-barn, and each woman’s basket, than if it were kept
in national granaries. In like manner an amount of money
will go farther if expended by each man and woman for
their own wants, and in the feeling that this is their all,
than if expended by a great Steward, or National Com
missioners of the Treasury. Take away from me the feeling
that I must depend on myself, give me the least hint that
I have good friends and backers there in reserve who will
gladly help me, and instantly I relax my diligence.’
Perhaps this is one of the best arguments against col
lectivism on record — ‘instantly I relax my diligence’; per
haps here is the whole argument in one expression. Let the
private citizen relax his diligence, let him feel that his initia
tive, resourcefulness and self-reliance are not very im
portant, that he has ‘good friends and backers’ there in
Washington that will ‘gladly help,’ — let this feeling take
root in enough individuals and the nation as a whole is sure
to suffer. We are on the downgrade the moment this hap
pens. We are losing the very qualities that are the only hope
of a new and more excellent social state.
Emerson would be the last to say that people should be
allowed to starve. But he might say that it would doubtless
be better for many men to go hungry than to lose their

initiative, resourcefulness and self-reliance. The early pio
neer did not dare to relax his diligence. He had a wife and
children to provide for, and there were no ‘friends and
backers there in reserve.’ He probably never heard of such
a thing as relief. Either you went out and somehow provided
the next meal and a night’s lodging, or you were likely to
go hungry and sleep under the stars. And this responsibility
doubtless had a great deal to do with the development of
those qualities of self-help and resourcefulness which built
the great nation we now see. Emerson would not endeavor
to draw any hard and fast lines as to how far this relief
business should go, but he would remind us that we are dis
couraging the very qualities that built a great nation when
we allow it to go too far. Already reports come in from all
parts of the country which tend to show that morale is not
always preserved by the feeling of friends and backers there
in Washington; in fact a great many men will never recover
their morale as long as those friends and backers are there.
‘Why should I work for your small fee when I can get
enough by going on relief?’ This attitude is not uncom
mon, and Emerson would warn us that it is perhaps the
most dangerous attitude that can arise. And furthermore it
is the almost inevitable accompaniment of more government.
Centralize your government under ‘a great Steward, or Na
tional Commissioners of the Treasury’ and diligence is
relaxed all down the line. Cities and States, as well as in
dividuals, tend to relax their diligence. We are electing
men to municipal and state offices because of their promises
to get vast relief appropriations from Washington. Emer
son was proud of the independence and integrity of Massa
chusetts and he would doubtless turn over in his grave if
he knew that a governor was elected here chiefly on a
promise to get vast sums of money from Washington. The

Concord seer would say, ‘That is what you must expect the
moment you centralize your government. Men will look to
Washington rather than themselves for salvation. Then you
have a vicious circle that tends to destroy the very qualities
that are the hope of an excellent social state.’
Emerson could not say now that government does not
touch the lives and thought of the people to any appreciable
extent. In recent years we have become government-con
scious. The press and the radio are alive with the issues of
government. Books and magazine articles no end have de
scended upon us. As a result the importance of government
has been magnified out of all proportion to its proper
significance. When the economic system broke down, fear
and hysteria replaced common sense and self-reliance and
everyone looked to Washington for salvation. As a result
a few men in the Government, especially the President,
were expected to solve the problems that could be solved only
by the intelligence of the people as a whole. Emerson would
doubtless feel sorry for the present incumbent of the White
House. He would say that millions of our citizens have lost
their self-reliance and resourcefulness to such a degree that
they look to one man to solve the problems that would tax
the collective resourcefulness and intelligence of a million
men. On the other hand, this is what you must expect when
you make the people as government-conscious as the present
administration has. The soldiers lean on the general to such
a degree that they dare not march without his command.
We slide back to mass mind, mass conduct, and mass con
trol. And the direction is back and down, for to go forward
and up is to move in the direction of less government.
Why is this so? What led Emerson to this ‘less govern
ment, the better’ conclusion? In the first place, government

is a necessary evil at best. If men were wise and spiritually
developed, there would be virtually no need of government.
Why is a government based on force necessary in the first
place? Is it not chiefly because of human frailty? If men
were able to live in harmony with their fellows, there would
be no wars. If nations really trusted one another, if they
were really willing to co-operate in the interests of world
trade and the general welfare of mankind, they would need
no armies and no navies. But men are not wise and spiritually
developed. Nations do not trust one another. They talk co
operation and the welfare of all men, but they are all vic
tims of a fanatical nationalism. As a result governments are
necessarily huge policemen and a good part of their activity
and money goes to preparation for the next war, or attempts
to stave off the disastrous effects of the last war. Close to
three-quarters of every Federal dollar goes into the coffers
of Mars. The latest figures I have noted were to the effect
that about seventy cents of every Federal dollar goes to
defray the cost of war. The activities of government would
obviously be greatly curtailed if men and nations could live
in harmony.
Then ponder the extent to which the energies of govern
ment are spent in making laws. And are the laws not neces
sary for the most part because of human frailty? If men were
wise and spiritually developed, most of our laws would be
unnecessary. Most of them are policemen who prevent us
from taking an unfair advantage of our neighbor, or guard
ians that keep us from destroying him altogether. Thus it be
comes apparent that the chief reason for government is lack
of character in men. ‘The appearance of character makes the
State unnecessary,’ said Emerson. T he wise man is the
State. He needs no army, fort, or navy — he loves men
too well; no bribe, or feast, or palace, to draw friends to
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him; no vantage ground, no favorable circumstance.’ Sup
pose society were composed of men of the caliber of Jesus,
Socrates and Emerson. Would there be any necessity for
armies, forts, and navies? Would most of our laws be neces
sary? Thus it becomes apparent that the crying need of this
hour, or any hour, is the development of character. This is
the only sure way to cut the cost of government. This is the
only sure way to abolish the totalitarian state. This is the
only sure way to move in the ideal direction of less govern
ment.
Emerson ever had the gift of sensing the right moment
to shift from Pure Reason to Common Sense. We seem about
to lose him in the heights of spiritual vision when he sud
denly jolts us back to earth and reveals his practical com
mon sense. Thus, just as he appears about to say, ‘Abolish
a government of force and substitute one of good will,’ he
abruptly returns to solid earth and takes account of things
as they are. Men are selfish — thus a government is neces
sary. But let us not be stupid enough to suppose that it must
ever be thus. ‘Let not the most conservative and timid fear
anything from a premature surrender of the bayonet and
the system of force. For, according to the order of nature,
which is quite superior to our will, it stands thus; there will
always be a government of force where men are selfish; and
when they are pure enough to abjure the code of force they
will be wise enough to see how these public ends of the postoffice, of the highway, of commerce and the exchange of
property, of museums and libraries, of institutions of art
and science can be answered.’
Before we leave Emerson’s Pure Reason and ponder his
convictions at the other pole, let us recall his supreme dictum
of Pure Reason, namely, ‘So to be is the sole inlet of so to
know.’ When we have put ourselves together, we shall see

how these public ends may be realized without the code of
force. Holiness brings its own insight.
Emerson never lost sight of his ends when he descended
to the dusty arena of politics to consider the best means. The
ultimate aim of government is the establishment of morality.
But this is an end and he was not unmindful of means. The
more immediate aim of politics is to prevent not change but
stagnation. The State ‘must follow and not lead the charac
ter and progress of the citizen . . . that form of govern
ment which prevails is the expression of what cultivation ex
ists in the population which permits it. The law is only a
memorandum. We are superstitious, and esteem the statute
somewhat: so much life as it has in the character of living
men is its force. The statute stands there to say, Yesterday
we agreed so and so, but how feel ye this article to-day? Our
statute is a currency which we stamp with our own portrait:
it soon becomes unrecognizable and in process of time will
return to the mint/
We are very superstitious about our memorandums. We
think that because men agreed so and so some years ago, they
should to-day. ‘As fast as the public mind is opened to more in
telligence, the code is seen to be brute and stammering. It
speaks not articulately, and must be made to.’ But alas, we
hold it almost a sin to revise the Past where law is concerned.
A judge must forever see what his predecessors agreed on, and
lean superstitiously on that. It would seem that some judges
feel that the Past is always right. Supposing men did agree
so and so, then; to-day’s facts may be entirely different. The
aim of law as well as politics should be to prevent stagnation
and not change. And a sure way to stagnation is to super
stitiously lean on the Past, as if it must be right if it becomes
crystallized in a statute, or code or constitution. The present

State is to be a reflection of the facts as they now present
themselves, not as they did present themselves. The State
should be a living organism, ever adaptable to the demands
of conditions as they are. ‘The old statesman knows that
society is fluid,’ that institutions are not rooted like oak trees,
but must be changed whenever common sense demands in
order to remain useful. The government has no foundation
but in human character, and human character must change if
it is to progress.
Then why all this worship of the Past in government? The
sturdiest superstition is that the Past is always sacred, that
men were somehow wiser then. Sometimes they were, but
not always, and if we find their memorandums need revision,
then let us change them. To hear some people talk you would
think that it is sinful even to think of amending the Constitu
tion. Laws and codes and constitutions are but memoran
dums of to-day’s truths. And no truth is so sublime but it
may be trivial to-morrow in the light of new insight. Law,
as truth, must be fluid, and open to higher degrees of ac
curacy. ‘We do not realize,’ said Oliver Wendell Holmes,
‘how large a part of our law is open to reconsideration upon
a slight change in the habit of the public mind.’ It is ‘that
conception of the law,’ as one critic says, ‘as a growing,
changing embodiment of the public mind, furthering the
purposes of our Republic, to which Justice Holmes adhered
throughout his life. . . .A system of law is decadent when
once it becomes merely a library of precedents into which
lawyers delve. When law ceases to be an agency for the in
terpretation of the public will, it ceases to fulfil its highest
purpose. Once it has failed in that purpose it must either
break down or establish itself as a tyranny of legal petti
foggers.’
Emerson was proud of the fact that we are not ashamed

to take off our coats and go to work. ‘Ours is the country
of poor men. Here is the practical democracy; here is the
human race poured out over the continent to do itself justice;
all mankind in its shirt-sleeves; not grimacing like poor rich
men in cities, pretending to be rich, but unmistakably tak
ing off its coat to hard work, when labor is sure to pay.’
He was proud of our shirt-sleeves democracy; proud that
we are not pretenders to wealth; proud that we are proud of
our poverty. But the laborer must not be permitted to en
dure the poverty that demoralizes. ‘The State must consider
the poor man, and all voices must speak for him. Every
child that is born must have a just chance for bread.’ We are
not worthy of the name of civilization if we permit one fifth
of all pre-school children to live in an undernourished con
dition, as is now the case. (And this, mind you, while we
blandly slaughter six million pigs in pursuit of economic
rainbows.)
Government must ‘instruct the ignorant’ and ‘supply the
poor with work and good guidance.’ The surest way for a
State to prosper is to give men the opportunity to make
money. ‘The division of labor, the multiplication of the arts
of peace, which is nothing but a large allowance to each
man to choose his work according to his faculty, — to live
by his better hand, — fills the State with useful and happy
laborers; and they, creating demand by the very temptation
of their productions, are rapidly and surely rewarded by
good sale: and what a police and ten commandments their
work thus becomes. So true is Dr. Johnson’s remark that
“men are seldom more innocently employed than when
they are making money.” ’
Emerson was much more of a realist than is commonly
supposed. He knew human nature, and he knew to what
extent this initiative and resourcefulness, which he counted
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on to make a better America, depended on the opportunity
to make money. It is vitally important that men should be
given this opportunity, and in turn it is all important that
this talent for making money should be protected. ‘Labor:
a man coins himself into his labor; turns his day, his
strength, his thought, his affection into some product which
remains as the visible sign of his power; and to protect that,
to secure that to him, to secure his past self to his future
self, is the object of all government. There is no interest in
any country so imperative as that of labor; it covers all, and
constitutions and governments exist for that, — to protect
and insure it to the laborer. All honest men are daily striv
ing to earn their bread by their industry. And who is this
who tosses his empty head at this blessing in disguise, the
constitution of human nature, and calls labor vile, and in
sults the faithful workman at his daily toil? I see for such
madness no hellebore, — for such calamity no solution but
servile war and the Africanization of the country that
permits it.’
If Emerson had moved in the industrial world he might
well have been elected president of some federation of labor.
He is ever the champion of the laboring man. You give the
laborer a chance to make good money, says Emerson in
effect, and you won’t have to worry much about crime or the
spiritual welfare of the nation. If there was one type he
despised, it was those ‘fops’ that live on ‘the fruit of other
men’s labor.’ He despised ‘this stealing of men and setting
them to work, stealing their labor, and the thief sitting idle
himself.’
Emerson’s name is so often linked with the names of the
old New England aristocracy that many have gained the
impression that he was an aristocrat who scorned the labor-

ing class. Nothing could be further from the truth. He was
ever the champion of the plain American who earned his
bread by hard labor. Woodberry said that he had little
intellectual sympathy with Emerson ‘in any way’; thus per
haps some will be more impressed by Woodbery’s valuation
of Emerson. Where does he place him? With the aristo
crats? With the radicals? On the contrary, he finds that
Emerson ‘was closer to the soil in his democracy; nearer
to the plain people of the country, than any other man of
letters; and in his works he embodied more vitally the prac
tical ideal of the American, industrious, successful, selfreliant, not embarrassed by the past, not disturbed by the
future, confident, not afraid. If the actual state of affairs
discouraged him, he never doubted of the issue; as time
went on his optimism as to his country increased, and he
saw in it the vast home of labouring men, free and wellintentioned, with power to hold in their own hands the ex
periment of democracy.’
Emerson was the champion of this plain American, the
average man who is neither an aristocrat nor a radical. What
did Emerson say of the aristocrat? What did he say of the
upper classes, those we commonly associate with con
servatism? He found that the conservative party ‘com
posed of the most moderate, able and cultivated part of the
population, is timid, and merely defensive of property. It
vindicates no right, it aspires to no real good, it brands no
crime, it proposes no generous policy . . .’
Nor was Emerson the champion of the radical. ‘The spirit
of our American radicalism is destructive and aimless: it is
not loving; it has no ulterior and divine ends, but is destruc
tive only out of hatred and selfishness.’ He is neither the
champion of the conservatives or the radicals. He is the
champion of the plain people, the practical, self-reliant, in-

dustrious and resourceful ‘average man,’ the man with ‘the
just average of faculties’ which Emerson calls ‘commonsense.’ Perhaps Woodberry exaggerates in saying that Em
erson was closer to the soil in his democracy, nearer to the
plain people of the country, than any other man of letters;
but there is no doubt that he was closer to the plain people
than the conservatives or the radicals.
In every sphere Emerson was against the extremist. He
would not support the extreme conservatives or the ex
treme radicals in politics. In economics he is against the
extremes of laissez-faire which lead to stagnation and the
extremes of doctrines which would lead to chaos and
the destruction of wealth. In religion he is against the ex
tremes of ‘the learned in his infidelities’ as well as the ex
tremes of ‘the fool in his devotions.’ All down the line he
is true to his firm conviction that human strength is not in
extremes but in avoiding extremes. He follows his own in
ward leader up the middle of the channel of moderation that
leads to awareness of Reality.
When he went to Washington, Emerson was disturbed
to find that no one was particularly concerned about the
plain citizen. After one of these trips he wrote in his
Journal, in part: ‘I went to Washington and spent four days
. . . one feels how little, more than how much, Man is
represented there.’ Men are represented there; but not man,
not the plain citizen with no connection with this or that
group. When the politician is up for election he prates a
good deal about his concern for the welfare of the plain
citizen. And perhaps in his quiet moments he feels a con
cern for Mr. Average Citizen, a symbol of the country as
a whole. But let the politician enter the legislative halls and
he becomes one of a group which bows to lobbies, sectional
ism and majorities. About everything is given consideration

but the welfare of the country as a whole. Here and there, to
be sure, is a great public servant; but most are servants of
this or that interest and, most of all, their own political in
terest. The private citizen is lost in the scramble for
political or sectional advantage. Emerson would have been
the first to congratulate Charles Dawes for having the
courage to say in the Senate: ‘For the Senators individually
I cherish a high regard, but collectively, as agents of the
government in an organization for business — well! “That
is something else again.” ’ Alone man is something of a god,
but in a group — well, that is something else again. ‘I like
man,’ said Emerson, ‘but not men.’ And this is an argu
ment for less government. The more government you have,
the more group action and loss of individual responsibility.
The further you advance into more government, the more
you find the politicians losing sight of the private citizen.
Man is submerged in the ensuing Bigness. Bigness in busi
ness is bad enough, but Bigness in government — well!
that is something else again. The Bigness in government
starts out with the intention of regimenting things in order
to bring a fuller life to the private citizen. This is a good
enough aim, and probably Emerson and the other seers
would have agreed that in modern society there must be
some collectivism in things in order to facilitate production
and distribution. But the danger lies in putting things first.
The government generally becomes so absorbed in the things,
— the food, prices, currency and the like, — that it loses
sight of the fact that it is beginning to put things above per
sons. This the seers never did and would never approve of.
For the moment you begin to put things above persons, you
are beginning to retard the development of those qualities
upon which your excellent social state depends. In other
words, Emerson would say that the morale of the people

should come first and there should be an abrupt halt to col
lectivism in things the moment it begins to undermine the
self-reliance, industry and resourcefulness of the private
citizen.
Is it possible to realize an excellent social state under
democracy ? Emerson answers in the affirmative. Democracy
is not an end in itself, but the best means of transportation.
The end, the ultimate object, of politics is ‘to establish
morality as the basis of all legislation. It is not free in
stitutions, it is not a republic, it is not a democracy, that is
the end, — no, but only the means.’ The end is the realiza
tion of a degree of morality in government that will insure
a new and more excellent social state than history has
recorded, here in these United States.
Taking all things into consideration, Emerson felt that
democracy is the best means of transportation to moral ends.
The ‘little statesmen’ mistake means for ends and would
have you believe that their favorite means is the hope of the
race. They speak of political party or economic panacea as
ends, and would have us believe that the salvation of the
race depends on the next election. It was thus in Emerson’s
day and doubtless will be thus until men have the vision
to see ends and no longer confuse them with means. ‘The
salvation of America,’ said Emerson, ‘and of the human
race depends on the next election, if we believe the news
papers. But so it was last year, and our fathers believed the
same things forty years ago.’ And their political grand
children still believe this.
Emerson knew that the salvation of America depends on
things far removed from politics. It depends on the growth
of the Individual. He never lost sight of this end, and sup
ported democracy only because he felt that it was the best

means yet devised for growth in the private citizen. He
ever had his ends in view when he sought the right means.
If he had felt that communism offered the best opportunity
for the development of the individual, he doubtless would
have supported that. If he had felt that a totalitarian state
was best for the growth of the individual, he would have
advocated more government. Democracy is not an end in it
self, but simply the best means of transportation yet devised.
If better means are devised, let us adopt them. Meanwhile,
don’t think that the salvation of the race depends entirely on
the adoption of your pet means of political transportation.
The salvation of the race depends on you and me, the degree
of morality we may inject into politics and all other walks
of life.
The politicians seek to convince you that the salvation of
America depends on putting their party in power, and to
that end they clutter the landscape with all manner of wild
promises. These promises reminded Emerson of ‘western
roads, which open stately enough, with planted trees on
either side, to tempt the traveler, but soon become narrow and
narrower, and end in a squirrel track, and run up a tree.’
What has lately happened is a good illustration. Emerson
would not necessarily condemn the present Administration
for having broken so many promises; he would want to know
why they ever made them in the first place. No man knows
what the future holds. Then why make specific promises
in the first place? You may properly promise to do every
thing in your power to further the high ends of an en
lightened government. You may properly promise to do all
you can to establish morality in government. But as for
specific promises on definite issues — well! that is something
else again. When the future arrives you have intelligence

to tell you what to do. Why try to establish the future in an
uncertain present? ‘A wise man will never impawn his future
being and action, and decide beforehand what he shall do in
a given extreme event. Nature and God will instruct him
what to do.’
To his Journal Emerson once confided, ‘I am always in
sincere as always knowing there are other moods.’ This is
Emerson’s naive way of saying that he knew there is more
than one side to every question. He had a genius for view
ing any given problem from different angles. And with amaz
ing honesty, he reported the view from different angles
and left it to us to decide which is true. He was simply re
porting ‘what hints I have collected,’ and he left it to pos
terity to decide what was true. He was wise enough to
know that if he reported all of his moods, the truth would
in time rise to the top and live, while the errors would
speedily die out. As for insincerity, James Cabot knew
Emerson well and said, ‘He was never insincere, but it
would be hard to find a moralist of equal earnestness and
entireness of conviction who is so little engaged to his own
opinions.’
Emerson was ever willing to put himself in the other fel
low’s shoes. He had a positive genius for seeing the other
fellow’s point of view. (Would to God we had more men
with such genius!) Thus in the case of the politician he was
fully aware of what this class is up against. And he does not
blame them entirely for our ills; in fact there are times when
he is more inclined to blame the representatives of the upper
classes for not setting higher standards and living up to
them. There are times when the politician can do naught
but obey ‘the vulgar weathercock of his party.’ Emerson
records the point of view of the politician as follows: ‘I am,

as you see, a man virtuously inclined, and only corrupted
by my profession of politics. I should prefer the right side.
You, gentlemen of these literary and scientific schools, and
the important class you represent, have the power to make
your verdict clear and prevailing. Had you done so, you
would have found me its glad organ and champion. Ab
stractly, I should have preferred that side. But you have not
done it. You have not spoken out. You have failed to arm
me. I can only deal with masses as I find them. Abstractions
are not for me. I go then for such parties and opinions as
have provided me with a working apparatus. I give you my
word, not without regret, that I was first for you; and
though I am now to deny and condemn you, you see it is not
my will but the party necessity.’
With politicians as they are, and with some justification,
Emerson was not unmindful of the defects of a democracy.
He saw the danger in the opportunity afforded to shallow
politicians to sway majorities. He had no illusions that
majorities are always right. ‘Shall we then judge a country
by the majority, or by the minority? By the minority, surely.
’Tis pedantry to estimate nations by the census, or by square
miles of land, or other than by their importance to the
mind of the time . . . Away with this hurrah of masses, and
let us have the considerate vote of single men spoken on
their honor and their conscience. In old Egypt it was estab
lished law that the vote of a prophet be reckoned equal to
a hundred hands. I think it was much underestimated.
“Clay and clay differ in dignity,” as we discover by our pref
erences every day. What a vicious practice is this of our
politicians at Washington pairing off! as if one man who
votes wrong going away, could excuse you, who mean to
vote right, for going away; or as if your presence did not
tell in more ways than in your vote. . . . Nature works

very hard, and only hits the white once in a million throws.
In mankind she is contented if she yields one master in a
century.’
Hawthorne called Emerson ‘the champion of the Republic.’
In the passage we just quoted he sounds like anything but a
champion of the Republic. But Hawthorne spoke as one
taking all of Emerson into consideration. You can catch
Emerson in certain moods and claim he is this or that. But
on any given subject he must be judged by all he said, by
what is reflected in the sum of his moods. He recorded all
of his moods, and not just those that fit into one groove of
thought, as most of us. Furthermore, he was ever willing
to give due consideration to things as they are. It is one
thing to hear the pious platitudes of a Fourth of July orator
and then come out for the Republic; and still another to
face the hard facts, as Emerson faced them, and still come
out for the Republic. The masses are unmade and unthink
ing; the majorities are probably more often wrong than
right; the vote of a wise man is worth more than a hundred
votes of unthinking people. He admits all this. Then how
could he face all this and still emerge as ‘the champion of
the Republic’? The reason is simple to those that know his
basic doctrine. The only hope of a better society is the growth
of the Individual. Therefore you must leave ample room
for this growth. And you cannot leave ample room if you
regiment these masses under a despotism. What Emerson
wanted was to ‘draw individuals’ out of these unmade
masses. This is best accomplished under a republic. The point
is that you don’t know what may emerge from these rude,
unmade masses. A Lincoln may emerge; a rude, unmade boy
from the backwoods may emerge and preserve the Union in
an hour of crisis. Therefore it is wise to leave the way wide
open. Lincolns aren’t likely to emerge from mass mind, mass

conduct, mass control. Everything depends on the emer
gence of individual intellect and individual conscience, and
this interest demands free institutions.
Then we come to the delicate issue of individual rights
and the right to property. ‘The theory of politics which
has possessed the mind of men, and which they have ex
pressed the best they could in their laws and in their revolu
tions, considers persons and property as the two objects for
whose protection government exists. Of persons, all have
equal rights, in virtue of being identical in nature. This in
terest of course with its whole power demands a democracy.
Whilst the rights of all as persons are equal, in virtue of
their access to reason, their rights in property are very un
equal. One man owns his clothes, and another owns a county.
This accident, depending primarily on the skill and virtue
of the parties, of which there is every degree, and secondarily
on patrimony, falls unequally, and its rights of course are
unequal. Personal rights, universally the same, demand a
government framed on the ratio of the census; property de
mands a government framed on the ratio of owners and of
owning.’
Here is a very delicate question that any democracy
must face. Personal rights must be preserved and also prop
erty rights. Some of our thinkers fail to make the im
portant distinction between the right to a certain amount of
personal freedom and the right to property. Personal free
dom should be pretty much of a constant if democracy is to
preserve its foundation. The moment you start to infringe
on the personal rights of respectable citizens you are destroy
ing your democracy. But the right to property, taken in the
broadest sense to mean wealth, is very much of a variable.
Here we leave our established base of personal freedom and

enter the fluctuating area of personal ability, capacity, in
telligence and the like. I will defend your right to say and do
as you please within reasonable limits, but what you say and
do is another matter. In defending your right to say and do,
we defend the fundamental basis of personal rights which
is the backbone of a democracy. This must remain reason
ably close to a constant. But what you say and do, and
how you say and do it, determine your right to share the
wealth of the nation. This side of the equation must ever
remain a variable, depending on the character of the indi
vidual.
The collectivist fails to make this distinction. He would
regiment all men for the creation of wealth and fails to give
due consideration to the fact that the preservation of initia
tive, resourcefulness, and self-reliance, the qualities that will
create more wealth, depends to a great extent on the pres
ervation of the freedom of the individual. The great wealth of
America was created by the initiative and resourcefulness of
individuals who were sure not only of personal rights but
of the right to own the wealth they created. Our wealth is the
fruit of the unbridled talents of the people as a whole. The
collectivist thinks that the initiative and resourcefulness of
a few, of the central authority, is superior to the initiative
and resourcefulness of a free people. The collectivist thinks
the intelligence of the few at the head of the government is
superior to the collective intelligence of a free people. The
day may dawn when dictators will see that individual initiative
flourishes best under free institutions and in a country where
the owner of the initiative has a chance to own some of the
wealth that the initiative creates. Flatten out the wage differ
ential in the interests of a classless society and you may also
flatten out the differential between Henry Ford and one of
his workers who is profiting by Mr. Ford’s initiative. Democ-

racy is best for the creation of real wealth because it insures
not only personal rights but the right to property depending
on ‘the skill and virtue of the parties.’ Wipe out the right to
property within reasonable limits and you may also wipe out
the human qualities that tend to create wealth. Where would
America be to-day if the pioneers had been ‘cabined, cribbed,
confined’ by Government decrees?
It seemed settled at one time, said Emerson, ‘that the
proprietors should have more elective franchise than non
proprietors.’ But that principle ‘no longer looks so selfevident as it appeared in former times, partly because doubts
have arisen whether too much weight had not been allowed
in the laws to property, and such a structure given to our
usages as allowed the rich to encroach on the poor, and to
keep them poor; but mainly because there is an instinctive
sense, however obscure and yet inarticulate, that the whole
constitution of property, on its present tenures, is injurious,
and its influence on persons deteriorating and degrading;
that truly the only interest for the consideration of the State
is persons; that property will always follow persons; that the
highest end of government is the culture of men; and that
if men can be educated, the institutions will share their im
provement and the moral sentiment will write the law of the
land/
Emerson always returns to the development of the In
dividual and puts that first. If you develop the private man,
if you educate individuals to real values, ‘persons and prop
erty must and will have their just sway.’ He sees no other
solution to this intricate problem than the development of
persons through education. Produce great men, and the insti
tutions will reflect the greatness. Awaken the moral senti
ment in individuals and that will write the law of the land.
Thus far the laws of property have been written more by

the acquisitive instinct of men with power than by the
moral sentiment of enlightened human beings.
Our political institutions are not necessarily right for all
nations, ‘but only fitter for us. We may be wise in assert
ing the advantage in modern times of the democratic form,
but to other states of society, in which religion consecrated
the monarchical, that and not this was expedient. Democracy
is better for us, because the religious sentiment of the
present time accords better with it. Born democrats, we are
nowise qualified to judge of monarchy, which, to our fathers
living in the monarchical idea, was also relatively right.
But our institutions, though in coincidence with the spirit
of the age, have not any exemption from the practical de
fects which have discredited other forms. Every actual State
is corrupt.’
Every State will remain corrupt, under any form of
government, until enough individuals have been developed
to insure that the law of the land will be written from the
moral sentiment instead of the interests of nationalism,
sectionalism, shallow patriotism, self-advantage, greed, and
all of the other manifestations of undeveloped individuals. In
short, the State will ever be corrupt until corruptness is
wiped out of its citizenry.
‘We are very vain of our political institutions’ in this coun
try, Emerson felt. But you find the same defects here as in all
forms of government. The only difference is that now we
are very clever in our greed, graft, and exploitation. They
used to call it slavery but we invent new names for slavery
and pretend that it is a civilized institution. The actual slaves
had more security than many of the workers we ludicrously
call free people.
On the whole, however, Emerson was optimistic about

our future under democracy. ‘We wish to treat man as man,
without regard to rank, wealth, race, color, or caste, —
simply as human souls. We lie near to Nature, we are pen
sioners on Nature, draw on inexhaustible resources, and
we interfere the least possible with individual freedom.’
In some moods, when he had noted what was coming
about in Europe under despotisms, Emerson concluded that
our politics are ‘almost ideal’ in comparison. And that is about
the conclusion of the average citizen to-day. In 1934 and
before, the future of democracy looked dark indeed. Simeon
Strunsky says, ‘In the early weeks of 1934 the democratic
idea in Europe, after ailing these many years, took a sudden
turn for the worse.’ On the night of February sixth, when
there was rioting in the streets of Paris, democracy in
Europe appeared to totter on a precipice. ‘It was for many
of us,’ says Strunsky, ‘the darkest hour for free govern
ment since Ludendorff smashed the British front in Picardy.’
And the democratic form of government ‘emerged only with
the aid of stimulants.’
When things looked dark for democracy in France, Hit
ler suddenly went to work on his Storm Troops. ‘History
has yet to show how much good the Hitler purge did the
German people or Hitler himself,’ says Strunsky, ‘but there
is little doubt of the immense benefit derived from this Hit
ler purge by the French invalid across the Rhine. He im
mediately began to mend.’
A similar situation is seen in our country. Sir Herbert
Samuel says that in 1934 he found Americans talking about
the breakdown of democracy. ‘A resort to fascism or dic
tatorship was thought to be impending almost everywhere,
even in Great Britain and in the United States.’ Then came a
change — a slow discrimination, Emerson would call it.
The common sense of the American people, which had been

submerged by fear and hysteria, began to rise to the surface
again. This ‘common-sense’ was the thing that Emerson had
such faith in ; he looked to this quality of the American mind
to pull us out of just such a situation as confronted us in
1934. To Emerson, the average American was a man ‘who
has the just average of faculties we call common-sense;
a man of a strong affinity for facts, who makes up his de
cision on what he has seen. He is thoroughly persuaded of
the truths of arithmetic.’ You can sway the average Amer
ican just so far with your high-sounding theories of govern
ment, but sooner or later that innate common sense asserts it
self and you find him returning to hard facts and making
his decisions on what he has seen.
Between 1934 and 1935, this American common sense be
gan to rise to the surface again. The average American had
been watching Europe and was making his decisions on the
hard facts that were coming out of Europe. Thus when Sir
Herbert Samuel came to America in the summer of 1935,
he noted a marked change of sentiment. As the New York
Times said editorially: ‘This altered feeling has been brought
about, according to Sir Herbert Samuel, by the simple im
pact and effect of what has been going on in the world.
People have changed their views not in consequence of
reading history, or steeping themselves in economical or
political theory, but merely by keeping their eyes on events.
These are the most eloquent and convincing teachers. Their
work goes on all the time. Their chief lessons are conveyed
daily in the news of the world. Press reports from Russia,
from Germany, from Italy — countries in which democracy
is officially condemned and flouted — are the stoutest cham
pions of democracy. It scarcely needs to defend itself. Its
enemies, by the unhappy contrasts which they present, do
their best to uphold and enhance it. The common man will

say: “Well, democracy may be bad, but the alternatives of
fered to it are plainly much worse.” ’
One of Emerson’s distinguished contemporaries did not
think highly of democracy. Macaulay, the famous historian,
declared that ‘institutions purely democratic must, sooner
or later, destroy liberty or civilization, or both.’ In a letter
to a New York publisher, written in 1857, Macaulay points
to ‘what happened lately in France’ as an example. In 1848
a pure democracy was established in France and shortly
after there was ‘reason to expect a general spoliation, a
national bankruptcy, a new partition of the soil, a maximum
of prices, a ruinous load of taxation laid on the rich for the
purpose of supporting the poor in idleness.’
Macaulay felt that these things are the inevitable result
of democracy and he went on to predict what would happen
in America. The letter is a remarkable prophecy; and the
historian predicts many things with disturbing accuracy, dis
turbing at least to the supporters of free institutions. Just
wait until New England is as thickly populated as Old Eng
land, he warns. ‘Wages will be as low, and will fluctuate as
much with you as with us. You will have your Manchesters
and Birminghams, and in those Manchesters and Birminghams hundreds of thousands of artisans will assuredly be
sometimes out of work. Then, your institutions will be
fairly brought to the test. Distress everywhere makes the
laborer mutinous and discontented, and inclines him to
listen with eagerness to agitators who tell him that it is a
monstrous iniquity that one man should have a million
while another cannot get a full meal.’
Macaulay predicted the dilemma that has confronted us
in recent years with amazing accuracy. He claimed that the
United States will have to pass through very critical sea-

sons ‘in the course of the next century, if not of this.’ The
picture he painted should cause any lover of democracy to
stop and ponder. He was not optimistic. ‘I heartily wish you
[the United States] a good deliverance,’ he says. ‘But my
reason and my wishes are at war, and I cannot help forboding the worst. It is quite plain that your government will
never be able to restrain a distressed and discontented ma
jority. For with you the majority is the government, and
has the rich, who are always a minority, absolutely at its
mercy. The day will come when, in the State of New York,
a multitude of people, none of whom has had more than half
a breakfast, or expects to have more than half a dinner,
will choose a Legislature. Is it possible to doubt what sort
of a Legislature will be chosen? On one side is a statesman
teaching patience, respect for vested rights, strict observance
of public faith. On the other is a demagogue ranting about
the tyranny of capitalists and usurists, and asking why
anybody should be permitted to drink champagne and to
ride in a carriage, while thousands of honest folks are in
want of necessaries. Which of the two candidates is likely
to be preferred by a working-man who hears his children
cry for more bread? I seriously apprehend that you will in
some such season of adversity as I have described, do things
which will prevent prosperity from returning; that you will
act like people who should in a year of scarcity devour all
the seed corn, and thus make the next a year, not of scarcity,
but of absolute famine. There will be, I fear, spoliation.
The spoliation will increase the distress. The distress will
produce fresh spoliation. There is nothing to stop you. Your
Constitution is all sail and no anchor. As I said before, when
a society has entered on this downward progress, either
civilization or liberty must perish. Either some Caesar or
Napoleon will seize the reins of government with a strong

hand, or your Republic will be as fearfully plundered and
laid waste by barbarians in the 20th Century as the Roman
Empire was in the fifth, with this difference, that the Huns
and Vandals who ravaged the Roman Empire came from
without, and that your Huns and Vandals will have been
engendered within your own country by your own insti
tutions.’
What are we to say to that? What would Emerson, ‘the
champion of the Republic,’ say to Macaulay’s prediction?
In the first place, I suspect that Emerson would object to
the line of reasoning that led Macaulay to conclude that
pure democracy must sooner or later destroy liberty or
civilization, or both. Like so many of our modern thinkers,
Macaulay appears to have been a victim of what we might
call factual reasoning. He looks back across the years and
sees that things have been thus and concludes that they will
ever be thus. (Many of our modern thinkers, even great
ones like Spengler, appear to be victims of this type of rea
soning.) Macaulay says that this early democracy in France
had to be wiped out in order to avert the danger of ruina
tion from high prices, taxation, and a general spoliation.
The danger was averted, he says, by setting up ‘a despotism,
a silent tribune, an enslaved press. Liberty is gone, but
civilization has been saved.’
These are historical facts. Therefore Macaulay proceeds
to predict what will happen in America on the basis of these
facts and others like them. It was so in 1848; therefore it
will ever be thus. Emerson would object to this line of rea
soning. He had what Dr. Holmes called ‘double vision.’ He
saw the actual facts, but he also saw much deeper than the
actual facts. He surpasses most of his contemporaries, and
most of the later thinkers, because of his remarkable spirit
ual insight. He saw, as Dr. Holmes said, ‘the fact in con-

nection with the principle; the phenomenon as related to the
law.’ Turn to Circles and you see Emerson’s double vision
at its best. Here he says that ‘the universe is fluid and
volatile. Our globe . . . is a transparent law, not a mass of
facts. The law dissolves the fact and holds it fluid.’ Here we
begin to see where the factual reasoning of Macaulay be
gins to break down. Factual reasoning is valuable up to a
certain point and then it collapses. It is valuable in helping us
to ascertain certain trends and tendencies, but we are nowise
entitled to make dogmatic conclusions based on factual rea
soning alone.
‘I wish I were as sure of anything as Tom Macaulay is
of everything,’ said Dean Smith. Emerson was not sure of
anything, but he saw the ‘law’ that dissolves our facts and
holds them fluid. He had double vision. Macaulay and his
kind seldom see this Reality behind appearances. Emerson
saw the Law, Principle, Reality, Intelligence — call it what
you will — behind these facts. He was able to see the graph
of civilization with a keener eye than those who note only
the historical facts. These look back across the years and
see the line moving up and down. Here is a civilization that
causes the line to rise; here is culture and progress. Then
comes a revolution and things go to pieces; culture and
progress appear to have been wiped out. The pessimists see
this process going on throughout history and conclude it
will ever be thus. They see no real progress; they hold that
the line moves up and down with disturbing regularity.
Emerson would admit the ups and downs; he would not
deny the conflict or the antagonisms. But civilization an
tagonizes on. The pessimist sees only the antagonism and
misses the on. Emerson looked back across the years and
saw a slight excess favorable to the side of reason and
progress. In other words, he saw the line moving up and

down, but over great periods of time he saw a slight trend
upward.
Progress is not straight up and probably will not be for
some ages to come. Emerson asks us not to be impatient.
A million years is nothing in the eyes of Nature. And if you
think the trend is not upward, then look to primitive times
and compare them with to-day. At least we have come a little
way up the ladder. And it is inevitable that we should.
Emerson saw that there is a power in back of us, working
towards results affecting masses and ages, that is pushing
us up. Its purpose is not security but ascension, or the
passage of life into higher forms. You do not have to be a
religionist to believe this. You can be a scientist studying
the history of our planet and see it. Studying this vast
process, in the light of his double vision, Emerson saw
that ‘it turns out that love and good are inevitable, and in
the course of things.’ It is inevitable that liberty, good will
and the like will ultimately triumph, for that is the way the
universe is moving. There is growth. There is a slight trend
upward. Enough of these Realities behind appearance do
break through to men to ensure some progress, even if
the progress is at a snail-like pace. Men do get better in
spite of themselves, for the soul is passing into higher
forms. Not rapidly, to be sure; but Emerson felt that Na
ture is content if she produces one master in a century.
In time she may produce many great men in one century.
At any rate, this Power is pushing upward in the direction
of good will and progress in the affairs of men.
Therefore there comes a time when Macaulay cannot
say ‘that institutions purely democratic must, sooner or
later, destroy liberty or civilization, or both.’ Emerson
would point to the ‘sooner or later’ and say that here is
where Macaulay shows lack of insight into things as they

are rather than as they seem. The sooner or later is indic
ative of that fatalistic pessimism that infests so many of
our thinkers to-day. The truth is that sooner or later there
comes a time when both liberty and civilization can survive
under freedom. To see the deep reasons for this, you per
haps need the double vision of an Emerson. But you may
employ Macaulay’s own line of reasoning and conclude, on
the factual basis alone, that he was not necessarily right.
‘What happened lately in France is an example,’ said
Macaulay. Therefore he concludes that it must ever be thus.
Not so; see ‘what happened lately in France,’ in 1934.
Democracy was preserved, and also liberty. Macaulay
claimed that a despotism is necessary to preserve civilization,
even though you must destroy liberty. Well, the man of
common sense, making his decision on what he has seen,
may be inclined to go along with Emerson rather than
Macaulay. He would not say that civilization had been pre
served across the Rhine, where liberty has been destroyed.
If Hitler has preserved civilization, God help civilization.
All in all, we suspect that the man of common sense will
lean to the opinion that the democracies are the chief hope
of both liberty and civilization.
Taking a long view, Emerson would not be pessimistic.
He would say that progress is inevitable over great periods
of time, and even in this dark hour he would reaffirm his
conviction that here is to be the home of a more excellent
social state than history has recorded. He stood too close to
realities to be able to take aught but an optimistic view.
But remember that we have been taking a long view. If you
asked Emerson to put aside the long view and confront the
present situation, he would not be so optimistic. Facing
things as they are to-day he would admit the very real

danger of the alternatives Macaulay pointed out. He would
say that Macaulay was wrong in affirming that these are the
only possible outcomes of our dilemma; Emerson had too
much faith in the common sense of the American mind and
the soundness of the American character to say that the out
come of the present situation must either be a dictatorship
or a wanton destruction of wealth by the masses. But he
would admit that these are possible outcomes. Remember
that his line goes down as well as up. We may easily go
down before we continue upward if fear and hatred replace
common sense.
This common sense is by no means a constant. It fluctu
ates and is easily replaced by negative emotions, as in the
early years of the present depression. Common sense is
stable in proportion to the character and intelligence of in
dividuals. As we move down the scale of character and in
telligence, the common sense is very unstable. It is easily
dispelled by agitators who arouse negative emotions. If
Macaulay had foreseen how easy it would be for agitators
of our day to reach millions of volatile people, he might have
been more pessimistic than he was. I suspect that Emerson
would point to the radio as one of the weakest links in the
American chain. Of course the radio is potentially an in
fluence of inestimable value. It is also an agency which may
become a real liability. When demagogues can obtain a
nation-wide hookup and are permitted to incite millions of
volatile people, then you have a real danger zone in the
American map. Bliss Perry says that there is always a big
hole somewhere in the line of American democracy. This
radio freedom is one of the big holes. We have already seen
what may come out of this hole. Thoughtful persons are
rightly disturbed over the possible outcome of this situa
tion. They hold that we should check men who work on our

institutions by the wind. Men who stir up the winds of fear
and class hatred, inciting thousands of susceptible people to
hasty action, should not be allowed the freedom of the radio.
Owen D. Young, chairman of the advisory council of the Na
tional Broadcasting Company, speaks on ‘radio responsi
bility’ and reminds us that the ‘preservation of the right of
free speech, gained after bloody battles and enormous sac
rifice, now depends upon the exercise of wise discretion by
him who undertakes to speak before this giant reflector of
his voice. Yes, and those who do not use wise discretion
should be forbidden the use of this giant reflector. There
are times when freedom is best preserved by checking those
who abuse it. The Supreme Court once handed down a de
cision to this effect.
Emerson would readily acknowledge this danger zone.
Freedom in the hands of ‘reckless self-seekers’ is a very
dangerous thing, he said; ‘it begins to be doubtful whether
our corruption in this country has not gone a little over the
mark of safety. . . . Fear disenchants life and the world.
. . . I admire the sentiment of Thoreau, “Nothing is so
much to be feared as fear.” ’ When reckless self-seekers use
the freedom of our institutions to arouse fear and hatred
in the masses, they are corrupting the nation and should be
rudely checked. But the checking would be difficult with our
present set-up. Emerson would doubtless see truth in Macau
lay’s conviction that our Constitution is all sail and no
anchor.
Emerson saw no anchor in any institution but the human
character behind it. The institutions that so many people
regard as solid foundations of our government are of no
use in themselves. ‘No forms,’ said Emerson, ‘neither con
stitutions, nor laws, nor covenants, nor churches, nor bibles,
are of any use in themselves. The Devil nestles comfort-

ably into them all. There is no help but in the head and
heart and hamstrings of a man. Covenants are of no use
without honest men to keep them.’ In other words, all issues
revert at last to the character of persons. A State is per
sons. There is no such thing as solid foundations to govern
ment or any institutions, and for the simple reason that hu
man character is ever a variable.
Let us note a few things that led Emerson to his con
viction that forms are of no use in themselves. When the
Fugitive Slave Bill became law, Emerson wrote in his
Journal: ‘This filthy enactment was made in the nineteenth
century, by people who could read and write. I will not obey
it, by God.’ To-day most thoughtful persons would doubt
less sympathize with Emerson’s stand. Yet let us not forget
that this law was upheld as constitutional. ‘You relied on
the constitution,’ said Emerson. ‘It has not the word slave
in it; and a very good argument has shown that it would
not warrant the crimes that are done under it; that, with
provisions so vague for an object not named, and which
could not be availed of to claim a barrel of sugar or a barrel
of corn, the robbing of a man and of all his posterity is
effected. You relied on the Supreme Court. The law was
right, excellent law for the lambs. But what if unhappily
the judges were chosen from the wolves, and give to all the
law a wolfish interpretation?’
A constitution with as much sail as ours is of no use
without great men to interpret it in the light of morality. The
only anchor we have is human character and the great amount
of sail may blow us to dangerous seas if we have men who
give wolfish interpretations. The problem of our day is to
develop individuals that will give our institutions a real
anchor in character. There is so much sail in our institu-

tions that a Caesar or Napoleon could run things about as
he wished with enough clever wolves about him to give wolf
ish interpretations to our laws and covenants. It would not
be necessary for some Caesar or Napoleon to seize the reins
of government; there is plenty of leeway to work within our
institutions.
The Devil nestles comfortably into the minds of our
statesmen, even the greatest, and this increases the danger
of the vast amount of sail in our institutions. Probably
Daniel Webster convinced the masses that he was working
for high ends when he supported the Fugitive Slave Bill.
But he didn’t fool Emerson. The Concord seer saw that
morality must ever be the end of politics if we are to pro
gress. He had looked to Webster to uphold the ideal of
morality in politics. Yet when this Fugitive Slave Bill came
up, Webster ‘threw his whole weight on the side of Slavery,’
according to Emerson, ‘and caused by his personal and of
ficial authority the passage of the Fugitive Slave Bill.’ The
tragedy was that Webster really thought he was being per
fectly moral in upholding slavery. He told an audience
at Boston that ‘they must conquer their prejudices,’ that
‘agitation of the subject of Slavery must be suppressed.’
When asked to justify his stand on moral grounds, Webster
said, ‘Some higher law, something existing somewhere
between here and the third heaven, — I don’t know where.’
No, nor did anyone else. Emerson commented on Webster’s
alibi as follows: ‘This wretched atheism found some laugh
ter in the company.’
Dr. Stephen S. Wise once complained that the churches
‘are in the main forever worshiping the God of things as
they are, and assenting to the falsest of all doctrines, that
whatever is is right, and therefore becoming the most power
ful of human factors against the forces of progress and

change.’ He further said, ‘Perhaps nothing more serious
can be said against the church than that negatively it has
failed to give the lead in the great causes of human progress
in the last century, the war against war, the abolition of
slavery, and the inauguration of a scientific attitude toward
human knowledge. A few great leaders have kept the
church from utter shame.’
Let us turn back to the Boston of 1837, for an illustra
tion. Then slavery was; therefore the churches — assenting
to the falsest of all doctrines, that whatever is is right —
would not even let Emerson discuss slavery within their
sacred portals. One church finally did open its doors to the
Concord seer, and he said to his audience: ‘I account this
a matter of grave importance, because symptoms of an over
prudence are showing themselves around us. I regret to
hear that all the churches but one . . . are closed against
the discussion of this question.’ And this is only half of the
story. The churches not only were not taking the lead in
the fight to free the slave, but respectable citizens who called
themselves Christians were quoting Scripture to justify
slavery. As Emerson said, at a later date: ‘I fear there is no
reliance to be put on any kind or form of covenant; no, not
on sacred forms, none on churches, none on bibles. For one
would have said that a Christian would not keep slaves; but
the Christians keep slaves. Of course they will not dare to
read the Bible? Won’t they? They quote the Bible, quote
Paul, quote Christ, to justify slavery.’
Thus Emerson has you pushed right into the corner where
he always forces you — ‘there is no help but in the head
and heart and hamstrings of a man.’ There is no help but
in human character. All issues go back to the character of
persons, and no form is any better than the men back of it.
We thought the Kellogg Pact was a form that was to
abolish war. The nations signed it with much fanfare and
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much talk of the end of war. To-day it stands as a scrap of
paper which eloquently testifies that no form is of any value
without human character to back it up. When the hour to
test it came the nations all gave it a wolfish interpretation.
We must protect our ‘rights/ they say, and the Kellogg Pact
or any other form must not stand in the way.
Some of our worst wolves are working within churches
and governments; they give wolfish interpretations to scrip
tures and laws in order to gain wolfish ends.
The important factor in any issue is the human element.
And this is the element we so often neglect. Many of our
young statesmen are to-day obsessed with the idea that
there is some magic in government of itself that will trans
form society. They devise elaborate plans and give them
high-sounding names, such as Planned Economy, and think
that there is some magic in government that will make
these plans come out right. One of these young statesmen
might come to Emerson with an elaborate plan to usher in
the abundant life for all. He might say to Emerson: ‘Here
is a plan that will transform society. It is carefully worked
out on paper. It will abolish Bigness in industry and all men
will share the wealth. I want you to support this plan. We
want to rush it through Congress and have the authority
delegated to the President. Then we will have a free hand
and can put the plan into rapid execution.’
Emerson would doubtless give the plan little consideration
before he asked: ‘Where are you going to get the right men
to administer this plan successfully? I don’t doubt that the
President and his immediate family are wise and able men,
but it would take ten thousand great men to execute this
plan successfully. You go out and round up ten thousand
Lincolns to administer your plan, and I may give it more
serious consideration.’
Why bring that up when everything was worked out so

beautifully on paper? The young statesman is somewhat dis
gruntled at this unwelcome intrusion of the human element.
He is about to depart in a huff, when Emerson adds, with a
twinkle in his eye: ‘Is it possible that if you fail to round up
the ten thousand Lincolns, you might end up with centraliza
tion without efficiency? In seeking to eliminate Bigness in
business you may substitute a worse Bigness in govern
ment, and slide from the frying pan into the fire.’
Emerson would not encourage Bigness in business. He
felt that Bigness in all of its forms is dangerous. Of course
he would recognize the necessity of a certain amount of
Bigness in both government and business in order to cope
with the needs of a huge nation. But on the whole Bigness
encourages laxity, divided responsibility, and corruption.
He was opposed to any influence that tended to thwart the
development of the individual, and Bigness invariably tends
to thwart growth in the private citizen. Thus the issue in
this case, as in all cases, comes back to human character.
The Bigness is not a blessing, but who is to remedy the
situation? Should it be government, or business? Which
one is best qualified? Take a poll of the American people
and ask which field of endeavor appears to contain the most
character and intelligence. Who would win out, the busi
nessmen or politicians? Our guess would be an overwhelm
ing vote in favor of businessmen. And perhaps business
men would be willing to do their own house-cleaning if they
could feel some confidence about going ahead and not
being hampered by governmental decrees. ‘As I have gone
about the country/ says one observer, ‘I have found that all
but one of the elements of a regular tidal wave of new busi
ness are present.’ And what is that one missing element? ‘The
missing element is confidence.’ Lack of confidence in gov-

ernment is the chief thing that keeps business from surging
ahead and taking up a large percentage of the army of un
employed, the army that the Government regards as its
greatest problem.
The missing element in politics is ever a lack of confi
dence in politicians. The present Administration is no ex
ception. On the whole, men are suspicious of any Adminis
tration. ‘What satire on government,’ asks Emerson, ‘can
equal the severity of censure conveyed in the word politic,
which now for ages has signified cunning, intimating that
the State is a trick?’ Emerson’s view, said Hawthorne, was
that ‘politics is an afterword, a poor patching: we shall
learn to supersede politics by education.’ Meanwhile people
will never have confidence in government until they have
confidence in politicians. Few great men can be persuaded
to enter politics to-day. And who blames them? We have
seen too many honest and able men ousted to satisfy the lust
for power of political self-seekers. We have fallen to such
a low level that men of high breeding and culture are some
times asked not to run for high office. It is thought that the
high breeding and culture will be too much of a liability.
When breeding and culture are regarded as liabilities in
politics, we have indeed fallen to a ‘low state.’ I remember
hearing Will Durant say that a man like Walter Lippmann
probably could not be elected to high office in any of our
great cities. In any industrial city it would be difficult to
elect a man of breeding and culture to the mayoralty. Thus
we see the importance of trying to supersede politics by
education. Until you educate the masses to real values in
human character, you will never be able to populate the
ranks of government with other than ‘vulgar politicians.’
And until people are educated to real values, until men of
culture and character are elected to more political offices,

you cannot expect business, or any other field of endeavor,
to have confidence in government. Once in a great while
men come to their senses and elect a man like Dwight
Morrow to high office. Then there is cause for rejoicing.
But this is the rare exception. Government is for the most
part in the hands of politicians who prate about the welfare
of the people and are completely absorbed in their own
political fortunes. And until such time as the ranks of the
politicians are thickly populated with Dwight Morrows,
there is perhaps some justification for Business as well as
Emerson to say, ‘the less government, the better/
Then there is the other side of the picture. Emerson
would be the last to deny that our system of business and
finance needs reform. Recall his conviction that ‘the general
system of our trade is a system of selfishness; is not dictated
by the high sentiments of human nature; is not measured
by the exact law of reciprocity, much less by the sentiments
of love and heroism, but is a system of distrust, of con
cealment, of superior keenness, not of giving but of taking
advantage/ And the supporters of Government regula
tion are doubtless entitled to some skepticism in that busi
ness and financial leaders talk about their high motives and
leave the banquet table to pursue their ruthless course of
exploitation and acquisition behind the scenes.
Charles R. Gay, president of the New York Stock Ex
change, has said that ‘the sound solution of our major prob
lems — employment, relief, and construction — can be pro
vided only by our business leaders/ Perhaps so, but so far
there has been little real effort on the part of business to
solve our major problems. Probably there is more intelli
gence, and perhaps more character, in business, than in
politics. But there is so much power in the hands of a few
men of less character that the composite of more character,
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which raises business over politics, is neutralized. There are
thousands of honest and highly moral business men who
really want to clean house all down the line in business, but
their collective moral power is neutralized by the great
power of the Old Guard, which will still move heaven and
earth to preserve the old order of things. Jerome Beatty,
discussing the affairs of Wall Street, says that ‘every move
to get in line with changing thought has been brought about
by government regulation.’
At this point I seem to hear the spirit of Emerson say
ing: ‘On the whole, I’d say the less government, the better.
But your present problem goes much deeper than a mere
question of which is better qualified, government or busi
ness, to solve these problems. The issue here, as everywhere,
goes back to the development of character. The truth is that
to-day you haven’t enough great men in either government
or business to solve these major problems on a moral basis.
And you never will have the men to create an excellent so
cial state until you stop wasting energy in the mere medica
tion of symptoms and get back to first principles. Getting
back to first principles involves a recognition of the fact
that a basic cause of the present chaos is a shallow educa
tional system where you simply stuff the younger genera
tion with knowledge and make no real effort to give the
students a sensitiveness to moral values. You turn out hosts
of unawakened young men who are aflame, not with a de
sire to solve these problems on a moral basis, but are rather
aflame with the desire for acquisition. In other words, they
go into business and government not with the desire to give
but to get. As a result the country soon reaches a point, as it
has now, where men are so obsessed with the desire to get
that the few men of real vision have little chance to make
their presence really felt. For every Walter Lippmann there

are a dozen demagogues. For every man inspired by Fosdick’s vision there are a hundred incited to hasty action by
some agitator. The masses run into excesses because there is
no light in them and, worse still, no light in the men who
influence them.
‘Thus all I can say to-day is what I said a century ago,
namely, that you have to start higher up, in education. Some
day you will see that your present educational system is a
system of despair: you don’t think you can speak to the
moral sentiment in students and you don’t even try. Thus,
as one of your great educators at Harvard says, “Education
fails utterly to aid the growth of our youth.’’ With this state
of affairs, how can you expect other than chaos in the eco
nomic system and in government? If you turned real men
into this topsy-turvy world, they would right it in short
order. They would get together as truly enlightened human
beings and solve these major problems. At present you have
fractions of men who behave like schoolboys in their petty
quarrels. You haven’t a handful of men in either govern
ment or business who can rise above preference and preju
dice and consider the welfare of the people as a whole.
‘The chief hope, then, of a better social order is in educa
tion. This forte should be carefully guarded and strength
ened. Yet you are permitting the educational system to
become immeasurably weakened by a shallow and stupid pa
triotism. This so-called patriotism has gained such headway
among vulgar politicians that they threaten to throttle educa
tion with ridiculous laws that serve only to frighten teachers
into a fearsome inertia. If a truly awakened and enlightened
teacher should now endeavor to show his pupils the rotten
ness of your economics and politics, a flock of stupid dema
gogues would immediately seek to get rid of the teacher.
Beware lest your so-called patriotism prove a curse that

sends your educational system from bad to worse. Rest
assured that a truly enlightened education will not come from
teachers who live in constant fear of ridiculous decrees
promulgated by politicians who are better fitted to sweep
streets than make the laws of a great nation.’
Many of our young statesmen seem to think that govern
ment is rooted to solid foundations and that these so-called
foundations insure efficiency, honesty, and the like. ‘To the
young citizen,’ said Emerson, ‘organized society lies in
rigid repose, men and institutions rooted like oak trees to
the center around which all arrange themselves as best they
can. But the old statesman knows that society is fluid; there
are no such roots and centers, but any particle may sud
denly become the center of the movement and compel the
system to gyrate around it.’
Many young statesmen think that government is a con
stant. They point to such things as laws, covenants and con
stitutions and claim that they are ‘roots and centers’ which
make government a constant. But Emerson knew that govern
ment is very much of a variable, that it has no solid founda
tions, that any particle may suddenly become the center of
the movement and dissolve these imaginary foundations.
Government is ever a variable because of these ‘particles’
which we call human beings.
Again the past decade bears witness to the truth of
Emerson’s remarks. A few years ago a young citizen of
Germany might have proudly pointed to the foundations of
his government. He would have said that the Reichstag and
all the other paraphernalia of representative government
were roots and centers that made the German Government a
constant. Emerson might have said, ‘But you forget the
human equation. You forget these particles we call men.

Some such particle may come out of your midst, in an hour
of misery and unrest, and become the center of the move
ment. He may give a wolfish interpretation to your laws and
covenants and finally compel the system to gyrate around
him. The Reichstag and your other so-called foundations
of government will not stand in his way. As long as man
is as he is to-day, there will be no real foundations to gov
ernment.’
Emerson’s recognition of these things lends weight to
Macaulay’s warning. We have seen Hitler become the particle
in Germany, Mussolini in Italy; and many other particles
have come to the surface of a chaotic civilization and com
pelled their respective systems to gyrate around them. And
Emerson would not deny that it can happen here. One of our
able editors, Alfred Bingham, reluctantly admits that our
country is ‘ripe for fascism,’ needing but ‘a year or two
more of depression’ to produce the Strong Man. Men not
given to idle talk, men like Lewis Douglas and James Truslow Adams, fear we are headed for a dictatorship. Other
men not given to idle talk say that some of these agitators
in our midst may finally whip the masses into such a state
that our country will be ‘fearfully plundered.’ Macaulay’s
warning is not to be ignored by any thoughtful citizen.
Emerson might say to our times: ‘I think that Macaulay
was wrong. I think there is enough common sense in enough
solid citizens to avert the alternatives he predicted. But let
some agitator arouse the masses to a sufficient pitch and
your Republic may be fearfully plundered, as Macaulay pre
dicted. Meanwhile it is the duty of every good citizen to do
everything in his power to keep common sense in the saddle
and to prevent the winds of fear and hatred from driving
common sense from the driver’s seat. Let fear and hysteria

into the saddle and your Cassar or Napoleon will have an
easy time of it.
‘The greatest danger in an hour of crisis is the tendency
to run to extremes. In government, as well as in persons,
strength is not in extremes but in avoiding extremes. Perhaps
the best way to avoid extremes is steadfastly to preserve the
balance of power that has so long been a characteristic of
the American system. Let us, in the words of Glenn Frank,
“find a workable compromise that will keep power centralized
enough to achieve efficiency without tyranny and keep power
decentralized enough to achieve freedom without anarchy.”
‘If anything, I would lean a little to the side of decentrali
zation. Beware of centralization without efficiency. This is
a very real danger at a time when you apparently have no
great men to administer your lavish plans for centralization.
Don’t forget that these plans are nothing of themselves,
but only as good as the men that administer them. Mean
while, awaiting the arrival of more Lincolns and Jeffersons,
you may profitably ponder the wisdom of less government.
And when the Lincolns and Jeffersons arrive, they will
doubtless tell you to continue in the direction of less gov
ernment.
‘Above all, I ask for more good will among you. Good
will makes insight and you will never create an excellent
social state as long as your country is seething with a fa
natical nationalism and a shallow patriotism, a childish sec
tionalism and a senseless class-hatred. Any strong man will
fight to inject morality into the social order, but your
quarrels are those of men deficient in vision and breadth.
Your statesmen cause the hair to bristle on industrial backs
by loose talk of overthrowing the industrial autocracy. The
industrialists come back with silly epithets. Labor fights the
industrialists, and all lose sight of high ends in their petty

squabbles over means. Rest assured that such actions lead
not to an excellent social state but to chaos. They pave the
way for a dictatorship. They encourage the barbarians to
plunder the country. It is better to work on your political
and economic ills by the sun than by the wind. At present
you are everywhere fanning the winds of fear, doubt and
hatred. It is very certain that the statesman who shall break
through the cobwebs of doubt, fear, and petty cavil that lie
in the way will be greeted by the unanimous thanks of the
people. But at present you have no great leaders and the peo
ple perish from lack of vision. They follow demagogues
rather than principles.
‘In short, I would strongly advise America to grow up.
Either you will develop more good will and common sense or
you are likely to go down before you continue your upward
march to a new and more excellent social state than history
has recorded. Remember that nothing great was ever ac
complished without good will. Good will creates the vision
that will point the way out of your present dilemma.’
This, as I conceive it, would be the substance of Emer
son’s warning to America. He would not make the dogmatic
conclusions that Macaulay made. ‘Nothing is secure but
change,’ and Emerson was one prophet who never en
deavored to make still-life pictures of the future. But he saw
the trends and he would readily admit the possibility of
Macaulay’s alternatives. However, he saw much deeper
than the historian. He saw that ‘something’ is back of us that
is pushing us into realities. He recognizes this something
when he says that ‘happily we are under better guidance than
of statesmen. Pennsylvania coal-mines, New York shipping
and free labor, though not idealists, gravitate in the ideal
direction. Nothing less large than justice can keep them in
good temper. Justice satisfies everybody, and justice alone.

No monopoly must be foisted in, no weak party or nationality
sacrificed, no coward compromise conceded to a strong
partner. Every one of these is the seed of vice, war and
national disorganization. It is our part to carry out to the
last the ends of liberty and justice. We shall stand, then, for
vast interests; north and south, east and west will be present
to our minds, and our vote will be as if they voted, and we
shall know that our vote secures the foundations of the state,
good will, liberty and security of traffic and of production,
and mutual increase of good will in the great interests.’
‘And finally,’ Emerson would say, ‘don’t forget that
America is another word for Opportunity. Our whole his
tory appears like a last effort of the Divine Providence in
behalf of the human race. We can see that the Constitution
and the law in America must be written on ethical principles,
so that the entire power of the spiritual world shall hold
the citizen loyal, and repel the enemy as by force of nature.
It should be mankind’s bill of rights, or Royal Proclama
tion of the Intellect ascending the throne, announcing its
good pleasure — that now, once for all, the world shall be
governed by common sense and law of morals.’
Thus the prophet of America. In these pages it has been
impossible to do more than give the broadest outline of the
tremendous scope of Emerson’s teachings on practical sub
jects. We could fill several volumes with these teachings on
practical subjects alone. There are over twenty essays and
addresses, for instance, that deal directly with American
politics, to say nothing of countless other references to gov
ernment and politics in the Journals and essays. Bliss Perry
says that ‘no one can read these speeches to-day and believe
any longer in the queer legend that represents Emerson as
a mere stroller in the Concord woods, a mere Platonic

dreamer of supernal beauty.’ Emerson’s head did hit the
stars — no one denies that. He often hits veins of insight
where few can find footing and breath. But his feet are in
variably on earth and Crozier was nearer the truth than
those who picture Emerson as lost in the clouds when he
said that the Concord prophet possessed a practical wisdom
that held his feet fast to the solid earth when his head was
striking the stars.
What are the real issues of practical wisdom? First, what
is practical? Practical is defined as ‘of or pertaining to prac
tice or action.’ When we think of practical men, we are
likely to think of action. Thus it behooves us to examine
the things that determine the worth of an action. ‘Great
action must draw on the spiritual nature,’ said Emerson.
‘The measure of action is the sentiment from which it pro
ceeds.’ Action that is worth while must have been motivated
by moral sentiments. Action that is motivated by shallow
sentiments results in shallow effects. Like produces like.
‘Cause and effect, means and ends, seed and fruit, cannot be
severed; for the effect already blooms in the cause, the end
preexists in the means, the fruit in the seed,’ said Emer
son in his great essay called “Compensation.” If most of our
so-called practical men would study this essay, they might
see sound reasons for acting only from the highest motives.
They might see that practical wisdom is wisdom that is
motivated by the moral sentiment. They might see the im
portance of strolling in the woods now and then in order
to gain vision before acting. It is fine to keep your feet on
the solid earth, but unless your head hits the stars you may
be acting from shallow sentiments that will reap rotten
fruit.
Events of recent years offer abundant illustration. Let us
consider the effects of some of our acts motivated by shallow

sentiments. Consider the covenants and treaties enacted since
the World War, for example. If we believed all we read in
the newspapers, we would have gained the impression that
these treaties were to make the world safe for all sorts of
high ideals. And perhaps the diplomats really thought that
they were reforming the world under the motivation of high
principles; at least their speeches would lead us to think so.
But here and there we find a man who looks beneath the
surface of things for the underlying motives and sees things
as they really are. Such a man is Walter Lippmann. Let us
watch him dissect the Versailles treaty and other treaties.
‘At Paris in 1919/ he says, ‘supreme power over the
destinies of the civilized world was in the hands of Great
Britain, France and the United States. Where power is,
there, too, is the responsibility.’
Where power is, there is responsibility to act only from
the highest sentiments. When there is ‘supreme power over
the destinies of the civilized world,’ there is a tremendous
responsibility to make sure our motives are high. ‘The effect
of every action is measured by the depth of the sentiment
from which it proceeds.’ What was the depth of the senti
ments which motivated these men who moulded the treaty
of Versailles and ensuing treaties? Were they acting from
high moral sentiments? Were they motivated by the simple
desire to make the whole world peaceful and happy? The
power, in 1919, was not used under the inspiration of the
high motives we read about in the newspapers. ‘The power
was used,’ says Lippmann, ‘to impose a settlement which in
essence pre-empted the rich places of the earth for the
Western victors and denied to Germany, Italy and Japan
the legal and moral right to build for themselves empires
resembling those which the victors already possessed.’ And
we may gain some idea of the motives behind all of these

treaties of recent years when we ponder Lippmann’s next
remark: ‘The Covenant, the Kellogg Pact, the Washing
ton treaties, gave international approval to the existing
empires and sought to outlaw the conquest of new empires.
We were confirmed in our possessions — the three out
siders were prohibited from acquiring possessions.’
Lippmann was discussing the failure of these treaties
when he said that denouncing them as immoral ‘may tem
porarily hide our disappointment, but it will not long con
ceal the truth, which is that the causes of the failure lie
not in their wickedness but in ourselves. We shall do better
for the future by a searching examination of ourselves than
by an outburst of righteous indignation against them.’
It is easy to blame things rather than ourselves. That is
the commonest frailty of mankind. And that is why I so
often return to Will Rogers’ remark, ‘I guess it’s people.’
If you look to people and their motives, you will find the
true source of all of our social ills. Note that Lippmann
starts with a situation that involved the destinies of the
civilized world and comes right back to ‘We shall do better
for the future by a searching examination of ourselves.’
Before we set out to put the world together, it might be wise
to search ourselves for motives and try to put ourselves
together. To-day we read with horror of what is happening
in Germany. We deplore Japan’s conquest of China. We are
shocked that Mussolini should invade a defenseless nation.
But if you know the greatest law of life, you know that you
reap fruit of the same kind as the seeds you sow. If the
diplomats had read Emerson’s essay on compensation, they
might have had an inkling of what to expect from the treaty
of Versailles. ‘Cause and effect, means and ends, seed and
fruit cannot be severed; for the effect already blooms in the
cause, the end pre-exists in the means, the fruit in the seed.’

If you sow rotten seeds at Versailles, you must expect a
Hitler, a conquest of China and Ethiopia., ‘The effect already
blooms in the cause.’ Most people have heard the epigram,
‘Hitler was born in the treaty of Versailles.’ Perhaps the
man who said that spoke with more accuracy than he knew.
‘The power was used to impose a settlement which in es
sence pre-empted the rich places of the earth for the West
ern victors and denied to Germany, Italy, and Japan the
legal and moral right to build empires for themselves re
sembling those which the victors already possessed.’ There
is the cause; there is the seed. Were they of the highest
caliber? Then what must the effects be? What must the fruit
be? (Remember that they ‘cannot be severed.’) The effects
were just what we might have expected if we had listened
to men like Emerson instead of shallow politicians. The
effects were Hitler and the resulting atrocities in Germany;
other fruits were the conquests of China and Ethiopia. And
when we sit back and deplore these things in our selfrighteousness, let us recall this very significant remark: ‘At
Paris in 1919, supreme power over the destinies of the
civilized world was in the hands of Great Britain, France
and the United States. Where power is, there, too, is the re
sponsibility.’
Ah, yes! Where power is, there, too, is moral responsi
bility to conduct a searching examination of ourselves for
motives. The man of practical wisdom has a firm moral
base and studies all the phenomena of the day from that
base. Emerson’s base was the growth of the Individual and
he viewed all practical affairs from that base. He was for all
influences in practical affairs that promoted the growth of the
private man, and opposed to all influences that tended to re
tard this growth. Thus he had a real depth of moral senti
ment upon which to base his advice about the advisability

of acting. Act in government, economics, and everywhere
else, if you are promoting the growth of the Individual. The
more action the better, if this is the sentiment from which
your desire to act proceeds. But how much of our action is
from such a base?
Someone has asked when prominent businessmen and
statesmen find time to think. Perhaps the answer is that they
don’t; at least it would appear so, from the world they have
created. Of course, some men of affairs take time for real
thinking; and it has struck me that most of these are saying
about the same things that Emerson said.
Emerson had a sublime faith in our country. And why?
Because he took an occasional stroll in the woods and lived
so close to realities. He knew that such qualities as initiative,
resourcefulness, and self-reliance are the realities of the
American character. He knew that these qualities in the
plain citizen are the realities that are bound to triumph in
the end. Up and down we will go, but these realities must
eventually result in a new and more excellent social state
than history has recorded.
Turn to the soundest men of our day and you find that
they are popular expositions of this sound and practical
idealism. Consider Myron Taylor, for instance. The Chair
man of the Board of Directors of the United States Steel
Corporation is expressing this same faith and for the same
reasons. ‘Throughout the long night that is now lifting,’ he
says, ‘I had faith in my country, the inward assurance that
all would be well.’ What was Emerson’s faith based on but
an inward assurance? It was the assurance that came out of
deep thinking in solitude, the fruit of standing close to
realities. And Taylor’s assurance springs from the same
source. ‘Those who have dwelt in darkness for five years,’

he says, ‘who had no lamp of understanding in their hands,
cried out. They could not see realities. They saw only the
phantoms of their frightened imaginations and thought
them to be real. And now that the light is breaking, the
phantoms still haunt them.
‘But those who knew,’ continues Taylor, ‘who were lighted
by faith or understanding, still could see the substantial and
living realities which made our nation great and will make
it greater. They saw around them free, courageous, intel
ligent men and a land so rich in resources that it could main
tain its people without aid from the world. What more could
be asked as a foundation for security and achievement?’
Doesn’t that read like a page from Emerson? I can show
you every one of Taylor’s points emphasized again and again
in Emerson’s teachings.
Turn to another sound and practical idealist of our day,
Edward D. Duffield, president of the Prudential Insurance
Company of America: ‘Any system of government you can
propose — democratic, communistic, monarchical — must be
administered by individuals,’ says Duffield. ‘The only dif
ference is the method by which the individual administer
ing the government is selected. What those individuals are
counts far more than the system under which they function.
If they are chosen by the people, the results attained will be
dependent upon the individuals that choose them. The char
acter of a nation is simply a composite of the characters of
its people. A good people ultimately have a good government,
no matter what their system.’
There is a ‘popular exposition’ of the Emersonian doc
trine, if ever there was one. And thus it goes — turn to any
realm and the soundest and most practical men of vision
are saying virtually the same things as Emerson. Robert M.
Hutchins, president of the University of Chicago, says that

‘open-mindedness means, in matters of opinion and in deal
ing with practical problems, a willingness to listen to all
sides before forming a judgment, and a willingness to regard
that judgment as tentative and subject to revision in the
light of further knowledge.’ That is a basic principle in
Emerson’s teachings, one he reaffirms again and again.
Time and again I have been struck with the similarity of
the thoughts expressed by Walter Lippmann and Emerson.
Lippmann is urging less government, and his reasons are
essentially the same reasons Emerson cited. T he main prob
lem of the Federal Government to-day,’ he says, ‘is how to
reduce the scope and the procedure of government to a work
able scale, how to restore the normal Constitution, and how
to encourage the resumption of that local and private selfreliance upon which depend not only the vitality but the
essential liberties of the American people.’ There probably
never was a time when Emerson’s ‘less government the
better’ doctrine needed to be upheld as much as to-day.
‘Those who do not see,’ says Lippmann, ‘that liberty and
progress in America both depend upon limiting the power of
all government, upon preserving its Federal nature, upon
protecting local authority, are, I believe, tragically blind to
the plainest lesson of the world they live in.’
When I read Lippmann I gain the impression that he is
ever striving to uphold the principle Emerson had in mind
when he said that human strength is not in extremes but
avoiding extremes. Lippmann appears to be ever seeking the
moderate and sensible happy medium. You never find him
on the side of the extremist and you likewise never find
Emerson supporting extremes of any sort.
One of our critics has said that Emerson was a prophet
whose ideas reappear in each generation. The Concord
prophet would not say that they were his ideas, but that
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what he said of Truth was merely a reflection of the Reality
that is open to all men. He would say that all men say essen
tially the same thing if they stand close to realities. Perhaps
Emerson’s chief distinction is in affirming so many of our
great American principles for the first time. But he would
claim no distinction for that. ‘The Truth is in the air, and
the most impressionable brain will announce it first, but all
will announce it a few minutes later. . . . So the great man,
that is, the man most imbued with the spirit of the time, is
the impressionable man, — of a fibre irritable and delicate,
like iodine to light. He feels the infinitesimal attractions.’
Few have felt the infinitesimal attractions that reflected
the American spirit as strongly as Emerson. He merely felt
them first and perhaps strongest, and now the impression
able men of our time are feeling these same truths. They
are simply ‘in the air.’ Perhaps some of these men I quoted
have never read Emerson. That isn’t the point. I most cer
tainly did not wish to convey the impression that these men
of our day are echoing the Concord seer. The point is that
Emerson was the first to feel the realities that are moulding
America; the first man to state them in a comprehensive and
forceful manner. Now the men of real vision are feeling
these same realities. The agitators and their unthinking fol
lowers are so filled with discordant emotions that they don’t
notice these realities felt by men of stability and repose,
with a sort of common sense. Emerson uses the expression
commonsense meaning a certain instinctive wisdom that
is felt by all men with impressionable brains, ‘of a fibre ir
ritable and delicate, like iodine to light.’ It is the same
quality, I presume, that Lippmann has in mind when he
speaks of ‘a kind of deep instinct which is the saving grace
of popular government.’
This common sense, a deep instinct for truth and reality,
is more likely to rise to the surface under free institutions

than under despotisms and this is forever the argument for
democracy and against autocracy.
Yes, this Concord prophet did stroll in the woods, and
thank God that he did. Somebody has to, or the race would
perish from lack of vision. But he was not always strolling
in the woods. On a certain evening in 1862 we find him on
the platform of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington.
He had been invited to the capital to deliver an address on
slavery. Before him was a distinguished audience. Abraham
Lincoln and his cabinet, and most of the other official per
sons of Washington, were there. ‘Lincoln was much im
pressed by the lecture/ said the report of the meeting, ‘and
the next day Seward introduced him to Emerson. They had
a long conference on the subject of slavery.’ Lincoln was
greatly impressed by the address of the preceding evening
in which Emerson had said: ‘Emancipation is the demand
of civilization. That is a principle; everything else is in
trigue. This is a progressive policy, puts the whole people in
healthy, productive, amiable position, puts every man in
the South in just and natural relations with every man in
the North.’
Sometimes the strings of destiny are pulled by these quiet
men who stroll in the woods. Bliss Perry is reminded of
Emerson when he reads this line from Thoreau: ‘Some
serene, inactive men can do everything.’ William Lyon
Phelps has said that when he re-reads Emerson’s essay on
Napoleon he is ‘struck by the wonder that an American of
Emerson’s time, without broad military and political train
ing, could write it.’
Samuel McChord Crothers says: ‘Wisdom is justified of
her children and Emerson’s political teachings bore fruit in a

man of the next generation — Theodore Roosevelt. Roose
velt’s “strenuous life” was a popular exposition of the
Emersonian doctrine. The strong man is needed in a
democracy. He must understand the snarling majorities and
the obstinate minorities. He must enjoy the conflict. He
must play the game. But he must at the same time have a
moral ideal of his own, simple and commanding. He must
not be a statuesque statesman but a rough and ready idealist.’
Emerson was more the sound and practical idealist —
yes, even the rough and ready idealist — than the mere
Platonic dreamer of supernal beauty. Men like Theodore
Roosevelt, Lippmann, Hutchins, Jeans, Taylor, and Duffield
are not the type that we may cite as popular expositions of a
mere dreamer of supernal beauty, and these men, and many
like them, are reflecting essentially the same ideals reflected
by Emerson.
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PART TH R EE — TH E SCIENCE OF TH E REAL
The true meaning of Spiritual is — Real.
E merson

To-day there is a wide measure of agreement, which on the
physical side of science approaches almost to unanimity, that
the stream of knowledge is heading toward non-mechanical
reality. The universe begins to look more like a great thought
than like a great machine.
S ir J ames J eans

Be real and admirable, not as we know, but as you know.
E merson

We are repelled by that confident theological doctrine which
has settled for all generations just how the spiritual world is
worked; but we need not turn aside from the measure of light
that comes into our experience showing us a Way through the
unseen world.
S ir A rthur E ddington

1. TH E ESSE N C E AND

TH E TREN D

MERSON felt that the channel to the highest life is
found in awareness of Reality. Reality is a sort of
essence we become aware of as we learn to be guided, by our
inner light, to that which belongs to us, to that for which we
were inwardly formed. The Science of the Real is the science
of finding this essence in ourselves, which may be called God,
Spirit, or what you will. For generations the religionists
have piously recited this truth: The Kingdom of God is
within you. This truth is merely a pious platitude or intel
lectual abstraction to most people. God is about as real to
most people as to the bishops Emerson used to tell about.
The bishops were shipwrecked and, at the height of the
storm, rushed to the captain, asking if there was any hope.
At his answer, ‘None but in God,’ they turned pale, and one
said to the other: ‘And has it come to th a t!’
To most people God is a sort of intellectual abstraction
they have heard about in church or read about in some book.
He is something to be inculcated into a creed, that we may
believe this or that about his nature and be spared the
trouble of doing our own thinking. ‘A sect or party,’ said
Emerson, ‘is an elegant incognito devised to save a man
from the vexation of thinking.’ Perhaps Emerson was a
little severe here, but as long as we have sects and creeds
most people will never bother to do any thinking for them
selves about spiritual matters. And there is more to the
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problem than mere indolence. Basil King, a man of great
insight, saw the reason why so many people prefer re
ligion at second hand. ‘When it comes to the eternal veri
ties,’ he said, ‘many of us are cowardly; nearly all of us
are timid. The immense majority of us prefer a God at sec
ond or third hand. We will accept what somebody else has
learned, rather than incur the trouble or responsibility of
learning anything for ourselves. We take our knowledge
of God as we take our doses of medicine, from a prescription
which one man has written down, and another has “put up,”
and still another administers. By the time this traditional,
handed-on knowledge of God has reached ourselves it is
diluted by all kinds of outside opinions and personalities.
It is not strange that when we have swallowed the dose it
does little to effect a cure. I do not deny that a second or
third hand knowledge of God may do something. I only
deny that it can do much. To support my denial I need only
to point to what the world has become in a second and third
hand Christendom. The illustration is enough.’
The illustration is indeed enough. Second and third hand
religion may do something, but it is not a living reality, as
in the lives of those who know God at first hand. When a
crisis comes those who know God at first hand have a re
ligion that bears the test. Father Taylor said, of Emerson,
‘I have seen him when his religion was tested, and it bore
the test.’ Note what Christ said, and you find the reactions
of a man who knew God at first hand. When the crisis came,
his religion ‘bore the test.’ He did not say, ‘And has it
come to that!’ This is the probable reaction of those who
know God at second or third hand.
If a man would truly know God, if he wishes to become
aware of Reality, he ‘must,’ according to Emerson, ‘ “go

into his closet and shut the door,” as Jesus advised. God will
not make himself manifest to cowards. He [man] must
greatly listen to himself.’
The science of the Real is the science of listening to the
divinity in ourselves. ‘God never speaks by a third person,’
said Emerson. You may properly receive ‘illustration from
men,’ but ‘reception,’ a firsthand knowledge of God, comes
only when you listen to the ‘still small voice within.’ This
is ‘God in us.’ Perhaps the most important thing that we
all can do in these confused and chaotic times is to learn
something of this God in us. The Science of the Real will
endeavor to show ‘what is in you and me.’ Christ was per
haps the only man who fully appreciated the infinitude of
what is in you and me. Referring to Christ, Emerson said,
‘Alone in all history he estimated the greatness of man. One
man was true to what is in you and me. He saw that God
incarnates himself in man, and evermore goes forth anew
to take possession of his world. He said, in this jubilee of
sublime emotion, “I am divine. Through me, God acts;
through me, speaks. Would you see God, see me; or see
thee, when thou also thinkest as I now think.” But what
a distortion did his doctrine and memory suffer in the same,
in the next, and the following ages!’
What a distortion, indeed! Emerson rightly reminded a
second and third hand Christendom that ‘the true Christian
ity — a faith like Christ’s in the infinitude of a man — is
lost.’ If Christ did not have a sublime faith in the infinitude
of what is in you and me, then why did he predict that we
would accomplish even greater things? Emerson sought to
restore the true Christianity and thus he always taught the
same doctrine, namely, the infinitude of the private man.
He was so vitally aware of the importance of ‘see thee,’ of
discovering God for and in ourselves, that he always preached
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this one doctrine. Turn to almost any lecture he ever gave
and you find this same message, regardless of whether he
is discussing politics, religion or everyday life. Turn to the
essay on education and you find a good illustration of the
manner in which Emerson always returns to his basic doc
trine. He says, ‘Let us apply to this subject the light of the
same torch by which we have looked at all the phenomena of
the time; the infinitude, namely, of every man. Everything
teaches that.’ Everywhere Emerson ‘teaches that.’ In every
lecture and essay he applies ‘the light of the same torch.’
Few men have worked harder to restore ‘the true Chris
tianity.’ And yet they called him ‘anti-Christian.’ But those
who called Emerson ‘anti-Christian’ were followers not of
the religion of Christ but of a religion about Christ. Their
religion was second and third hand. At least one man saw
Emerson as he really was, and that was Father Taylor. ‘Mr.
Emerson might think this or that,’ he said, ‘but he is more
like Jesus Christ than anyone I have ever known.’
Father Taylor knew that opinions are not the thing. The
life, the spirit, is the thing! This wise and kindly missionary
was a pastor in an orthodox church and disagreed with many
of Emerson’s opinions as emphatically as most of the ortho
dox clergy. But whereas the others were hurling such epi
thets as ‘atheist’ and ‘infidel’ at Emerson, Father Taylor made
allowances for differences in opinion— ( ‘Mr. Emerson
might think this or that’) — and looked for essence. We
do not find many men who can rise above their own prefer
ences and prejudices and see another man as he truly is,
especially when the other man happens to hold contrary
opinions.
Most of us are so wedded to our opinions that we are
inclined to belittle anyone who disagrees with us. But a great

man knows the relativeness of any opinion. Before Bliss
Perry told me to go ahead and ‘disprove as much as you
like,’ he made this very significant statement: ‘No one can
tell the exact truth about anything!’ No man can tell the
exact truth about anything; and that is why any opinion
is only relatively true or relatively false. And who will deny
that most of the ills in the modern world, or any world, are
caused by tyrants and bigots who think they know ‘the
exact truth’ and set out to force their views on other men?
And this is true not alone in the practical realms. It is true
in the realm of politics and economics, but it is true also
in the realm of the spirit. The world is full of those who
have the infallibility complex. They are sure they are
right, and woe unto you if you remind them that no man
knows the exact truth. If you live in some countries, and
assert this fact, your head is likely to roll. Everywhere is
this narrow positiveness that is one of the greatest enemies
of progress. Science appears to be about the only field from
which this complex is disappearing.
Not that we urge timidity in the stating of opinions.
‘Speak what you think now in hard words,’ Emerson urges.
But that is only half of the picture. Speak what you think
now in hard words, but do not think that what you say is
necessarily the truth. You may find to-morrow that you were
wrong, or that you may state yesterday’s truth more accu
rately. Thus the more important part of Emerson’s sentence
is the second part — ‘and to-morrow speak what to-morrow
thinks in hard words again, though it contradict everything
you said to-day.’ Emerson is by no means encouraging loose
thinking here; he is simply making allowances for the rela
tiveness of opinions. He also knew that no man can tell
the exact truth about anything.

We see at last that the important thing is to discover
what is true and false to you. For you there is an exact
right and exact wrong. For you there is a fit word and fit
act for each moment. And this Truth you discover in your
own being. It comes from your own Best Counsel, your own
inner light. Emerson simply reported what was true or false
to him. He had no illusions that his right and his wrong
applied to all men. He knew that each man must find what
belongs to him. Each man must find my Right and my
Wrong. And Emerson merely sought to give energy and di
rection to this search for truth in ourselves. He wanted to
awaken our own moral sentiment, that we might find our
own true and false, our own right and wrong.
We see at last that the most important opinions are those
of the men who have known God at first hand. These are
the men who see things as they really are. The prophets, seers,
and mystics are able to read truth with a minimum of color.
‘The Truth is in the air,’ says Emerson. The Truth is ever
the same, but it naturally becomes colored when it runs into
a human receptacle. Pour water into two glasses and the
water appears to have changed color. The water has not
changed, but has merely taken on the appearance of change.
The Truth never changes, but it does take on the color of
the human receptacle that reflects it. Thus the relativeness
of all truth emanating from human minds. And the prophets
and mystics appear to be the only ones who are able to sensi
tize and purify themselves to a degree that enables them to
reflect a minimum of color.
Thus, in order to give true authority to his Science of the
Real, we have sought the opinions of those who have had,
or are having, the experience of God. Perhaps better to
call them ‘hints’ than ‘opinions.’ Emerson attributed no great
importance to his opinions and said that he merely reported

the hints he had collected in his experience of God. No man
can speak with absolute accuracy of this experience. It is a
life, not an opinion. Religion, as Emerson said, is a ‘new
life.’ And the Concord seer declared he had no illusions that
he could speak accurately of this divinity which is in you
and me. ‘I dare not speak for it,’ he said. ‘My words do not
carry its august sense; they fall short and cold. Only itself
can inspire whom it will, and behold! their speech shall be
lyrical, and sweet, and universal as the rising of the wind.
Yet I desire, even by profane words, if I may not use sacred,
to indicate the heaven of this deity and to report what hints
I have collected of the transcendent simplicity and energy
of the Highest Law.’
We have compiled this Science of the Real in the spirit of
Emerson when he said: ‘Be real and admirable, not as we
know, but as you know.’
Emerson was primarily interested in what you may know.
What he said was only important as ‘illustration’ that might
touch off your ‘reception.’ Thus what he knew is not as im
portant here as what you know (even though you may not
yet be aware of what you ‘know’). Emerson merely sought
to awaken ‘what is in you and me,’ to bring us to ourselves.
And he is refreshing: most prophets have overemphasized the
‘as we know.’ Most of the discord in the history of religion
has been caused by those who insist that others must think
and be as we know. Millions of lives have been sacrificed on
the altar of this half-god. When the half-gods go, the gods
arrive. Then we see, as Emerson did, that ‘God never
speaks by a third person, for he is nearer than the nearest.
You exist from him.’ Thus our object here is to reveal the
importance of being real and admirable as you know. If
God is in you, as in all men, then why should you have to

be real and admirable as someone else knows? ‘It is as if
some one came from the other side of the planet to tell me
what I thought/ said Emerson.
In the science of the Real, we seek the ‘hints’ of Emer
son and others who have known the experience of God,
who have become aware of the transcendent simplicity and
energy of what was in them, and is in you and me. And
let us not attribute too much importance to the words, the
opinions, the form; it is the essence, the spirit, the life, that
is important. Try to feel the tone of the man, and do not
become lost in his outer form. What Bliss Perry says of
Emerson is true of any man who knows God at first hand:
‘The mere weighing of literary qualities does not touch the
essence of Emerson. There is an imponderable personal force
in this man, an emanation of spiritual energy.’
As you read the pages to follow, look for essence! Try
to feel the truth behind opinions, and do not become lost
in prejudice for or against the form of the opinions. Don’t
lose the essence because of differences in nomenclature. ‘To
be at perfect agreement with a man of most opposite con
clusions you only have to translate your language into his/
said Emerson. Try to discover what belongs to you. To do
this is ‘the fairest fortune’ that may befall you. In short, do
not just read — try to feel! If a page has nothing that be
longs to you, you may profitably read on until you find some
thing that strikes a responsive chord in your heart. And when
you do find something that belongs to you, don’t let it go.
Ponder, assimilate, and let it sink into your roots. It may be
an ‘illustration’ that will touch off your ‘reception.’ What
point in reading this or any book unless you are determined
to find what belongs to you, and to grow into what you find?
In unfolding the Science of the Real we will not minimize
the importance of ‘illustration from men.’ We will illustrate

from the experience of many men, and not confine our illus
tration to the experience of Emerson. We are confident that
the Concord seer would approve of this plan. ‘The Truth
is in the air,’ and the important thing is that the Truth shall
be spoken, and not who speaks it. But it is natural to illus
trate for the most part from Emerson, not only because this
book is primarily about his experience, but because of the
vast amount and variety of material he brought into his
experience of God.
Some will say, and perhaps rightly, that the Science of
the Real is essentially mysticism. This depends on one’s con
ception of mysticism. Real mysticism is the science of find
ing the Divine Presence in ourselves; and in this sense, the
Science of the Real is mysticism.. Mysticism is a sort of per
sonal religion, but this kind of personal religion is so rare
to-day that mysticism, in most minds, has become a sort of
bugaboo. When you say mystic, most people think not of
Jesus, Saint Francis, or Emerson, but of fakirs and crystalgazers. The fact is that most of the great men were mystics.
Jesus and Buddha were mystics; and Socrates, Saint Augus
tine, Fox, Coleridge and Newton, together with hosts of
others. Four of our greatest men in America — Lincoln,
Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman — had one thing in com
mon : they were mystics. The mystics have provided the
light by which humanity has progressed. They are ‘men and
women,’ as Bliss Perry says, ‘who seek a direct way to God,
who are characterized by their “intimate consciousness of
the Divine Presence. . .
The real mystics — men like
Christ, Emerson and Newton — were not lost in abstrac
tions, as most people think. Professor Perry characterizes
all of the real mystics when he says of Emerson, ‘Mystic
though he was in certain deep instincts, he knew perfectly

well what he was about.’ And when we look back across the
pages of history, we almost decide that the mystics were
the only group that knew perfectly well what they were about.
They knew Reality at first hand, while most of the world’s
ills were caused by those who were bickering over Reality
at second and third hand.
One of the few encouraging signs of our times is the
turn to mysticism. Disillusioned and discouraged over the
failure in recent years to make any real progress in society
in outward forms, men are turning more and more to seek
‘an intimate consciousness of the Divine Presence’ in them
selves. Dr. Dieffenbach and other church leaders have noted
this trend in religion and hail it as a step forward. And the
amazing fact is that science, as well as religion, has turned
to mysticism. This trend has been apparent for some time
in scientists like Jeans, Eddington, Whitehead, and Carrel,
but now we find a concrete admission of this trend. Writing
in the New York Times, Waldemar Kaempffert, one of our
most distinguished observers of scientific trends, observes:
‘Once upon a time the physicist was convinced that he had
discovered all the important laws of nature and that noth
ing was left for his successors but to fill the crevices. The
great work was done. This cocksureness has evaporated.
Science is humble now. It is aware that it is groping —
aware of its limitations. It has cast aside the machine and
it has turned to mysticism.’
I apprehend a turn to mysticism all along the line in human
interests. This trend is seen not only in science and organized
religion but even in the ethical culture movements, where
we would perhaps least expect it. In all areas of religious
interest, men appear to be unconsciously returning to the
position taken by William James when he said that ‘personal
religious experience has its root and centre in mystical states

of consciousness.’ Men are looking more and more to the
personal religious experience as the only way to an aware
ness of Reality. And from what even businessmen and pol
iticians are saying, we see that they are beginning to sense
this truth as well as religionists, scientists and philos
ophers.
The essence of this personal religious experience is a
change of heart or a turning of the consciousness within
because of a spiritual awakening. Roger Babson now says
he is convinced that the change we need most is a change
in the hearts of our people. Furthermore, he is speaking as
a statistician when he says this, and not from sentiment.
After studying the economic data he had accumulated over
a period of thirty years, Mr. Babson concludes that pur
chasing power comes through developing individuals. And
the only way really to develop individuals is to awaken their
innate moral and spiritual powers. Thus even mysticism
has its rightful place in the confusing economic problems
that are confronting us to-day. It is not too much to hope
that the turn to mysticism may even solve the economic
problem. Lewis Douglas says that these intricate problems
that confront us to-day will never be solved until there is
a real spiritual awakening in our people. (And Mr. Douglas
was discussing the problems of finance when he made this
statement.) It is apparent that men in all walks of life are
looking to a spiritual awakening as our only real hope of
salvation. And a true spiritual awakening is always a turn
to mysticism.
Turning to God by a process of thought is the mystical
experience that we sometimes call the experience of God.
It is the experience itself that is important in all of the great
pioneers of truth, and their opinions on the nature of God
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are of only secondary importance. Did you ever notice that
Jesus and Emerson and the other great seers never argued
about God? Dr. Walter Russell Bowie, in his 1935 Yale
lectures, has this to say, in part: ‘It is a striking fact that
Jesus never argued about God. He never put his disciples
through a course of reasoning . . . He led them to explore
ways in which they might find God. Exploration is always
better than speculation.’
In his famous sermon on modernism, Dr. Fosdick com
plains that modernism has been excessively preoccupied with
intellectualism. Modernism has also thinned out the central
truth, the reality of God. ‘Now modernism must go beyond
modernism,’ he declares. ‘We have at times gotten so low
that we talked as though the highest compliment that could
be paid to Almighty God was that a few scientists believed
in him. Yet all the time, by right, we had an independent
standing-ground and a message of our own which is the
hope of humankind. The eternally real is the spiritual. The
highest in us comes from the deepest in the universe. Good
ness and truth and beauty are not accidents but revelations
of the creative reality. God is!’
God is ! This is the essence of mysticism. This is the
essence of the science of the Real. This is the central prin
ciple first divined by all of the great seers in their super
sensible experience of Reality. It is a principle they first
felt and divined by insight and then demonstrated in their
own lives. And anyone else can demonstrate it, says Basil
King, ‘who chooses to make the experiment.’ It is an ex
periment, an exploration of the inner consciousness, and not
anything that can be demonstrated by argument and rea
soning. One who knew this experience most vitally, Joseph
Joubert, reminded us that ‘we perceive God through the soul
as we feel air on the body. Dare I say it? We can know

God easily so long as we do not feel it necessary to define
Him.’
In Joubert’s remarks we become sensitive to the great
defect of modernism and most of the other isms. They have
all been so absorbed in the nature of God, and in defining
this nature, that they have missed the essence of this whole
matter. The truth of the matter is that God cannot be de
fined or analyzed. God is, and anything that lives cannot be
analyzed and dissected. You can only analyze and dissect
things that are dead.
In his famous Divinity School Address, Emerson attacked
traditional Christianity for having become so absorbed in
God was, so absorbed in the religion of the past, that it had
lost the essence of all real religion, namely, God is. His
stand disturbed the conservatives no end. They had been ab
sorbed in God was for so long that they had apparently never
thought of an experience of their own, an experience of a
reality which is supersensible and the essence of which is
God is. One of these standard-bearers of God was wrote to
Emerson demanding his ‘arguments’ for his stand. Emer
son’s famous reply contains this sentence: ‘I could not pos
sibly give you one of the “arguments” you cruelly hint at
on which any doctrine of mine stands; I do not know what
arguments mean in reference to any expression of a thought.”
James Cabot said that Emerson was trying ‘to rouse his
contemporaries to a livelier sense of the facts of religion,
and this could never be done by argument.’ Perhaps Cabot
might better have said, the realities of religion, for the facts
of religion didn’t interest Emerson particularly. Facts are
made, while Reality is that which eternally is. We must not
confuse facts, which are man-made, with Reality, which just
is.
The seers were all trying to stab awake an intimate con-

sciousness of this Divine Presence that is within us. You
don’t find them going about making creeds and formulas.
They simply endeavored to awaken the individual to an
awareness of what eternally is. ‘The Kingdom of God is
within you,’ said Christ. These spiritual geniuses started
with this central principle which they had become aware of
in their own experience and proceeded to map out the super
sensible regions of consciousness which were known to them
and may be known to any man. ‘Genius is the naturalist or
geographer of the supersensible regions, and draws their
map,’ said Emerson, ‘and, by acquainting us with new
fields of activity, cools our affection for the old. These are
at once accepted as the reality, of which the world we have
conversed with is the show.’
We may be thankful that the trend is toward mysticism.
Men have been conversing with the facts they have made
for so long that they have virtually lost the awareness of
what eternally is, an awareness that is known only in the
supersensible regions of our consciousness. Now that the
half-gods are going, the real God may arrive. ‘Now mod
ernism must go beyond modernism.’ Yes, and fundamen
talism must go beyond fundamentalism; and all of the other
isms must crawl out of their cocoons and fly. We have had
enough of vest-pocket editions of the Truth. These isms
that men have made have had their day and have been
found wanting. They have served chiefly to increase the
idea of separation in the minds of men, the idea that is the
antithesis of the idea of the seers, which is Unity, One
ness and Brotherhood. Let us forget these isms that sep
arate us and turn to the awareness of the eternal realities.
The innermost reality is mysticism. The ultimate ground
and essence of all religion is ‘the immediate experience of
a reality which is supersensible.’ Here is the point where all

religions are focused. ‘In it,’ says Dr. Dieffenbach, ‘is a bond
of spiritual union of all people.’ Heaven knows we need a
bond of spiritual union of all people in the chaotic world
of to-day.
Dr. Fosdick has said that ‘the place where man vitally
finds God . . . is within his own experience of goodness,
truth, and beauty, and the truest images of God are there
fore to be found in man’s spiritual life.’ Let us turn to those
who found God vitally in their own experience. ‘In truly
religious men,’ says Walter Lippmann, ‘the experience of
God is much more intensely convincing than any definition
of his nature which they can put into words.’ ‘Of what use is
genius,’ asks Emerson, ‘if it is too convex or too concave and
cannot find a focal distance within the actual horizon of
human life?’ The man from Concord refused to dissipate
his genius on what was necessarily outside the focus of his
vision.
Thus we refuse to heap ‘a mountain of speeches’ about
the nature of Absolute Being. After studying all that Em
erson said of this matter, I have concluded that his deepest
feeling was reflected in a letter to a Quaker friend. He
says that he sees no reason to balance one ism against an
other. ‘I should affirm easily both those propositions,’ he
says. ‘Personality, too, and impersonality, might each be
affirmed of Absolute Being; and what may not be affirmed
of it in our own mind? And when we have heaped a mountain
of speeches, we have still to begin again, having nowise ex
pressed the simple unalterable fact.’
We might burn most of the books on the nature of God,
for their value is in that excerpt from Emerson’s letter. And
most of them are not to the least avail. Most of them specu
late on that which is necessarily beyond the horizon of human

life. They debate and argue and try to prove what can’t be
proved. The ‘simple unalterable fact’ can only be felt. Thus
it is the experience of God in the soul of man that should
be our primary concern. That is within the actual horizon
of human life. It is here that any man may come to a vital
awareness of Reality.

REPRESEN TATIV E of the New York Times v isited
several colleges in order to throw light on the question,
‘Is the student of to-day turning to the religion of his fathers
or is he striving on his own account to discover spiritual truth ?’
At Harvard ‘an outstanding senior’ was approached and his
remarks were cited as a characteristic expression of the mood
of undergraduates toward religion. This ‘outstanding senior’
said: ‘Dreiser, Mencken, Sinclair Lewis, Hemingway and
others of that school we have put aside as too destructive. We
want to build up. Among my associates, I haven’t met a
student who is an atheist. They all believe in God, but the
problem is the approach to God. We don’t find it in the ex
isting churches, and we want it. If some man would show
us the way, we’d run to him.’
The Times representative encountered this trend of
thought in many colleges; in fact, an undergraduate editor of
the Yale Daily News said virtually the same thing. The
Yale editor said that the thinking student wants to know
what he is to live for, and if he can be shown the person
or thing that will answer this question he’ll ‘go to it —
whether the thing be chapel, or the history lecture room,
or the science laboratory, or Professor Billy Phelps.’
‘It was the identical thought that had been expressed
the day before at Harvard,’ said the Times representative.
All through the report one gains the impression that the
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students want something they have not found in their edu
cation and in ‘the existing churches.’ And perhaps the
student spoke for untold millions of people who want some
thing they have not found in ‘the existing churches,’ or any
where else.
The approach to God! This is the problem. Is there an
approach to God that may satisfy all types of people? Is there
a Way that is open to all mankind, regardless of creed,
color or race? Is there an approach to this problem that
may satisfy the scientist as well as the religionist; the skeptic
and agnostic as well as the most orthodox fundamentalist?
There is a Way, and rightly conceived and faithfully fol
lowed it should lead any man to the fulfillment of his spir
itual potentialities.
No tags are truly appropriate for this Way, and we shall
call it simply ‘a Way,’ as has Professor Eddington. Per
haps no man of our times has written of this Way with
more sincerity and honesty than Basil King. Mr. King was
blind, but he could see this W ay; in fact few men have
seen it more clearly. He knew this Way at first hand. He
went through the experience. And here is what he said, in
part: —
‘It is much for the individual to know that he can act
on his own initiative, and that when it comes to making God
his refuge he can go into that refuge alone. He needs
no nation, or government, or society, or companions before
him or behind him. He needs neither leader nor guide nor
friend. In the fortress of God he is free to enter merely
as himself, and there know that he is safe amid a world
in agony.
‘This is not theory; it is not doctrine; it is not opinion.
It is what the great pioneers of truth have first deduced
from what they understood to be the essential beneficence

of God, and then proved by actual demonstration. Anyone
else can demonstrate it who chooses to make the experi
ment. My own weakness is such that I have made the ex
periment but partially; but partial experiment convinces
me beyond all further questioning that the witness of the
great pioneers is true.
‘Nor is this conviction to be classed as idealism, or ecclesiasticism, or mysticism, or anything else to which we
can put a tag. It is not sectarian; it is not peculiarly Chris
tian. It is the general possession of mankind.’
Our concern in this chapter is a Way that is open to all
men. We might go a step further than King and say that
‘this conviction’ is not to be classed as ‘religion.’ At least
it is not religion as commonly understood, and in another
place King recognizes the point we wish to emphasize here
when he says: ‘I wish it were possible to speak of God with
out the implication of dealing with religion. . . . The min
ute you touch on religion, as commonly understood, you
reach the sectarian. The minute you reach the sectarian
you start enmities. The minute you start enmities you get
mental discords.’ And the minute you get mental dis
cords no creative thought on God is possible; for think
ing, as Schweitzer says, is ‘harmony within us.’ The es
sence of this Way is the development of the harmony
within us.
Most religion, which is at last nothing but sectarianism,
is made up of credulities in the mind and form in practice.
Emerson, who knew this Way as intimately as any man of
modern times, gave us a definition of religion which is per
haps the only one that may accurately be applied to this
Way: ‘Religion in the mind is not credulity, and in the
practice is not form. . . . It is not something else to be got,
to be a d dedbut is a new life of those faculties you have.’
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The religion Emerson taught was a universal religion,
above names and dates and places, and beyond creed, race
and color. It was simply a religion that taught the infinitude
of ‘what is in you and me.’ You may call this infinitude
God, Spirit, or the religious instinct. You may call it what
you wish; the point is that ‘there is something,’ as Emer
son says, in every m an; an infinitude that may unfold within
him, and carry him ‘to truth, to right, and a perfect con
tentment.’
Needless to relate, this is not religion as commonly un
derstood. This is a religion which aims simply to bring
‘new life’ to you and me, regardless of our credulities and
observances. It is a religion that adds nothing in the way
of credulity, advocates no form in practice, but would simply
awaken the faculties we already have to the full circle of
their potentialities. This is the only religion Emerson
preached. It was always the same thing, the infinitude of the
private man.
Emerson’s simple religion encountered vigorous opposi
tion from those who preferred second and third hand re
ligion. A prophet invariably encounters opposition from
those who uphold the status quo in religion. Centuries of
theology about the sins of man have apparently convinced
them, not of man’s infinitude, but of man’s insignificance.
A simple faith like Christ’s in the infinitude of you and
me is indeed lost; in fact simplicity in religion is virtually
an unknown quality in these times. With the development
of the intellect, simplicity has disappeared, slowly but surely,
from the affairs of man. Everything simple is now regarded
with not a little suspicion. It almost seems, as Emerson
said, that ‘Truth is too simple for us.’
Emerson was inclined to agree with Fontenelle when he
remarked: ‘If the Deity should lay bare to the eyes of men
the secret system of Nature, the causes by which all the

astronomic results are affected, and they finding no magic,
no mystic numbers, no fatalities, but the greatest simplicity,
I am persuaded they would not be able to suppress a feel
ing of mortification, and would exclaim, with disappoint
ment, “Is that all?” ’
The Deity does lay bare to those who listen the nature
of Truth and Reality. The great prophets see Reality not
by the cumbersome processes of intellect but by ‘lowly lis
tening’ to their own still small voice. They read the Truth
not by reasoning but by inner feeling. William James saw
that the mystics have insight into depths of truth unplumbed
by the discursive intellect. Rufus Jones also sees. ‘While
we are arguing and debating and proving,’ he says, ‘some
rare souls are seeing the curves that point the way to God
and are reading the signs of assurance that give conviction
of His reality, and they are living with radiant faces as
those who know.’
Those who know because they see find the truth very
simple. While most of us are arguing and debating and
proving from the intellect, the seers announce their simple
feeling of Reality. And because it is so simple, men ex
claim, with disappointment, ‘Is that all?’
Apparently thinking that the Truth must not remain
simple, men proceed, as Emerson said, to paint over the
simple ethics of the seers with ‘the quaint grotesques of
theology.’ The source of our organized religions is ‘the
fit word and the fit act’ as seen by some seer in his aware
ness of Reality. But these ethics are very simple; so we
hold a religious conclave and proceed to complicate sim
plicity with all manner of creed, dogma, and theology.
We try to prove what can’t be proved. The Truth can never
be proved by reasoning. It can only be felt.
The religion of the seers was a new life that they sum-

moned to their faculties by sensitizing themselves through
listening. They did not attempt to analyze this new life.
They merely exclaimed about the glory and wonder of the
Way. Thus ‘the religions of the world/ as Emerson said,
‘are the ejaculations of a few imaginative men.’ The teach
ings of the prophets are simply ‘what hints I have collected
of the transcendent simplicity and energy of the Highest
Law.’ These hints are living intuitions that were never
intended for analysis or rational proof. But with the devel
opment of the intellect, men set out to analyze everything.
In many respects, this was a step forward. But as far as
religion is concerned, it was a step backward. Men have
sought to pin down and analyze the teachings of the seers
and we have a religious world that is a deplorable chaos of
creed and dogma. It is religion at second and third hand,
intuitions hardened and ossified by futile attempts at analy
sis and rational proof. Intuition can never be analyzed. It
is, as Emerson says, ‘the last fact behind which analysis
cannot go.’ The intuitions of the seers have become not a
source of illustration for unlocking and unfolding the new
life, but a reason and excuse for all manner of bigotry,
intolerance, and separation among men. Thus ‘the tran
scendent simplicity and energy’ of religion have been lost and
all has lapsed into chaos and confusion. ‘I need only point,’
as King said, ‘to what the world has become in a second
and third hand Christendom. The illustration is enough.’
It is enough to demonstrate that the essence and simplicity
of Christ’s teachings have indeed been lost.
Men have strayed so far from the essence and simplicity
of what the seers taught that it is almost impossible to con
vince them that ‘there is in them anything divine.’ They
have heard so much of original sin, the origin of evil, and
other manifestations of ‘the soul’s mumps and measles,’

that they are shocked when a prophet appears and speaks
of their infinitude. ‘The highest revelation,’ Emerson told
them, ‘is that God is in every man.’ But in the day of argu
ing and debating in religion, in the time when men are
endeavoring to pin down and analyze religion, they are not
interested in ‘God in us.’ The Past is ever a fit subject, men
appear to think, for argument, debate, and analysis. In re
ligion, it is a convenient subject, too, for it is an escape
from the responsibility of facing the Everlasting Now in
ourselves. Pin the Past down in creeds, speculate about
the Future, but never face the living God now. This seems
to be the rule in traditional religion. Men grope in the Past,
and long for or fear the future, when there lies the answer
to the Past and Future in their own beings — now. While
we are arguing and debating and proving, the living God
whispers for recognition underneath the ‘miserable inter
ferences’ of the carnal mind. How sad! ‘It does seem de
plorable,’ said Emerson, ‘that there is such a tendency in
some people to creeds which would take man back to the
chimpanzee . . . I need not nibble forever at one loaf, but
eat it, and thank God for it, and earn another.’ Emerson
did not deny the truth of any creed, but he did deny that
all truth is in any one of them. When you walk with the
living God, you find truth everywhere.
Emerson wanted men to walk with the living God, the
‘my God,’ the psalmists so often mentioned. This is the re
ligion of listening to the leadings of divinity in one’s own
soul. And because this ‘religion of the divine nature’ has
been forgotten, said Emerson, ‘a sickness infects and dwarfs
the constitution. Once man was all; now he is an appendage,
a nuisance. And because the indwelling Supreme Spirit
cannot wholly be got rid of, the doctrine of it suffers this
perversion, that the divine nature is attributed to one or

two persons, and denied to all the rest, and denied with
fury. The doctrine of inspiration is lost; the base doctrine
of the majority of voices usurps the place of the doctrine
of the soul. Miracles, prophecy . . . the holy life, exist as
ancient history merely; they are not in the belief, nor in
the aspiration of society; but when suggested, seem ridicu
lous. Life is comic or pitiful as soon as the high ends of
being fade out of sight, and man becomes near-sighted,
and can only attend to what addresses the senses.’
Emerson saw the real reason for the decline of ‘the
church, the state, art, letters, life’ in modern times. He did
not look for surface causes, but plumbed to the heart of
things, seeing that the loss of this primary faith in what is in
you and me is the real cause of the decline of Western civil
ization. Thus he sought to re-establish a primary faith in
the Supreme Spirit that is in every man. He sought to
bring men not to himself or others, not to religion at
second hand, but to the Spirit in their own beings. He ad
vised them that ‘the time is coming when all men will see
that the gift of God to the soul is not a vaunting, over
powering, excluding sanctity, but a sweet, natural goodness,
a goodness like thine and mine, and that so invites thine
and mine to be and to grow.’ When men recover their
faith in themselves, in their own ability to be and to grow,
they will see that their own natural goodness is the power
that may impel them to truth, to right and a perfect content
ment.
The essence of this natural goodness is spirit. This spirit
is the right guide and teacher for each one of us. ‘The spirit
only can teach. Not any profane man, not any sensual, not
any liar, not any slave can teach, but only he can give, who
has; he only can create, who is.’ The only man who can
truly create is the one who has come ‘to be’ with his own

spirit. And ‘the man who aims to speak as books enable,
as synods use, as the fashion guides, and as interest com
mands, babbles. Let him hush.’
When a man has come to be with his own spirit, he be
gins to grow. It is then that he becomes aware of the Way
that has started to unfold within him. Then he passes into
the Presence, the Thought, the Love and the Power of
God. It is as natural a growth as the development of the
oak from the acorn. And strange to relate, no intellectual
effort is needed. To use Dimnet’s phrase, ‘no sweating here
will do.’ The acorn does not argue and debate and prove —
it simply unfolds in the warmth of the Universal Spirit.
Man might unfold as simply and naturally. But it is our ‘mis
erable interferences,’ as Emerson says, that impede our
natural progress. We rationalize until all lapses into con
fusion, and we lose the simple leadings of our inward spirit.
Drunk with knowledge of the past, and seeking to open the
future, we have lost the essence of to be, the simple aware
ness of the Everlasting Now. Only a handful of men in
our times appear aware of the fact that we may be impelled
by our own stream of power to the fulfillment of our spir
itual potentialities.
Thus we find Emerson complaining that men no longer
believe in their own infinitude. They no longer believe in the
Way that unfolds within them. ‘None believeth in the
soul of man. . . . Ah me! no man goeth alone. All men
go in flocks to this saint or that poet, avoiding the God
who seeth in secret. They cannot see in secret; they love
to be blind in public. They think society wiser than their
soul, and know not that one soul, and their soul, is wiser
than the whole world. See how nations and races flit by on
the sea of time and leave no ripple to tell where they floated
or sunk, and one good soul shall make the name of Moses,

or of Zeno, or of Zoroaster, reverend forever. None assayeth the stern ambition to be the Self of the nation and of
nature, but each would be an easy secondary to some Chris
tian scheme, or sectarian connection, or some eminent man.
Once leave your own knowledge of God, your own senti
ment, and take secondary knowledge, as St. Paul’s, or
George Fox’s, or Swedenborg’s, and you get wide from
God with every year this secondary form lasts, and if, as
now, for centuries, — the chasm yawns to that breadth,
that men can scarcely be convinced there is in them any
thing divine.’
The followers of a secondary Christianity who heard
these remarks were ‘scarcely convinced’; in fact they would
have none of this prophet from Concord and for thirty
years he was not regarded as a safe or desirable person
to have around.
Emerson saw that this faith in ‘what is in you and me’
is the all-important fact about Christ. He was a mystic
who understood the greatest mystic of all time. We often
suspect that it takes a mystic fully to understand another
mystic, and we can appreciate the feelings of the clergy
man who said he never understood the mind of Christ until
he had studied Emerson. Emerson not only understood the
attitudes and methods of mystics, but he knew from experi
ence the Way Christ went, and thus knew what it is all
about. When he spoke about Christ he spoke of the religion
of Christ, namely, the Way Christ had in mind when he
said, ‘I am the Way . . .’ Emerson knew that mystics al
ways illustrate divinity from their own experience. They
do not mean that / — myself — am the Way, but in me is
a Way I have become aware of and illustrate from my own
experience. Most mystics never meant to leave the impres
sion that this Way was their own peculiar possession, to
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be known only by following their person. But because the
early mystics frequently used ‘the communal I,’ there has
arisen a strong tendency in religion to idolize persons rather
than spirit, a tendency which has antagonized on through
the centuries and caused the vast majority of men to miss
the entire essence of what these holy persons really taught.
The simplicity and essence of this Way, taught by every
mystic from Christ to Emerson, has been lost in a maze of
creed, dogma and theology, denying the Way in any but
Christ. We forget that Christ said, ‘The words that I speak
unto you I speak not of myself, but the Father that dwelleth
in me.’ Did he not say that this Father is in all of us?
The infinitude of you and me, which is what Christ really
taught, has been lost in a religion about the infinitude of
Christ. If Christ felt that the infinitude was in him, and
not in you and me, then what was the point in saying, ‘Be
ye therefore perfect’? If we forget the creeds and theology
for a while, and consider the essence of Christ’s teachings,
we may see that Christ taught the infinitude of what is in
you and me as emphatically as Emerson. ‘I am in the Father,
and the Father in me.’ Then in the same breath he indi
cates his belief that the Father is in you and me by saying
that those who believe in this Father in themselves will
do even ‘greater works’ than he did. Yet when Emerson
came preaching this infinitude of what is in you and me,
the followers of a religion about the infinitude of Christ
called him an ‘anti-Christian’ who preached ‘atheism.’ ’Tis
a strange world!
The Way we are to discuss here is a vitally important
matter. It is the essence of all creative life. It is the back
bone of the Real. The only way to know Reality at first
hand is to pursue this Way of the seers that opens in the

deeps of your own being. It is self-renewed, as Emerson
says, in each one who will listen. There are no magic rites
or mystic formulas to observe. The simple rule is to follow
what light you have, to get more. The more obedience, the
more light. There is guidance for each one of us, as Emer
son says, and the guidance is from our own ‘inward
leader’ and not from men and books and creeds. It is our
own spirit that unfolds and leads us to truth and peace of
mind.
This is a brief view of the essence of the religion taught
by Christ, Emerson, and the others who knew God at first
hand. Needless to relate, this is not religion as commonly
understood. That brings up such questions as, What do
you believe about theism, deism, or some other ism ? Do you
believe in the Virgin Birth and the resurrection? Do you
believe in the infallibility of the Bible? And what forms do
you observe to symbolize these beliefs?
All this may be religion, but it is not the religion that
is our concern here. Nor was it Emerson’s concern. The
intricate problems of theology, such as original sin and
predestination, were to Emerson ‘the soul’s mumps and
measles and whooping coughs,’ the effusions of minds suf
fering from the diseases of spiritual infancy. These prob
lems ‘never presented a practical difficulty to any man . . .
who did not go out of his way to seek them.’ We might
almost say that he taught religion without teaching re
ligion. His was the religion of the soul, of the Way that
opens in the soul of man, and not the credulities and forms
of sectarianism. You will find innumerable discussions of
the Way of the soul in his teachings; in fact his entire
teachings might properly be called a record of ‘hints’ of his
experience in pursuing the Way to Truth and Life. But
you find very little discussion of the credulities of sec
tarianism, and as for form — well, in the entire twelve

volumes of the Centenary edition of his works there is
just one reference to baptism. Emerson wanted to arouse the
Spirit itself; once that is aroused you may believe and
observe as you wish. Once you let your own spirit run
your life, you will know the countries you have been argu
ing about by inhabiting them.
We may appreciate to what extent it is difficult to con
vince men that ‘there is in them anything divine’ when
we ponder the following passage from Emerson’s Journal:
‘In all my lectures I have taught one doctrine, namely, the
infinitude of the private man. This the people accept read
ily enough and even with loud commendation as long as
I call the lecture Art, or Politics, or Literature, or the
Household; but the moment I call it Religion they are
shocked, though it be only the application of the same
truth which they receive everywhere else, to a new class of
facts.’
It seems that when we turn to religion, we should preach
the infinitude of man with reservations. If we go too far,
if we transgress the established views, we are likely to be
accused of heresy or blasphemy. In other words, we must
not take Jesus at his word when he predicted greater works
by those who follow after him. We must rationalize and
somehow get around this remark of Jesus, for it often inter
feres with the tenets of the religion about the infinitude
of Jesus.
‘The works that I do shall he do also, and greater works
shall he do.’ Glenn Clark feels that ‘Jesus meant us to take
Him absolutely at His word.’ Emerson also felt this way,
and he refused to preach the infinitude of man with reserva
tions. He felt that there is a power in man, as in Jesus,
that may carry man to undreamed-of heights of achieve
ment and spiritual fulfillment.
The followers of a religion about Jesus have apparently

forgotten what he said of his own person. ‘I can of mine
own self do nothing.’ ‘Why callest thou me good? There
is none good but one, that is, God.’ Here again, Emerson
took Jesus at his word. He insisted that God should remain
all in all, as Jesus clearly indicated. Thus Emerson is per
haps a better Christian, one who more faithfully followed
the actual words of Christ, than those who insist that
Jesus is all in all. None more than Emerson prized Christi
anity ( ‘the most wonderful fact in history is Christianity’),
but his Christianity was the religion of Christ, not a
dogmatic theology about Christ as God. ‘Christianity is
rightly dear to the best of mankind,’ said Emerson, ‘yet
was there never a young philosopher whose breeding had
fallen into the Christian church by whom that brave text
of Paul’s was not specially prized: “Then shall also the
Son be subject unto Him who put all things under him,
that God may be all in all.” ’
Emerson took both Paul and Jesus at their word and
insisted that God should be all in all. His own experience
confirmed this insight from Paul and the Nazarene. He has
been accused of sinking God in man and nature. Theodore
Parker probably knew Emerson as well as anyone, and he once
remarked: ‘He has an absolute confidence in God. He has
been foolishly accused of Pantheism, which sinks God in
nature, but no man is further from it. He never sinks
God in m an; he does not stop with the law, in matter or
morals, but goes to the Law-giver; yet probably it would
not be so easy for him to give his definition of God, as it
would be for most graduates at Andover or Cambridge.’
It was not easy for Emerson to give his definition of
God; in fact he refused to attempt any dogmatic defini
tion on the exact nature of God. He would have liked the
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opinion of Maeterlinck, who holds that ‘far from blas
pheming Him, we exalt Him in saying that we do not yet
know Him.’ Nor was Emerson the least bit disturbed that
he could not give you an accurate answer to the exact
nature of God. ‘It pains me never,’ he said, ‘that I cannot
give you an accurate answer to the question, What is God?
What is the operation we call Providence? and the like.
There lies the answer: there it exists, present, omnipresent
to you, to me.’
Emerson’s primary concern was the answer that exists,
ever-present, to you and me. This is the Kingdom of God
that is within you. In this kingdom in ourselves we become
aware of the attributes or expressions of God — such as the
Presence of God, the Mind or Thought of God, the Love
of God and the Power of God. But there is one condition
of this awareness. There is one condition guarding the door
that opens to the experience of God, namely, a man must
go into his closet and shut the door. If a man would know
what ‘God speaketh,’ said Emerson, ‘he must “go into his
closet and shut the door,” as Jesus advised. God will not
make himself manifest to cowards. He must greatly listen
to himself, withdrawing himself from all the accents of
other men’s devotion. . . . He that finds God a sweet en
veloping thought to him never counts his company. When
I sit in that presence, who shall dare to come in? When
I rest in perfect humility, when I burn with pure love,
what can Calvin or Swedenborg say?’
P r esenc e

What is ‘that presence’? We may describe it as an attri
bute of God. Recall Emerson’s assertion that ‘we lie open
on one side to the deeps of spiritual nature, to the at
tributes of God.’ We cannot get above these attributes to a

full comprehension of the whole of God, but many men
have ascended far into the attribute or expression of God
which we often call the Divine Presence. Many men have
had an intimate consciousness of this Presence. Not alone
the mystics, seers and prophets, but men of creativeness in
all walks of life have basked in the glow of this light.
It is probably safe to say that this Presence is the power
in back of all creativeness. It is not only the dynamo be
hind great works of art, but also the dynamo behind all
invention. Newton was a mystic as well as a scientist, and
if he had not somehow happened on the secret of sum
moning this Presence, he doubtless would have been just
another scientist instead of one of the greatest of all time.
This Presence is latent in all of us. The spark is there,
in every man of any spiritual sensitiveness, and awaits the
influences that will fan it to a flame, as it was in the great
seers and the great creators in all walks of life. We don’t
know just what this Presence is. It is perhaps a culmination
of forces that have long been working within us. Rufus
Jones speaks of ‘the slow accumulation of experience,
which saves its gains and out of them builds a character
that “knows” by second nature.’ This Presence brings to
many people an insight, moral sensitiveness and serenity
that become the joy of life. When we ‘sit in that presence,’
we know what Emerson meant when he said that we are
nothing and the light is all. It is a mystical power that ap
pears to flood our entire being with new life.
Let it not be thought that this power is known only to
men absorbed in moral and spiritual ends. It is known to
men of affairs, and often very vitally. If you doubt this,
read ‘Man, the Unknown’ by Dr. Alexis Carrel. Here is a
book that should convince the most rabid skeptic of the
importance of cultivating these mystical states of conscious-
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ness that are latent in all of us. Practical men are likely
to regard most books that discuss mysticism with what
Emerson calls ‘a grain of allowance.’ They are generally
written by men that we might call anything but scientific.
But here is a book that has been described by one of
the nation’s foremost biologists as ‘a first-rate profes
sional treatise on biology.’ And Dr. Carrel is one of the
greatest living scientists. He is a member of the Rockefeller
Institute for Medical Research, Nobel Prize winner, and
universally recognized as one of the foremost living sur
geons and physiologists. Dr. Carrel says he writes not as a
philosopher but as a man of science. He says, in p a rt: ‘The
life of all great mystics consists of the same steps. . . . The
search for God is, indeed, an entirely personal undertak
ing. By the exercise of the normal activities of his con
sciousness, man may endeavor to reach an invisible reality
both immanent in and transcending the material world.
. . . Mysticism is splendidly generous. It brings to man
the fulfillment of his highest desires. Inner strength, spir
itual light, divine love, ineffable peace.’ Keep Dr. Carrel’s
last sentence in mind during this chapter. You may see at
the end that the four stages of the experience of God may
well be described as: (1) inner strength; (2) spiritual
light; (3) divine love, and (4) ineffable peace. In study
ing the mystical experience of God in men who have known
it at first hand, I have concluded that these men invariably
pass through four stages of growth. First comes an awak
ening, an influx of the presence, which gives the man a
certain inner strength. Then comes a period of great
thought-expansion; ‘an influx of divinity into the mind,’
Emerson calls it. Then we see in a spiritual light. During
this stage of development, the intuition awakens and be
comes the salient influence in our thought world. Then

comes an awakening of what Emerson calls ‘the moral
sentiment,’ a sensitizing of our awareness of Right and
Wrong. And we experience the influx and ensuing eleva
tion of that sublime emotion which Dr. Carrel calls ‘divine
love.’ And finally we become aware of the workings of
Infinite Power in all of its various manifestations in the
universe and in ourselves. This leads to the ‘ineffable
peace’ that comes to a mind that knows from within. We
gain ‘the repose accompanying certitude,’ to use Dimnet’s
expression.
I have been fascinated to discover that this experience
unfolds in essentially the same manner in all men who
have known it at first hand. I have found it essentially the
same experience in the earliest seers and mystics as in the
men of our time. If you go to these men with a mind
cleansed of preferences and prejudices, if you forget all
creed, dogma and theology, you can see this awareness of
Presence, Thought, Love, and Power unfolding in all of
them in essentially the same manner.1
Time, environment, creed, color, and intellectual or so
cial status have little or nothing to do with this experience
— it is an inner experience of the soul that is open to all
men. It is open to the humblest Chinese as well as to the
high officials of the church. It is a kingdom that lies dor
mant in every man, waiting to be stabbed awake. When we
1 Basil King refers to these four stages as Presence, Thought,
Love and Power; and I have used his words in this chapter to give
some semblance of order and progression to the experience. The
words aren’t important; it is the underlying reality that stands
out in all of these experiences. After tracing this mystical experi
ence in men of all times and in all walks of life, I can fully agree
with Dr. Dieffenbach when he says that ‘the innermost reality is
mysticism.’ The innermost reality is the mystical experience of
God, and it is essentially the same experience in Jesus, Buddha,
Socrates, Emerson, Basil King, and all the rest who have known
it at first hand.
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see the same underlying experience in all men who have
known God at first hand, we may fully understand the
truth in the words of Krishna: ‘I have lived the spirit of
every religion and find that each one of them leads to the
same God.’
We do not know just what this Presence is, but now
that science has turned to mysticism we may receive mes
sages from scientists that will make its nature clearer. We
can probably expect more messages of value from scientists
than religionists because the latter are ever attempting to
contract these spiritual essences within the confines of one
creed or one religion. Our best source of illustration is
from those who have known this Presence by experience.
They never try to pigeonhole it in a formula or a creed,
but simply drop hints while they speak under its spell.
Then their followers come along and endeavor to confine
it in a creed or theology, and all lapses into confusion.
This Presence cannot be analyzed or dissected; it can only
be felt and experienced. We can only mark its perfections
one by one as we are moved spontaneously by its spasmodic
visitations. It is by no means a constant. It comes and
goes like the wind. It burns now brightly, now dimly; now
in protracted glows of inspiration, now in fitful flashes of
insight. It is like life itself, a great mystery. It is the
essence of life, the essence that pushes man toward perfec
tion.
When asked to define this Presence, we are reminded of
Locke’s remark: Tf you don’t ask me, I know.’ We may
know it by feeling without being able to define it. Its
presence or absence is all we can affirm. Most people are
more interested in knowing how to summon this Pres
ence than in definitions. It is not possible to give fixed
rules. From my own experience, and from studying this
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experience in the lives of men of all times and all religions,
I have concluded that there are no rules. But there are
hints.
Listen! Here is perhaps the only rule and it may be con
densed to this one word that Emerson so often uses.
Listen! This is the advice Emerson always gave to the
young men who came to him, seeking an approach to God.
Try to find some time in every day for listening, for going
apart from the busy world to cleanse your consciousness
of all worry, fear, doubt and discord. It is not necessary to
spend forty days in the wilderness. By taking a little time
for silence each day, your inward life will gradually begin
to awaken and in time will suddenly be ‘stabbed awake.’
Some moving event may cause the bud to bloom, — music,
poetry, a religious service, a great joy or a great sorrow,
— but the arrival of the ‘flower’ itself is only the culmina
tion of forces that have long been at work within you. It
is no miracle; it is a natural growth and one that needs
frequent sunshine to make it bloom.
It is your task to discover the sources of light that are
best for you. It may be this teacher, or it may be that one.
It may be Emerson, or perhaps Plato has more to offer
for you. Don’t make the mistake of assuming that your
best source of ‘illustration’ is necessarily the best for all
men. Poetry may be the thing; or perhaps poetry will not
touch your inmost in the manner of music. Whatever these
sources are you must find them by giving yourself to the
law of affinity that leads any man, if he will let it, to the
influences that belong to him. The world will try to tell
you what is best for you, but nothing can discover that but
your own inward light, your own involuntary perceptions.
I studied this experience more with the view of discov
ering what had happened in my own life than as one who

was interested in religion. I would hesitate to call it a
‘religious’ experience. The more I ponder this experience,
the more I feel that it has little or nothing to do with
what we commonly call religion. Religion, as we commonly
think of it, is a fixed and settled thing while this experience
is an ‘ever-changing, ever-growing’ journey of the con
sciousness to new planes of existence. There is nothing
fixed or settled about it. When I ponder its moving nature
I inevitably think of Emerson’s saying — ‘Spirit is ascend
ing.’
Religion is commonly regarded as credulity in the mind
— a fixed credulity — and form in practice. This experi
ence is entirely apart from credulity as we know it. It is
an unfoldment from within and takes place in an area of
consciousness entirely apart from the discursive intellect.
When you move in an ever-changing, ever-growing stream
of power you can’t fix anything in the manner of the re
ligionist, or in the manner of those who seek to prove or
disprove from the discursive intellect. You simply ascend
on the wings of awareness and nothing is secure but the
awareness itself. ‘Itself is gate and road and leader and
march.’
It is just a Way. And to those who may be interested
in this Way but cannot accept the tenets of traditional re
ligion, we may point to the words of Professor Eddington.
He cannot accept dogmatic theology but sees no reason to
turn aside from the Way because of this. ‘We are repelled
by that confident theological doctrine which has settled for
all generations just how the spiritual world is worked,’ he
says, ‘but we need not turn aside from the measure of
light that comes into our experience showing us a Way
through the unseen world.’
Note that it is a Way through the unseen world. Life

is a progress, not a station. Another scientist, Dr. Carrel,
says that we must be content with an ‘operational’ concept
of this experience. But whether you approach it with an
operational concept or some other kind of concept, you may
rest assured that this experience brings the fulfillment of
man’s highest desires.
Emerson was forever seeking to stab this Presence awake
in those he addressed. Thus he always spoke to the infini
tude that is in you and me. He ever sought to awaken us
to an awareness of these vast spiritual reservoirs that
slumber in all of us, underneath whatever appearances.
When he spoke of ‘the stream of power which animates all
whom it floats,’ his ‘parish’ saw that God is nothing to
argue about. The young men had come to Emerson with
their differences of opinion, but they now saw that this
matter has nothing to do with differences of opinion. Our
differences in religion usually make us ‘mar-plots with our
miserable interferences.’ No religion worthy of the name
should ever be a matter of controversy. Sectarianism will
ever be a matter of controversy, but those who feel the
Presence, the stream of power, can only join hands, ‘with
out words.’ In a very great sense, God is Silence. In silence
we are most vitally aware of this Presence, and we see that
its essence is harmony. Controversy is repugnant to those
who know God at first hand. They feel, as Santayana, that
matters of religion should never be matters of controversy
because ‘we never argue with a lover about his taste, nor
condemn him, if we are just, for knowing so human a
passion.’
Sometimes the young men could not come to Concord
to see Emerson, so they wrote. One of the most stimulat-

ing letters Emerson ever received came from young Solo
mon Corner of Baltimore. . . . ‘I have for many long
years been wearing clothes which have galled and irritated
me,’ wrote Corner, ‘but which I am told are the only ones
in which God can recognize his image, and which besides
are the only ones which are in fashion.’ Many men would
have answered young Corner by discussing the ‘clothes,’
and such a discussion would have served to confuse him
further with the vagaries of sectarianism. But not Emer
son. He was not interested in clothes. As Mumford says,
‘Emerson achieved nakedness.’ He was able to speak from
his naked soul to the naked soul of another. He knew
what young Corner wanted. Thus we find him speaking of
the new life, seeking to awaken Corner’s feeling of the
Presence. ‘What is all this,’ writes Emerson, ‘but the one
Fact, the one and only good news, matter of congratula
tion mutually between all rational agents throughout the
Universe. We have found at last that there is something,
and instantly all that we called Heaven and Earth have
become a pale appearance. Then they glow again, new cre
ated by it.
Few men have known the intimate consciousness of the
Divine Presence as abundantly as Emerson. Those who
knew him best often spoke of his great sensitiveness to
this Presence. He was ‘flooded and full to overflowing’ with
it, as Professor Thayer said. This Presence was often
called ‘the over-soul’ by Emerson, and his friends some
times used this term. Regardless of whether we call it
soul, spirit, or essence — it is always the same cosmic
power.
Professor Thayer of the Harvard Law School took a
western journey with Emerson, and had ample opportunity
to study the seer at close range. He was greatly impressed

with Emerson’s great sensitiveness to this Presence and
was able to comprehend the vital part it played in the life
of the man from Concord. When Professor Thayer recorded
his impressions of Emerson, he saw him as ‘a proclaimer
of spiritual truth’ who ‘was flooded and full to overflowing
all through his life with a sense of the presence, the omni
presence, and the instant operation of what he called “the
over-soul.” His apprehension and acceptance of this was no
merely intellectual matter; it was something that penetrated
into the substance of his being, and moved him like a
vital force; it was this . . . that gave such power to his
speech and such charm to his character, as of one who had
already entered upon the immortal life; so that those who
knew him intimately seemed to perceive what it was that
the phrase of Scripture meant when it said of the Almighty
that he “inhabited eternity.” The truth that he saw, the
powerful impulse that he felt, the inflaming inspiration
that moved him, were not the sort of things that the man
of letters ordinarily has to handle; and they induced meth
ods very different from the common. These things were
difficult to grasp; only to be reached in rare moments; not
to be adequately shadowed forth, unless when the mood was
on. These high and delicate matters were to be set down
when he saw them and as he saw them; they must be com
municated, if indeed he might hope to communicate them,
by picture, by symbol, by some far-darting gleam of im
aginative phrase.’
To one who feels the Presence the apprehension of Real
ity is ‘no merely intellectual matter’ pertaining to credulity
or dialectics. It is a matter of feeling the ‘infinitesimal at
tractions’ of Reality when the mood is on. When the mood
is not on, we might as well feed the chickens, play golf, or
putter in the garden; for in these periods of inertia nothing

great in a creative sense ever emerges. Life is a series of
reactions and we must wait for the right reaction to create.
Even then we are inadequate instruments at best and can
only paint our apprehension of Reality in symbol, allegory,
and parable. Those who lived most intimately in this Pres
ence invariably leaned to the parabolic method of recording
their impressions of Reality. It is those who walk in dark
ness, and prate from the discursive intellect, who come out
brazenly with dogmatic statements about the infallible truth
of this or that. Those who walk in the light of the Pres
ence see that spirit is ascending and all is new and flowing
each moment. They don’t try to stick pins through their
facts. Dogmatism is ever a sign of defective vision.
When the mood is on! Then all things appear possible.
Then we see the infinitude of man. When the spirit moves!
Then all things are possible. None saw this more than Jesus
when he predicted that those who came after him would
do greater works. If we could discard about nine tenths
of what now passes for religion, and substitute an inti
mate consciousness of this Divine Presence, the Kingdom
of God would indeed be at hand.
Any man can speed up the natural evolution of the spirit
in human life by taking a little time each day to listen for
his own inward leadings. Most men do not know this
Presence for the simple reason that they never take time
to discover it. It takes time to gain a real awareness of
God, just as it takes time to accomplish anything that is
abiding. Most people have no inner awareness of God be
cause they never take time to listen. They will tell you that
they are too busy with ‘realities’ to bother with spiritual
matters. By this they mean not realities but tangible things.
The realities are always intangible. ‘Dean Inge is quite right,’
says Rufus Jones, ‘when he says that if we spend sixteen
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hours a day dealing with tangible things and only five min
utes a day trying to find God, it is no wonder that the
tangible things of our world are two hundred times as
real to us as God is.’
Thus we see a very simple reason why the Divine Pres
ence is not a Reality to most people. They won’t devote five
minutes a day to silence. They can’t spare even five minutes
to get in touch with the ‘stream of power’ within them
selves which could impel them without any intellectual effort
to truth, to right, and to a perfect contentment.
T hought

The Presence appears to contain many attributes. Among
the most important of these are Thought, Love, and Power.
After the awakening comes a period of great thoughtexpansion, during which we become aware of an Intelligence
or Mind that is seemingly above and beyond our own
thought. Science is now beginning to suspect that Mind is the
creator and governor of the realm of matter. ‘Today,’ says
Sir James Jeans, ‘there is a wide measure of agreement,
which on the physical side of science approaches almost to
unanimity, that the stream of knowledge is heading toward
non-mechanical reality. The universe begins to look more
like a great thought than like a great machine. Mind no
longer appears as an accidental intruder into the realm of
matter; we are beginning to suspect that we ought rather
to hail it as the creator and governor of the realm of matter,
not of course our individual minds, but the mind in which
the atoms out of which our individual minds have grown,
exist as thoughts.’
Commenting on Jeans’ conception of the universe, Bliss
Perry says: ‘It is a conception of the universe and of the
relation of the individual mind to the universal mind . . .

strikingly similar to what Emerson has been saying all the
time.’ Let us note, in part, what Emerson has been saying
all the time about this universal mind, ‘the mind in which
the atoms out of which our individual minds have grown,
exist as thoughts.’ Now that science has turned to mysticism,
it may profitably turn to these mystics who have known the
experience of God, for they shed a great deal of light, from
insight, on the nature of this universal mind. Remember,
however, that these men are passing through a mystical
experience and are wont to connect this mind with divinity.
The scientist may not care for the religious or mystical
terms the mystics use in connection with this universal
mind; but if we forget form and look for essence we may
learn a great deal, even in a scientific sense. So if you are
a scientist you may prefer to disregard the religious as
sociations given to this Mind and prefer to think of it in
terms of atoms. However you approach the problem, you
may learn a great deal with an open mind.
Emerson said: ‘There is one mind common to all indi
vidual men.’ This is the universal mind ‘in which the atoms
out of which our individual minds have grown, exist as
thoughts,’ if you prefer the language of science; or, if you
prefer the language of the mystics, this universal mind is
known under such names as Infinite Mind, the Thought of
God, pure universalism, and the like. ‘Every man is an inlet
to the same and to all of the same,’ Emerson continues.
‘What Plato has thought, he may think; what a saint has
felt, he may feel; what at any time has befallen any man, he
can understand. Who hath access to this universal mind
is a party to all that is or can be done, for this is the only
and sovereign agent.’
This seems unlikely because so few men have been ‘open’
to what Plato has thought, what a saint has felt; and very

few have understood what has befallen our great men. It
seems unlikely to a practical man that every man is an inlet
to ‘all of the same.’ But note that Emerson says, ‘who hath
access to this universal mind.’ In another place, he says that
we lie open on one side to the deeps of spiritual nature, to the
attributes of God. This universal mind is an attribute of
God, and we all lie open to it, but it is guarded by one stern
condition. And this one stern condition determines who
hath access to this universal mind. What this condition is
we shall learn further on, and then perhaps the reader will
see why so few are able to think what Plato thought, feel
what a saint felt, even though they are open to ‘all of the
same.’
In his most famous essay, Emerson speaks again of this
universal mind. This time he says that ‘we lie in the lap of
immense intelligence, which makes us receivers of its truth
and organs of its activity. When we discern justice, when we
discern truth, we do nothing of ourselves, but allow a pas
sage to its beam. If we ask whence this comes, if we seek
to pry into the soul that causes, all philosophy is at fault.
Its presence or its absence is all we can affirm. Every man
discriminates between the voluntary acts of his mind and
his involuntary perceptions, and knows that to his involun
tary perceptions a perfect faith is due.’
As far as the presence of this light from the universal
mind in our minds is concerned, ‘either God is there or he
is not there.’ This Thought either glows involuntarily or
simply is not. And no ‘sweating,’ of the intellectual sort, will
summon it. To try to analyze it or dissect it, in the man
ner of philosophy, is not to the least purpose. It comes on
the wings of a power which is ‘the last fact behind which
analysis cannot go.’
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When Emerson says that this Thought is either there or
not there, he adds, ‘We love characters in proportion as they
are . . . spontaneous.’ There is apparently a close con
nection between what we call spontaneity and the presence
of this Thought. It seems that spontaneity is the key that
unlocks your Kingdom of God. For this Presence, and the
ensuing influx of light into the mind, comes on us unawares,
not by the voluntary reasoning of what Paul calls the
carnal mind, but by the involuntary perceptions that come
with what Ernest Dimnet calls ‘the phosphorescence of in
tuitiveness.’
Dimnet has written eloquently of this ‘involuntary’ state
of mind in his book called ‘The Art of Thinking.’ Let us
see just what the art of thinking really is, in Dimnet’s light.
Naturally when we think of the type of Thought we are
discussing here, we think of creative thought. Thus we turn
to Dimnet’s chapter on creative thought and we find the
following conclusion, in p a rt: —
‘Minor intuitions often come in clusters, or in a quick
succession, but most often without any apparent connec
tion. . . . Yet, we know their value, for, sometimes, they
develop into protracted trains of thought, during which we
realize that our brain is doing its best work, yet doing it
without taxing our co-operation. This is what we want to
reproduce after the spell has been interrupted, this is what
we call thinking, and the mention of an Art of Thinking
means to us chiefly the possibility of recreating at will a
similar state of mind.’
We see that this whole subject may be boiled down to the
very simple and very practical problem of getting our brain
to do its best work. It is not necessary to think of this mat
ter in the light of mysticism or religion at all. The point is

that this essence is there — call it intuition, insight, inner
light, or what you wish. Any man is open to it and may
learn to listen for its leadings. And when he does learn this
art he is sure to feel that his brain is doing its best work.
There is nothing abnormal about these states of mind
which produce protracted trains of intuitive thought. To a
creative mind they are as natural as breathing. ‘No strain,’
says Dimnet, ‘and on the contrary, a sensation of fulness
and freedom are felt during these brief but dazzling revela
tions.’
If we study history with an understanding of this matter,
we see that all great creative works, whether in literature,
art, science or other realms, were conceived and executed
under the spell of these protracted trains of intuitive thought.
A materialistic world overlooks this fact in the more prac
tical realms, such as science; for most scientists let the
‘practical offices of science,’ as Mumford says, ‘take pre
cedence over other forms of understanding.’
When we read and think of Newton we think of a great
scientist and forget that his great works in science were made
possible only by the protracted trains of intuitive thought
that he was able to summon to his mind. I am thinking of
another great scientist, one of the world’s greatest surgeons,
who told a friend of mine that his success in delicate brain
operations was due to the fact that he went aside for a
while before each operation, to listen. In these periods of
silence he gained an insight, a glow of intuitiveness, that
he carried into the operating room, and the glow helped
to give the right co-ordination to his hand and mind. Under
the glow of intuitiveness, the brain is doing its best work;
and this, in turn, helps the body to do its best work. When
we think from the harmony within us, the body functions
more harmoniously.

Recall that it was another great surgeon who said, ‘Re
ligious intuition is as real as esthetic inspiration.’ It is the
‘religious intuition’ that makes possible the ‘spiritual light’
that Dr. Carrel refers to in pointing out that mysticism
‘brings to man the fulfillment of his highest desires.’
We are discussing inward laws and harmonies that have
a much closer relation to our practical affairs than most
people think. At this point we are discussing an inward
harmony that enables the human brain to do its best work.
We are discussing a power that is employed by surgeons and
scientists and businessmen as well as mystics and prophets.
Let us note a practical illustration from the business world.
Ralph Waldo Trine says: ‘The time will come when in the
busy office or on the noisy street you can enter into the
silence by simply drawing the mantle of your own thoughts
about you and realizing that there and everywhere the
Spirit of Infinite Life, Love, Wisdom, Peace, Power, and
Plenty is guiding, keeping, protecting, leading you. This
is the spirit of continual prayer. One of the most intuitive
men we have ever met had a desk at a city office where
several other gentlemen were doing business constantly, and
often talking loudly. Entirely undisturbed by the many
various sounds about him, this self-centered, faithful man
would, in any moment of perplexity, draw the curtains of
privacy so completely about him that he would be as fully
inclosed in his own psychic aura, and thereby as effectually
removed from all distractions, as though he were alone in
some primeval wood. Taking his difficulty with him into
the mystic silence in the form of a direct question, to which
he expected a certain answer, he would remain utterly passive
until the reply came, and never once through many years’
experience did he find himself disappointed or misled.’

William James quotes this passage from Trine, and cites
it as an illustration of what is called ‘the practice of the
presence of God.’ Most people think that it is necessary to
retreat to ‘some primeval wood’ to practise this presence,
to reach the supersensible regions of the universal mind.
This is not necessarily so, and with perseverance we may
learn to retreat to our inmost in the busy office or on the
noisy street. I know this from my own experience; and
many businessmen and scientists know it. In my own case,
I simply repeat some such exhortation as ‘Thy will be done’
two or three times and then listen. Repeating a thought like
‘Thy will be done’ has the effect of drawing the curtains
of privacy about the mind, casting out the carnal thought,
and inclosing the mind in one’s own ‘psychic aura.’
The answer always comes; and we soon enough learn that
it is not from us, but from Being — for the simple reason that
it is so often ‘against ourselves,’ as Emerson said. In other
words, we may retreat into our closet by means of ‘Thy will
be done,’ and see the light of pure universalism with some de
gree of accuracy. But the moment we emerge from this glow
our individualism is functioning again, and we find that what
we saw is often against our personal desires. Thus many who
see proceed to rationalize this light until it conforms to per
sonal desire. Then it has lost its pure universalism and become
individualism. It is not colorless but tinted. And the real
art here is to be able to read the pure universalism, to keep
it from mixing with one’s individualism, and to follow it
with complete obedience. The one condition of more light
is obedience to what we now see.
When I first heard of ‘listening’ I supposed that it was
something abnormal, a practice employed only by the ancient
mystics. But I found from experience that this practice
is not only natural but enables the brain to do its best

work. And I found that it was possible to listen, and get the
answer, in a broker’s office with noisy stock-tickers buzzing
near by. Two stock-tickers were within a few feet of my
desk, and yet I was able to ‘draw the curtains’ so that I was
unaware of even the vibration of these machines.
Contact with men of affairs has convinced me that more
practical men know this art of listening than we surmise. I
once spent a few days at the home of one of our most
famous figures in the world of finance. This man was re
putedly very absent-minded. But I soon discovered that his
so-called absent-mindedness was really inner-mindedness. It
was an absence of carnal-mindedness, a retreat from sensory
perception to inner-mindedness. This and other experiences
have convinced me that this retreat from the outer to the
inner mind is by no means rare or phenomenal. I have seen
it in practical men in all walks of life.
Thus, having perhaps convinced the skeptical that these
matters are the concern of businessmen as well as mystics
in the primeval wood, we may move into the mysticism of
this subject with some degree of equanimity.
When William James mentions the practice of the presence
of God, he is discussing ‘the religion of healthy-mindedness.’
The religion of healthy-mindedness is the religion of innermindedness. Speculation and argument and debate from the
discursive intellect — these are expressions of the religion
of outer-mindedness. The development of what is in you
and me by the practice of the presence of God — this is the
religion of inner-mindedness, the religion of every great
mystic from Jesus to Emerson. Mysticism is inner-mindedness, the practice of moving in awareness of the Reality
within us.
Emerson discusses the religion of healthy-mindedness in
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what I like to call his spiritual Declaration of Independence.
This passage does not appear in his published works; but
from a mystical point of view it is one of the most im
portant passages he ever wrote. (I have substituted the
word listen for one of his words in order to make his
meaning clearer.) The passage goes, in p art: —
‘Direct service God reserves to himself. The condition
of greatness, that is of health, is poise; and reception only
from the Soul; illustration from men, but reception only
from God through Self. . . . God never speaks by a third
person, for he is nearer than the nearest. You exist from
him. It is as if someone came from the other side of the
planet to tell me what I thought. We inhabit a thousand
and a thousand planes. Go home now to thy closet, to thy
heart, to Being and listen. Go, that is, and sit and ascertain
what truth of you this man fantastically said, but yet said,
and subtract what vast amounts of individualism have
mixed with that pure universalism that is yours as well as
his, neither yours nor his, but Being’s.’
In this passage we become aware of the Self that Emer
son had in mind when he wrote his most famous essay.
It was the God-Self, not the self we commonly associate
with rugged individualism. Emerson was concerned pri
marily with universalism rather than individualism. The
Self he has in mind is the Universal Self, the Self of pure
universalism. On this he would have us rely. He goes to the
individual only because the private man is a potential
source of pure universalism. ‘The universal does not attract
us until housed in an individual,’ he says. ‘Who heeds
the waste abyss of possibility? The ocean is everywhere the
same, but it has no character until seen with the shore or the
ship. Who would value any number of miles of Atlantic
brine bounded by lines of latitude and longitude? Confine

it by granite rocks, let it wash a shore where wise men
dwell, and it is filled with expression; and the point of great
est interest is where the land and water meet. So must we
admire in man the form of the formless, the concentration
of the vast.’
Thus Emerson informs us why he always went to indi
viduals with his universalism. He might have remained far
out on the sea of universalism, speculating about the lati
tudes and longitudes of the spirit. But, practical man that
he was, he preferred to drive straight to the shore where
the land and water meet, namely, in the private man. Thus
his teachings are full of concrete expression. He is ever
trying to awaken the individual to an awareness of the fact
that on one side he is open to the deeps of spiritual nature.
On one side he is open to this vast ocean of universalism,
and he may swim out as far as he chooses, leaving individu
alism stranded on the shore. The man of true enlighten
ment will disindividualize himself and be a man of no party
and no time, but one through whom the Universal circu
lates as air in his lungs.
But what is the exact point where the ocean and land
meet ? What is the shore line connecting the individual with
the universal? Such a consideration leads us to the nature
of this Universal Self. Turn to Emerson’s essay on ‘SelfReliance.’ ‘What is the aboriginal Self, on which a universal
reliance may be grounded?’ he asks. ‘What is the nature
and power of that science-baffling star, without parallax,
without calculable elements, which shoots a ray of beauty
into trivial and impure actions, if the least mark of inde
pendence appear? The inquiry leads us to that source, at
once the essence of genius, of virtue, and of life, which we
call Spontaneity or Instinct. We denote this primary wis-

dom as Intuition, whilst all later teachings are tuitions.’
Those who read ‘Self-Reliance’ in the Centenary edition
may profitably pause at this point, and turn to the note in
the back of the book. For here Edward Emerson has in
serted a very important note, and anyone who has taken
the pains to study it will readily see the mystical nature of
self-reliance. The note is as follows: —
‘This paragraph furnishes two instances of the nicety of
Mr. Emerson’s choice of words in closest accordance with
their derivation to make clear his thought. His doctrine, —
that there was one great source of all special manifestation of
spirit, which was from the beginning [ab origine— ‘In the
Beginning was the Word’] ; that this spirit was self-renewed
in each one who would listen, by teachings from within [intui-tions], and could go out from the receiver to help the
world [tuitions], — made clearer by exactly fitting words,
shows the real Self on which men shall rely.’
In other words, men shall rely not on self, not on their
own carnal thought. This is rugged individualism. Emerson
taught the exact opposite. Men are to rely on teachings
from within, the Thought of God. Thus self-reliance is
God-reliance.
This spirit is self-renewed in each one who learns to
withdraw into his closet and listen for these teachings from
within. They are only intuitions at their source, and be
come secondhand the moment they are employed by another.
Thus secondhand religion is not the best counsel. The best
counsel is in you, and can be known only at first hand.
‘You are rightly fond of certain books or men that you have
found to excite your reverence and emulation,’ said Emer
son. ‘But none of these can compare with the greatness of
that counsel which is open to you in happy solitude. I mean
that there is for you the following of an inward leader, —

a slow discrimination that there is for each a Best Counsel
which enjoins the fit word and the fit act for every mo
ment. And the path of each, pursued, leads to greatness.
How grateful to find in man or woman a new emphasis of
their own.’
In ‘Self-Reliance’ we become aware of the relation of in
tuition to the universal mind: ‘Here is the fountain of ac
tion and thought. Here are the lungs of that inspiration
which giveth man wisdom. . . . We lie in the lap of im
mense intelligence which makes us receivers of its truth
and organs of its activity. When we discern justice, when
we discern truth, we do nothing of ourselves but allow a
passage to its beams.’
Thus intuition is the lungs of this immense intelligence,
this Infinite Mind, which engulfs us. We are in the Thought
of God, — la m in the Father, said Jesus, — and our intui
tion allows a passage to its beams. In short, intuition is an
invisible wire through which the current of the Infinite
Mind passes.
The degree of Infinite Mind we are able to reflect de
pends on our degree of sensitiveness to the ‘infinitesimal
attractions.’ Every great seer tries to heighten his sensitive
ness to this Mind, to rise out of individualism or carnal
mindedness to pure universalism or inner-mindedness. But
any man is only relatively successful in reflecting pure uni
versalism. Furthermore, the men of real genius recognize
this fact. If Jesus did not recognize his individualism, then
why did he say, ‘Thy will not mine be done’?
Keep the following picture in your mind when you pon
der these things, and you are not likely to go about prating
about absolutes and exact tru th : ‘Of the Infinite,’ said Basil
King, ‘the finite mind can only catch a finite glimpse. I see

what I can see; another sees what he can see . . . Just as
two painters painting the same landscape will give dissimilar
views of it, so two minds contemplating God will take of
Him only what each is fitted to receive. Water poured into
differently coloured glasses will take on the colour of the
cup which it fills, even though it be the self-same water in
them all/ It is the self-same Thought, the same Truth in
every seer and every man who listens, but the Truth always
takes on the color of the man which it fills.
The story of the Golden Rule in history may serve as a
simple illustration. This Rule appears in various forms in
seven different religions and also in early Greek philosophy.
Confucius called it the ‘Silver Rule/ and once reflected it
as follows: ‘What you do not want done to yourself, do
not do unto others.’ In the same century, around 600 b .c .,
another great Chinese teacher said, ‘Recompense injury with
kindness.’ This was Lao-tze.
Then move over to Hinduism, and you find the Rule in
this form : —
Do naught to others which, if done to thee,
Would cause thee pain: this is the sum of duty.
Buddha told his followers to treat their friends as they
would treat themselves. Zoroaster reflected the Rule as fol
lows : ‘Whatever thou dost not approve for thyself, do not
approve for anyone else. When thou hast acted in this man
ner, thou art righteous.’ In Judaism we see the Light re
flected in this form: ‘Whatsoever thou wouldest that men
should not do unto thee, do not do that to them.’
The early Greek philosophers reflected this rule in many
forms. Aristole put it very simply: ‘Treat your friends as
you would want them to treat you.’ In Philo’s dictum it is :
‘Do not do what anyone is vexed to suffer.’

And finally we come to Christianity, and find Matthew
and Luke reflecting this same principle in different forms.
Jesus perhaps reflected it in its highest form, in his ‘Love
your enemies’ utterance.
Always the same Truth, but it takes on the color of the
individual that reflects it. Thus we become sensitive to Em
erson’s dictum that the soul answers never by words. There
is no such thing as ‘verbal inspiration,’ as the theologians
have used this expression. All of these forms of the Golden
Rule are the ‘word of God’ in that they all reflect the
Eternal Principle of thoughtfulness for others. But the
soul answers never by exact words, as if all Scripture had
been dictated by ‘the Secretaries of the Holy Ghost,’ to use
the expression of John Donne. The soul answers not by
words but by a sort of light which we might call the
phosphorescence of intuitiveness. We must translate this
phosphorescence into words as best we can, according to
our susceptibility and sensitivity to the infinitesimal at
tractions of the universal mind, or the Thought of God.
‘For the science of God our language is unexpressive,’
said Emerson. All mystics feel the same. They all feel, as
William James says, that ‘no adequate report’ of what they
see and feel ‘can be given in words.’ And we don’t need to
take this at second hand from the mystics. Almost any in
telligent person has had moments of intuitiveness when a
light passes into his mind; and he knows that what he sees
can be translated into words with only relative accuracy.
In giving examples of intuition, Dimnet cites the pictures
that come to our minds on occasion, such as ‘a whole dra
matic scene visualized as if it were acted before us.’ I have
often thought of these scenes and pictures in connection
with the ticker tape of stock machines, perhaps because I

worked in a broker’s office. Especially pertinent is the com
parison of intuitiveness in the mind to the ticker tape pass
ing through the illuminated reflectors which you see in
investment offices. Think of a five-million-share day, when
the figures are whizzing by at a rapid pace, and you get
some idea of these protracted trains of intuitive thought.
They literally fly through the mind; and after you have at
tempted to put their message into words, you view the re
sult with alarm and say, ‘That is only a very crude approxi
mation of what I really saw.’
After transmuting what you see into words, you agree
with Emerson that Truth ‘is as bad to catch as light. Shut
the shutters ever so quick, to keep all the light in, it is all in
vain; it is gone before you can cry “Hold.” ’ Just as the
stock quotations often pass out of sight before we can catch
the exact quotation, so the light of intuitiveness whizzes
in and out and is gone before we can cry ‘Hold.’ The ticker
tape of the Infinite Mind, or the intuitiveness, has the
correct quotations; but our finite minds can only approxi
mate the exact figures. Most of us can catch the numbers,
we might say, but only those most impressionable — ‘of a
fibre irritable and delicate, like iodine to light’ — can catch
the fractions, or the ‘infinitesimal attractions.’ Even a man
of great insight cannot read the exact truth. ‘If we could
speak the direct solving words,’ said Emerson, ‘it would
solve us too.’
Men of real insight always make allowances for their
individualism. Thus we find a man like Emerson warning
us that he never pretended to settle anything as true or false
in any fixed or final sense. We see a man like Lippmann
punctuating his utterances with such phrases as ‘it seems to
me.’
Would that some religionists made similar allowances for

individualism! Lippmann once pointed to several expressions
in one of Eddington’s lectures, and said that they are not
often heard in a sermon — such sentences and phrases as,
7 do not hold this as a secure conclusion’ and ‘some es
sential point which has not yet been grasped.’ Many re
ligionists appear to think that religion is a department apart
from the rest of life, and that dogmatism is somehow per
missible, even laudable, in this department. ‘It is the sturdi
est prejudice in the public mind that religion is something
by itself,’ said Emerson, ‘a department distinct from all
other experiences, and to which the tests and judgment
men are ready enough to show on other things, do not apply.
You may sometimes talk with the gravest and best citizen,
and the moment the topic of religion is broached, he runs
into a childish superstition.’ And it will probably ever be
thus until men learn to see religion for what it is — not
something to be got, to be added, but a new life of the
faculties we already have. It is not a new life of one de
partment but of all departments.
The joy of life is to struggle to choose the fit word and
the fit act for each moment. We cannot catch the exact
quotation, and if we could there would be nothing much
to live for, inasmuch as we would have achieved Perfection.
The value of the intuitional method is seen in the fact that
it appears to be the most direct way of apprehending
Reality. But it is nowise perfect. Emerson was perhaps
the greatest intuitive genius of modern times, and yet he had
a system of rigid checks and balances for his intuitions.
Even then he often erred by deducing from previous in
tuitions.
‘The intuitional method,’ said Hawthorne, ‘how little
soever it satisfies those who want their thinking done for

them, — who want not only all the cities of the earth, but
straight roads to connect them, — carries its own justifica
tion. “There is but one Reason,” is Emerson’s saying; and
we confess again and again that the truth he asserts is true
indeed. Even his divergences from the truth, when he is
betrayed into them, confirm the rule; for these are seldom
intuitions at first hand, but intuitions from previous in
tuitions,— deductions. They are from Emerson, instead
of from the Absolute; tinted, instead of colorless. They
show a mental bias, redeeming him back to humanity. We
love him the more for them, because they imply that for him,
too, was a choice of ways, and that he struggled and
watched to choose the right.’
Emerson would agree with the spirit of Hawthorne’s re
marks, but he would draw no hard and fast lines, such as,
this is Emerson, or this is Absolute. He would not say,
‘This is tinted, or this is colorless.’ All of his thought, and
all of the thought of any man, is tinted with some individu
alism. It is all a matter of degree. We can only say, This
is purer than that; this has less color than that.’ We live
on a thousand planes, and the degree of purity in thought
is determined by the plane the man was on when he uttered
the thought. Every man fluctuates between lower and
higher planes and thus this whole matter of inspiration
must ever remain on a fluctuating scale. Surely any man of
insight will admit that the thought in the Bible is on a
fluctuating scale of inspiration. Some of the thought is very
pure, perhaps most of it; but it requires a vivid imagination,
or unthinking superstition, to say that every thought in the
Bible is pure inspiration.
Thus there is no exact dividing line between individualism,
or carnal-mindedness, and pure universalism or the in
tuitiveness that reflects the Mind of God. We can only learn
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the difference from the hints in the writings of creative
thinkers and from our own experience. The best teacher
is our own experience. There are certain states of mind and
feeling that generally accompany the influx of intuitiveness
and they might best be described by two of Dimnet’s ex
pressions, namely — ‘a sensation of fulness and freedom,’
and ‘the repose accompanying certitude.’
The ‘sensation of fulness and freedom’ cannot be ade
quately described; it must be felt. At any rate, we soon
enough learn that our brain is doing its best work when
under the spell of these sensations that accompany pro
tracted trains of intuitive thought.
Then there is ‘the repose accompanying certitude.’ We
‘know’ with a conviction that is entirely different from in
tellectual or rational conviction. We may not be able to
state what we know, just as we saw i t ; but we nevertheless
feel the conviction which came during that spell, and the
feeling generates ‘the repose accompanying certitude.’
In pointing out the value of the intuitional method, we
would not neglect the importance of reason. Many sup
porters of this method have belittled reason to a degree that
has caused much confusion and some enmity. Let us see if
we can clarify the issue somewhat. In the first place the
intuition, insight, or inner light is seldom the guide to cor
rectness in thought and action. The inward light is just that
— a light, a spiritual glow, an energy, a source and origin
of creative thought. To be of any value for most people, it
must be harnessed and tempered by the reasoning powers.
The light is of little use without sound reason to temper
it, as evidenced by the wild utterances and actions of the
early mystics who were deficient in reasoning powers.
On the other hand, the reasoning powers are of even less

value without the primary wisdom back of them. We have
all seen men with brilliant reasoning powers who ‘do not
know a thing.’ They have no awareness, no sensitiveness to
their own primary wisdom. They have no feeling, no glow
behind the reason. They remind us of the ‘learned fool who
has read everything, and who has less sense than a cat
fish.’ Of what avail is a great fund of knowledge with no
insight to integrate that knowledge? The deepest thinkers
are not distinguished by their knowledge or their reasoning
powers. What makes them significant is the insight that
employs the knowledge to such advantage.
To most of us, of average clay, the reasoning powers
are indispensable, but they are by no means indispensable
to the greatest men. These often arrive at correctness in
thought and action without subjecting their intuitions to
reason; but the wisest course for most of us is to subject
the inner light to homespun common sense before drawing
any conclusions as to ‘the fit word and the fit act.’ Perhaps
no thinker of modern times has seen this issue more clearly
than Dr. Carrel. In the first place, he recognizes intuition
as a sort of primary wisdom. ‘All great men are endowed
with intuition,’ he says. ‘They know, without analysis,
without reasoning, what is important for them to know. A
true leader of men does not need psychological tests, or
reference cards, when choosing his subordinates. A good
judge, without going into the details of legal arguments,
and even, according to Cardozo, starting from erroneous
premises, is capable of rendering a just sentence. A great
scientist instinctively takes the path leading to a discovery.
This phenomenon, in former times, was called inspiration.’
All this Dr. Carrel grants, but he reminds us that ‘in
ordinary life, as in science, intuition is a powerful but
dangerous means of acquiring knowledge. Sometimes it

can hardly be distinguished from illusion. Those who rely
upon it entirely are liable to mistakes. It is far from being
always trustworthy. But the great man, or the simple whose
heart is pure, can be led by it to the summits of mental and
spiritual life.’
Those who recognize this source of primary wisdom in
themselves and follow it, not blindly but with common
sense, are the ones most likely to reach the summits of
mental and spiritual life. ‘Who hath access?’ we asked at the
beginning. It is those who rely primarily on this power
in themselves, self-renewed in each one who listens. Emerson
held that the key to this great sea of universalism is the
power that we have called involuntary perception, insight,
inner light, and intuition. It is the direct wire to the Thought
of God. Mark Emerson well, in the following passage:
‘Whilst the doors of the temple stand open, night and day,
before every man, and the oracles of this truth cease never,
it is guarded by one stern condition; this, namely; it is an
intuition. It cannot be received at second hand. Truly
speaking, it is not instruction, but provocation, that I can
receive from another soul. What he announces, I must find
true in me, or reject; and on his word, or as his second, be
he who he may, I can accept nothing. On the contrary,
the absence of this primary faith is the presence of degrada
tion. As is the flood, so is the ebb. Let this faith depart, and
the very words it spake and the things it made become false
and hurtful. Then falls the church, the state, art, letters,
life.’
Thus the Thought of God. It is the universal mind, ‘the
mind in which the atoms out of which our individual minds
have grown, exist as thoughts.’ The door to this Mind
stands open to any man who has the primary faith in the

primary wisdom. Regardless of what we may believe about
the tenets of traditional religion, ‘we need not turn aside
from the measure of light that comes into our experience
showing us a Way through the unseen world.’ In Edding
ton’s words we see a message of encouragement to those
who feel the ‘infinitesimal attractions’ but cannot accept
that ‘confident theological doctrine which has settled for all
generations just how the spiritual world is worked.’
When Eddington discusses ‘reality and mysticism,’ he
adds further words of encouragement to those who are
primarily absorbed in the Way itself rather than any argu
ment about how much reality may be ascribed to it. ‘In the
mystic sense of the creation around us,’ he says, ‘in the ex
pression of art, in a yearning towards God, the soul grows
upward and finds the fulfillment of something implanted in
its nature. The sanction for this development is within us,
a striving born with our consciousness or an Inner Light
proceeding from a greater power than ours. Science can
scarcely question this sanction, for the pursuit of science
springs from a striving which the mind is impelled to fol
low, a questioning that will not be suppressed. Whether in
the intellectual pursuits of science or in the mystical pursuits
of the spirit, the light beckons ahead and the purpose surg
ing in our nature responds. Can we not leave it at that ?’
That reads like a passage from Emerson, if ever I saw
one. In Emerson’s day most scientists would have scoffed
at the mere mention of such things as the universal mind,
intuition or the inner light. But to-day we find three of our
most distinguished scientists — Jeans, Carrel, and Edding
to n — saying things that are ‘strikingly similar to what
Emerson has been saying all the time.’ The man from Con
cord is coming into his own in leaps and bounds in this
century; but his message 'was virtually lost on his own gen-

eration. Most men did not believe in much of anything that
they couldn’t see or handle. But to-day there is a marked
trend to the things that are supersensible. Sensible men, like
Dieffenbach and Fosdick in religion, and the scientists we
mentioned, are beginning to take ‘the mist out of mysticism.’
Men of insight are beginning to see that the Way itself
is the important thing and they urge us to put the stress
on the experience itself rather than the interpretation.
‘Whether mysticism is directly of God or is the creation
of man is an important question,’ says Dieffenbach, ‘but
it is quite as important to have the mystical experience. The
way we interpret it comes second. The fact of the experience
comes first.’
L ove

Accompanying or following the influx of divinity into
the mind comes the birth of a sublime emotion which we
designate as love. With the arrival of this emotion comes
the development of what Emerson calls the ‘moral senti
ment.’ This moral sentiment has its roots in the love which
now floods the being of the ascending man. Life takes on a
new meaning and, for the first time, we gain a true inner
feeling of what brotherhood really means. We see, with
Emerson, that ‘none is accomplished so long as any are
incomplete; that the happiness of one cannot consist with
the misery of any other.’
At this point we are crucified; our awareness of Right and
Wrong is sensitized to a point that makes the suffering of
others our suffering. But in suffering we develop. Gandhi
says that spiritual development is not possible without
suffering. ‘For even as love crowns you,’ says Gibran, ‘so
shall he crucify you.’ But in being crucified we are crowned,
and thus even suffering has its compensation. A person of

strong character always develops under the lash of suffer
ing. Everything, as Emerson so masterfully reveals, has its
compensation.
Some skeptics will say that it is contrary to the law of
self-preservation that man should reach such a high estate
that he could actually feel love for others as great as his
love for himself. They will tell you that man is always
motivated by selfishness. And in one sense they are right.
But they overlook the fact that ‘the moral sense is always
supported by the permanent interest of the parties.’ If not,
says Emerson, ‘I know not how, in our world, any good
would ever get done.’ In other words, a man is wisely
selfish when he feels for all men, when their welfare is his
concern. In moving into the area of Love, man is simply
co-operating with the divine expansion in himself. Every
thing answers to soul-power, even in nature; and the only
way to progress is to align our lives with this march of
moral power. If a man is not wise enough to co-operate
with it, it will defeat him every time. ‘Every animal function
from the sponge up to Hercules,’ says Emerson, ‘shall hint
or thunder to man the laws of right and wrong.’
Thus man is simply co-operating with the laws of the
universe when he sensitizes his moral sentiment. In the
end, moral power always triumphs, and that man has en
lightened selfishness who works for the triumph of mo
rality. ‘Enlightened selfishness is real unselfishness.’
Love is selfish in that it is still desire, and its worth is
known only when we divine the sentiment from which it
proceeds. W. G. Simpson, a man of rare insight, says that
‘it is impossible for any living creature to do anything
whatever except for the sake of some satisfaction for itself.
This is the very principle of life. To lose it would leave one

as helpless in the face of this universe as an animal that
had lost its instincts. . . . If to keep the instinct for one’s
own life be “selfish,” then all men are selfish. For all men
alike seek that which they believe will mean some increase
in their own life, and if they are not to perish they must
seek it. This is no more true of the social butterfly or the
rapacious capitalist or the drunkard in the gutter than it was
of Jesus of Nazareth. Was it not said of the expected
Messiah, “He shall see of the travail of his soul and be
satisfied”? The only difference is in the degree of wisdom
that inspires the desires. The only difference is in the quality
of the satisfactions, and in the plane on which they are
sought. But here the difference may indeed be vast.’
Selfishness is desire, and no man in human form is ever
without desire. Desirelessness is perhaps a blessed state, as
Buddha taught; but the fact remains that no human being
is capable of overcoming desire. Thus the skeptic may
rightly say that no human being is selfless. But we must not
overlook the fact that the desires spring from different planes
of consciousness. ‘We inhabit a thousand and a thousand
planes,’ as Emerson said. The desires of a Jesus spring
from higher planes of consciousness than those of the
drunkard in the gutter. Human life can and does ascend
to high planes, and the lowest plane which motivates the
desires of a saint may be higher than the highest plane which
has ever motivated a desire of most of us.
Selfishness, or what we sometimes call ‘human nature,’
is not the same in all people. This is one of the sturdiest
and stupidest of all legends. ‘The consciousness in each man
is a sliding scale,’ said Emerson. We are ever moving from
one plane of desire to another. In the course of a single day
a man may slide from a god to a beast; and the next day

come up again. Thus the question of motives is ever the
important one in determining the worth of any deed. From
what plane of desire was a man motivated? T h e sentiment
from which it sprung determines the dignity of any deed,’
says Emerson, ‘and the question ever is, not what you have
done or forborne, but at whose command you have done
or forborne it.’ There is a very wise statement, one that a
shallow world, stressing words and deeds rather than the
sentiments from which they spring, should ponder long
and carefully.
Deeds aren’t as important as the legend has it. Two men
may drive the money changers from the temple. The deeds
are the same, but the sentiments behind them may be en
tirely different. Christ was motivated by moral indigna
tion, while another man may drive the money changers out
in order to set up his own crooked henchmen. The motive
determines the worth of any deed.
We let go and let the spirit within us carry our con
sciousness in order to ascend to enlightened selfishness. We
want to feel and live for all mankind, not so much to save
humanity as to save ourselves. Living for our own Highest
is living for all men. ‘It has been said that Jesus died to
save the world,’ says Simpson. ‘I say that he died fully as
much to save himself. Having said what he had said . . .
having himself created the issue which menaced his very
existence, to have turned back . . . would have been to
have died a death far more fearful than that which he did
die. Never again would he have been able to face himself.’
We ‘let go’ and ‘let God’ in order to live, move, ascend; and
to dare to face our best selves. Our moral sense is keenly
sensitized — so much so that we suffer — but to turn back
is to die a death ‘far more fearful.’ Better to be crucified
by love than to rot of moral stagnation. Thus in moving

into this area of Love, we are taking a step that is sane and
practical. We are simply aligning ourselves with the natural
laws of the universe. We do not move consciously into this
realm; we simply cease our ‘miserable interferences’ and
the stream of power carries us in on its own waves of feel
ing. Eliminate fear and discord from your consciousness,
and love will flow in as naturally as water seeks its own
level. Love is; it flows ever, but it is blocked from most
lives by negative emotions.
Our newly awakened moral sentiment gives its own yes
or no to every question of Right and Wrong. We do not
now need a statute book; the law is in us and has become
part of us. This law in ourselves becomes the Supreme
Judgment. It is our last authority. ‘Brother,’ said a seer in
‘My Brother’s Face,’ ‘I preach no judgment, save that
judgment with which a man judges himself.’ Emerson, too,
preached no judgment, ‘save that judgment with which a
man judges himself.’ A man who has not had the Godexperience may require judgment from without, but one
who walks in the Presence, cleansed by Love, carries his
own Judge.
This Judge, this Best Counsel, has its own answer to
every question of Right and Wrong. We need to think less,
as Emerson said, of ‘revivals of religion,’ and more of ‘a
revival of the human mind.’ And whosoever lets go and
lets the ascending spirit run his life, ‘will find there is some
body within him that knows more than he does, . . . a
simple wisdom behind all acquired wisdom; somewhat not
educated or educable; not altered or alterable; a mother-wit
which does not learn by experience or by books, but knew
it all already; makes no progress, but was wise in youth as
in age. More or less clouded it yet resides the same in all,
saying Ay, ay, or No, no to every proposition. Yet its grand

A y and its grand No are more musical than all eloquence.
Nobody has found the limit of its knowledge. . . . Its
justice is perfect; its look is catholic and universal, its light
ubiquitous like the sun. It does not put forth organs, it
rests in presence: yet trusted and obeyed in happy natures
it becomes active and salient, and makes new means for its
great ends.’
Such is the intuition of the moral sentiment, which
awakens when we move into the sphere of Love. We do not
appreciate the full meaning of the words ‘my God’ until
we have the happy nature — happy because of the influx of
love — which trusts and obeys its own moral sentiment.
And until this power becomes active and salient, we grope
in the dark, seeking God at second and third hand.
But let this Love come into our experience and it ‘awakens
in the mind a sentiment . . . which makes our highest
happiness. Wonderful is its power to charm and to com
mand. . . . By it is the universe made safe and habitable,
not by science or power. Thought may work cold and in
transitive in things, and find no end or unity; but the dawn
of the sentiment of virtue on the heart, gives and is the
assurance that Law is sovereign over all natures . . .
‘This sentiment is divine and deifying. It is the beatitude
of man. It makes him illimitable. Through it, the soul first
knows itself. It corrects the capital mistake of the infant
man, who seeks to be great by following the great, and
hopes to derive advantages from another, — by showing
the fountain of all good to be in himself, and that he, equally
with every man, is an inlet into the deeps of Reason. When
he says, “I ought” ; when love warms him ; when he chooses,
warned from on high, the good and great deed; then, deep
melodies wander through his soul from Supreme Wisdom.
Then he can worship, and be enlarged by his worship; for

he can never go behind this sentiment. In the sublimest
flights of the soul, rectitude is never surmounted, love is
never outgrown.’
Such was the sentiment of Love in the experience of
Emerson. In its higher forms, this experience is rare. Only
Jesus and a few men of each age have known it. In its high
est expression it is indeed ‘the beatitude of man.’ In one
sense, it is still selfishness: the man is, to be sure, seeking a
fuller expression of his own life. But if selfishness, it is a
divine selfishness, one that the world needs, perhaps more
than anything else. It is the selfishness of one who is losing
his life in order to save it. ‘If this be “selfishness,” ’ says
Simpson, ‘then I declare it a holy selfishness, and I call for
more of it. And I promise that every man who yields him
self to its self-consuming passion shall in his measure exalt
the life of the race.’
We see at least that the real problem here is, to use the
words of Warburg, ‘to enlighten self-interest — not delude
ourselves into thinking that we can kill it.’ We can’t kill
desire but we can harmonize it with reality. ‘High religion,’
says Walter Lippmann, ‘is a prophecy and an anticipation of
what life is like when desire is in perfect harmony with
reality.’
Language is indeed unexpressive and merely prattle when
we endeavor to describe the experience of Love on a high
plane. It cannot be adequately portrayed in words; it can
only be felt and experienced. Those who have not experienced
it will doubtless be skeptical and will perhaps say, with the
farmer who beheld a giraffe for the first time, ‘There ain’t
no such animal.’ There is such an ‘animal’ as the ex
perience of Love, but it has apparently been known to only
a few persons, that is, on a high and impersonal plane.
Those who have felt it are helpless to describe it, and will

agree that ‘in silence we must wrap much of our life, be
cause it is too fine for speech, because also we cannot ex
plain it to others, and because somewhat we cannot yet
understand.’
Thus wrote Emerson after he had reread his essay on
Love and felt how inadequate it was.
The real Emerson was ‘all-loving,’ as Whitman said. He
assumed a sort of external coldness to conceal to what ex
tent he was consumed with good will for all men. ‘I, cold
because I am hot, — cold at the surface only as a sort of
guard and compensation for the fluid tenderness of the
core.’ He was a realist who hated softness and thus kept
cool on the surface to temper the heat within.
P ow er

Emerson speaks of the time, in the experience of God,
when the soul ‘puts on her coronation robes, and goes out
through universal love to universal power.’ Very few men
have gained an intimate consciousness of the Infinitude of
Power. Basil King said that the Presence, the Thought, and
the Love were ‘tremulously vivid’ to him. But he frankly
acknowledged that the ‘Infinitude of Power is as yet to
me . . . an intellectual abstraction.’ (Some years later he
did gain an inner awareness of Power.)
Emerson’s experience with the Infinitude was so vivid
and absorbing that he always taught the infinitude of man.
He went farther than most in this experience of God —
‘to the highest point to which the human mind can climb,’
Crozier claimed. Regardless of how high he ascended,
Emerson did gain an inner feeling of the Infinitude of
Power. It became so much a part of the inner man that he
finally pronounced power ‘the first good.’

Power is the first good because it works for Justice, with
Cause and Effect as means. Cause and Effect are the
‘chancellors of God.’ They are the policemen of the unseen
world. They insure law and order. You can never surmount
the law of Cause and Effect. Cause and Effect are the dice
of God and they are always loaded: they ever work for the
enthronement of Right and Morality. History is partly a
record of man’s futile efforts to surmount this law. It can’t
be done. This ‘law of laws’ forces all life to antagonize on,
in the direction of Justice, Truth, and Morality. It has
‘so infused its strong enchantment into nature,’ said Emer
son, ‘that we prosper when we accept its advice, and when
we struggle’ to break this law ‘our hands are glued to our
sides.’
The Concord seer was fascinated by the tremendous power
of Cause and Effect, and pursuing its ramifications became
a sort of hobby with him. To his Journal, he once confided:
‘Some play at chess, some at cards, some at the Stock Ex
change. I prefer to play at Cause and Effect.’
Emerson’s play was an exploration of nature and the
affairs of men for evidences of the workings of this law.
Without first obtaining the inner feeling of Power, we are
nowise qualified to discuss it. Emerson, however, had gone
through the experience. First, the awakening in which the
Presence was stabbed awake; then the great expansion of
mind into Thought, with intuition as ‘lungs’ of the Thought;
then the growth into Love, and the sensitizing of the moral
sentiment. Then Emerson was ripe for the awareness of
Power. Here is what he found: ‘The intuition of the moral
sentiment is an insight of the perfection of the laws of the
soul. These laws execute themselves. They are out of
time, out of space, and not subject to circumstance. Thus
in the soul of man there is a justice whose retributions are

instant and entire. He who does a good deed is instantly
ennobled. He who does a mean deed is by the action itself
contracted.’
This ‘law of laws’ is not subject to the caprice of our
wills. Emerson reminded us that ‘a little consideration of
what takes place around us every day would show us that
a higher law than that of our will regulates events.’ Kaempffert says that many scientists have discarded ‘the notion
of cause and effect’ because it ‘goes beyond the reach of
experience.’ It does not go beyond the reach of experience.
Emerson and many others have experienced an insight into
the workings of Cause and Effect. Science ‘has turned to
mysticism,’ as Kaempffert himself declares, and the day
will come when scientists will gain a spiritual insight into
the workings of Power. Some scientists already ‘express
the hope,’ says Kaempffert, ‘that while all known laws of
nature may be expressions of averages there is, after all,
some absolute law in the background, which embraces all
phenomena and which will enthrone cause and effect once
more.’
Cause and Effect are already enthroned. They are expres
sions of the ‘absolute law’ the scientists hope for. Hope, or
what Newton called ‘thinking of it all the time’ and Tyn
dall called ‘brooding,’ often precedes the intuitiveness of
spiritual insight. Science will not discover this absolute law
by actual observation alone. First must come the spiritual
insight which, as Tyndall said, will solve the ultimate
problem of physics more than actual observation.
It was natural that the sensual science of the nineteenth
century should discard Cause and Effect. In the science
of the last century spiritual insight was virtually unknown.
Scientists prone to rely on actual observation alone will
read Emerson’s line ‘every crime is punished,’ and say that

they see no proof of it. Emerson did not mean that the police
always apprehend a criminal; he was speaking, in the light
of double vision, of the workings of the inner world. And
scientists will not apprehend the full circle of this law un
til they learn to see it in the light of double vision.
Emerson was speaking of the inner world, of the work
ings of Cause and Effect at the heart of things, when he
said that ‘every secret is told, every crime is punished,
every virtue rewarded, every wrong redressed, in silence
and certainty. What we call retribution is the universal
necessity by which the whole appears wherever a part ap
pears. If you see smoke, there must be fire. . . .
‘Every act rewards itself, or in other words integrates
itself, in a twofold manner; first in the thing, or in real
nature; and secondly in the circumstance, or in apparent
nature. Men call the circumstance the retribution. The
casual retribution is in the thing and is seen by the soul.
The retribution in the circumstance is seen by the under
standing; it is inseparable from the thing, but is often
spread over a long time and so does not become distinct
until after many years. The specific stripes may follow
late after the offence, but they follow because they accom
pany it. Crime and punishment grow out of one stem.
Punishment is a fruit that unsuspected ripens within the
flower of the pleasure which concealed it. Cause and effect,
means and ends, seed and fruit, cannot be severed; for the
effect already blooms in the cause, the end preexists in the
means, the fruit in the seed.’
We must reap what we sow because Cause and Effect
are ‘two sides of one fact.’ They cannot be severed, for
the whole appears wherever a part appears. The effect al
ready blooms in the cause. The orange already blooms in

the orange seed. If it wasn’t for Cause and Effect all would
be chaos. There must be Power in back of appearances to
make the universe run with its marvelous order and con
sistency. Otherwise spring might sometimes follow sum
mer instead of winter. ‘Truth, or the connection between
cause and effect, alone interests us,’ said Emerson. ‘We
are persuaded that a thread runs through all things: all
worlds are strung on it, as beads; and men, and events, and
life, come to us only because of that thread: they pass and
repass only that we may know the direction and continuity
of that line. A book or statement which goes to show that
there is no line, but random and chaos, a calamity out of
nothing . . . dispirits us. Seen or unseen, we believe the tie
exists. Talent makes counterfeit ties; genius finds the real
ones.’
A somewhat disconcerting truth about the experience I
have been describing is that it forces us to discard many
of the concepts we thought were fixed and final. The moral
is to approach this experience with the attitude of one who
knows nothing in a fixed or final sense. The farther we go,
the more we see. The more we see, the more we feel that
nothing is secure but the ascending awareness itself. This
is hard on our vanity, but a condition of progress.
In the past two years I have gained some small aware
ness of the workings of Power and have found that many
of my pet concepts are probably wrong. In college I was
cocksure and felt that reason, fortified by the so-called
laws of science, was enough to break down most of the
‘miracles’ of religion. But now I am not so sure. And I
am most uncertain where I used to be most positive, namely,
about the so-called miracles of Jesus. Almost against my
will, I have been obliged, in the light of what I have seen
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of the workings of Power, to reverse myself. I now feel
that some of these acts were not only possible but probable.
I now feel that Jesus did control matter with the power
of his mind, and feel that men will eventually control
matter by gaining a working consciousness in Power. I
now feel that everything, even the so-called laws of nature,
are subject to the power of Mind. I am beginning to see
the vast implications of the soul-power that may be em
ployed by the human mind, and to agree with Emerson when
he says that the soul ‘feels that the grass grows and the
stone falls by a law inferior to, and dependent on, its
nature.’
Even scientists are beginning to acknowledge the amaz
ing power of this phenomenon that we call soul-power.
When a distinguished scientist like Dr. Carrel says that
he has seen a large cancerous sore shrivel to a scar before
his eyes, then who am I to doubt the therapeutic attributes
of this power? Supposing such attributes do transgress the
established views. Let us remember that the established
views are often wrong, and let us also remember that man
made the ‘laws’ of nature, and not nature. How do we
know that these ‘miracles’ break the laws of nature? Does
any man think that he apprehends the full circle of the
powers of nature? These miracles of healing, which Dr.
Carrel has studied for many weeks at Lourdes, may not
break any ‘laws’ as we know them. In fact some say that the
natural process of healing is simply accelerated by the presence
of this soul-power that may be summoned by prayer. At any
rate, this power opens ‘a new world,’ as Dr. Carrel says. When
science turns to this new world, there will be, as Steinmetz
said, ‘more advancement in one generation than in the past
four.’
If even the most practical scientists are beginning to see

mind as the governor of the realm of matter, we may look
for an early recognition of what may be accomplished by
men who are able to demonstrate the power of mind. Glenn
Clark speaks of the man who ‘prays with power.’ Such a
man ‘knows that he does not do the praying; he merely
directs, in a very small and sometimes awkward way, forces
that are greater than himself . . . the spiritual forces of
the infinite universe.’
How long must we walk in darkness? How long before
men gain an inner awareness of the resources at their com
mand ? When will we learn to walk in the Presence, Thought,
Love, and Power of God? When will men see through the
nothingness of all these barriers to Truth and Reality and
reach for the inner realization of the infinite resources that
are in the very air we breathe?
‘I apprehend,’ said Emerson, ‘that the religious history of
society is to show a pretty rapid abandonment of forms of
worship and the renovation and exaltation of preaching
into real anxious instruction.’ Creed and dogma — yes,
even what we call theology — will give way to ‘real anxious
instruction’ about the experience of God in the soul of
man.
‘America shall introduce a pure religion,’ predicted the
Concord prophet. Pure religion is the life of the spirit in
the soul of man. It is the apprehension of Reality by direct
perception. One by one, men will be stabbed awake to an
awareness of the Presence of God. Then a new church
will arise— ‘the church of men to come,’ said Emerson.
This new church will be 'founded on moral science.’ It will
have ‘heaven and earth for its beams and rafters; science
for symbol and illustration; it will fast enough gather
beauty, music, picture, poetry.’

The seers were primarily concerned with that which eter
nally is. They were absorbed in love, truth, justice, peace,
good will, and the like. They were not absorbed in what
is made. Sectarianism is made. It is the fabrication of men
who were more concerned with the form of religion than
with the essence. It marks, not the progress, but the decline
of religion. ‘Religion is the relation of the soul to God/
said Emerson, ‘and therefore the progress of Sectarianism
marks the decline of religion. For, looking at God instantly
reduces our disposition to dissent from our brother.’ Look
ing at God in the manner of the seers dissolves our differ
ences and causes us to apprehend the underlying Unity,
Oneness, and Brotherhood of all life. Looking at God from
within the experience of God in the soul makes us feel the
‘stream of power’ that Emerson speaks of, the stream of
power which animates all whom it floats. Paul felt this
same power which is ‘not far from every one of us; for in
him we live, and move, and have our being.’
The great men of the Bible were absorbed in this Lord
of unity. They urged no separation among men. ‘In the
Bible you are not directed to be a Unitarian, or a Calvin
ist or an Episcopalian,’ said Emerson. ‘As fast as any man
becomes great, that is, thinks, he becomes a new party. . . .
Which is to say, as fast as we use our own eyes, we quit
these parties or Unthinking Corporations, and join our
selves to God in an unpartaken relation.’
Sectarianism will go. Only what is inevitable will last,
and only the eternal realities are inevitable. There comes a
time when the nest is no longer an asset to the young bird.
If he is to be and grow, he must fly. Likewise there comes a
time in the development of every country when it must learn
to be and grow if it is to survive. It must learn to be in what
is inevitable, and to grow into that. Otherwise it goes back-

ward. Otherwise it goes to pieces. The bird will not reach ful
fillment if it remains forever in the nest.
America has now reached a point where she must fly if
her soul is to develop. We must gradually move out of
what has been made into that which eternally is. We must
learn to follow ‘what the heart desires without transgressing
what is right.’ We must square desire with reality. This is
the condition of progress.
Sectarianism served as a comfortable nest while America
was developing her body, but now our body has reached
a point of development at which the nest is a hindrance
to growth. It has developed the idea of separation rather
than unity. It is leading to confusion and chaos, not to
vision and progress.
Emerson’s works teem with ‘real anxious instruction’ for
the development of ‘what is in you and me.’ This message
was virtually lost on his generation. Men were absorbed in
the development of the body of America. They were com
fortably settled in their respective nests, and no one ever
thought of flying spiritually; none, that is, but Thoreau,
Alcott, and a few others.
Emerson’s message -was not lost on Thoreau. He was
moved to fly. He ‘was not a penurious fanatic,’ as Mumford
says, ‘who sought to practise bare living merely as a moral
exercise: he wanted to obey Emerson’s dictum to save on
the low levels and spend on the high ones. It is this that
distinguishes him from the tedious people whose whole
existence is absorbed in the practice of living on beans, or
breathing deeply, or wearing clothes of a vegetable origin:
simplification did not lead in Thoreau to the cult of sim
plicity : it led to a higher civilization.’
Thoreau, Alcott, Whitman — a few such as these wanted

to have time for a little thought on the development of the
‘interior America.’ (Whitman said that Emerson discov
ered the interior America.) But this soul of America, this
interior, was not the concern of most men of Emerson’s
generation. Alcott saw this clearly. Of Emerson’s message,
he said: ‘Not on those who hear these lectures will the prin
ciples which they announce take abiding effect. Another
day, another age, are to espouse and live in harmony and
love with them. The divine truth which these utter will
be sown in the soil of young and fertile spirits; and these shall
gather the harvest in the old age of the seedsman and the
sower.’
In 1916 Professor Firkins ended his book on Emerson
with the remark that the man from Concord was still only
a ‘momentous foreshadowing’ and an ‘adjourned hope.’
To-day Emerson is about to come into his own. He will be
seen for what he was — the prophet of America. Events
of recent years have convinced most thoughtful men, as
they did Thomas Edison, that we have already gone too
far technologically and must now catch up spiritually. In
short, we must leave our nest and fly. And where is there
better instruction than in the works of Emerson ? He left us
the outward principles upon which to establish a new and
more excellent social state than history has recorded. He
left us the principles for a full outward development, but
also left us the wings on which to fly to spiritual fulfill
ment. He left us the principles for the development of the
interior America.
The Way of the seers is the Way to the interior life.
This is the Way to the soul of America. It is the Way to
Truth. The way most men have been going is the way of
repose — not that repose which Emerson once designated

as ‘the ornament of man,’ but the repose which designates
the easy way, the way of accepting everything at second
hand. The Way to Truth is not the way of repose, as
Emerson so clearly indicated when he said: ‘God offers to
every mind its choice between truth and repose. Take which
you please, — you can never have both. Between these, as
a pendulum, man oscillates. He in whom the love of re
pose predominates will accept the first creed, the first phi
losophy, the first political party he meets, — most likely his
father’s. He gets rest, commodity and reputation; but he
shuts the door of truth. He in whom the love of truth pre
dominates will keep himself aloof from all moorings, and
afloat. He will abstain from dogmatism, and recognize all
the opposite negations between which, as walls, his being
is swung. He submits to the inconvenience of suspense
and imperfect opinion, but he is a candidate for truth, as the
other is not, and respects the highest law of his being.’
Respect the highest law of your being, your own aware
ness of Goodness, Truth, and Reality. ‘Itself is gate and
road and leader and march,’ says Emerson. ‘Only trust it,
be of it, be it, and it shall be well with us forever.’

3 . TH E SO U L AND IM M O R T A L IT Y

H E Universe is the externization of the soul,’ said Em
erson. ‘Wherever the life is, that bursts into appear
ance. Our science is sensual, and therefore superficial. The
earth and heavenly bodies, physics and chemistry, we sen
sually treat, as if they were self-existent; but these are the
retinue of that Being we have.’
We may appreciate to what extent modern science is
approaching Emerson’s point of view when we ponder the
thoughts of our most distinguished scientists. Sir James
Jeans says: ‘Today there is a wide measure of agreement,
which on the physical side of science approaches almost
to unanimity, that the stream of knowledge is heading
toward non-mechanical reality. The universe begins to look
more like a great thought than like a great machine. Mind
no longer appears as an accidental intruder into the realm
of m atter; we are beginning to suspect that we ought rather
to hail it as the creator and governor of the realm of mat
ter.’ Emerson felt that ‘there is one mind common to all
individual men. Every man is an inlet to the same and to
all of the same.’ On one side, that of our spiritual nature,
we are open to the leadings and power of the ‘one mind’
which Emerson often calls the Over-Soul, or World Soul.
This Mind is the source of all power. It is ‘the only reality,
of which men and all other natures are better or worse re
flectors. Nature, literature, history, are only subjective
phenomena.’ Emerson more than suspected that mind is

‘the creator and governor of the realm of matter’; he
‘knew’ it. ‘I believe the mind is the creator of the world,’
he said, ‘and is ever creating; that at last Matter is dead
Mind; that mind makes the senses it sees with; that the
genius of man is a continuation of the power that made
him and that has not done making him.’ Commenting on
Jeans’s conception of the universe, Bliss Perry says: ‘It
is a conception of the universe and of the relation of the
individual mind to the universal mind — or, if one pre
fers the words, “the relation of one’s soul to the divine
soul” — strikingly similar to what Emerson has been say
ing all the time.’ Jeans’s ‘mind in which the atoms out of
which our individual minds have grown’ is Emerson’s ‘one
mind’ or Over-Soul.
Then recall what Waldemar Kaempffert, another scien
tist, says: ‘Once upon a time the physicist was convinced
that he had discovered all the important laws of nature and
that nothing was left for his successors but to fill the crev
ices. The great work was done. This cocksureness has
evaporated. Science is humble now. It is aware that it is
groping — aware of its limitations. It has cast aside the
machine and it has turned to mysticism.’
Why has science turned to mysticism? Emerson deplored
the superficialness of the science of his day, but he felt
that science will keep abreast of the evolving and ascending
spirit in man. Then he makes a very significant statement,
which, to my mind, reveals the real reason that science has
turned to mysticism. He says: ‘Since everything in nature
answers to a moral power, if any phenomenon remains brute
and dark it is because the corresponding faculty in the
observer is not yet active.’
Recall that Emerson defines religion as a ‘new life’ of
those faculties we have. Scientists are now beginning to

see that a new life in certain faculties is essential before
they can hope to solve the ultimate problems of science.
If the deepest problems of physics remain brute and dark,
it is because the ‘corresponding’ faculties in scientists have
not yet been stabbed awake by this new life. Tyndall, who
said he owed everything to Emerson, saw the importance
of this new life and declared that ‘the ultimate problem of
physics’ will be solved more by ‘spiritual insight’ than by
‘actual observation.’
In the nineteenth century, when science was cocksure,
most scientists relied on the actual observation of the car
nal mind. Now science is beginning to see that only in the
supersensible regions of spiritual insight will it be able to
open the doors that are now closed. We stand ‘like chil
dren at Christmas before a closed door,’ a physicist com
plains. In an effort to open this door, science has turned
to mysticism. For here, in this Science of the Real, scien
tists may learn to open a door in themselves, the door to
spiritual insight, that will open the doors in the world of
matter. Thus science has taken the right turn. The most
thoughtful scientists are now aware of the fact that ‘if any
phenomenon remains brute and dark it is because the cor
responding faculty in the observer is not yet active.’ Scien
tists now see that the ultimate problem of science is to put
the man together. ‘A man, a personal ascendancy, is the
only great phenomenon.’
Science is on the threshold of a great rebirth. The re
birth is seen in the scientists who, one by one, are turning
to mysticism for a more complete explanation of the uni
verse. Steinmetz called the turn when he said that the
great advances in science will now be in the realm of the
spiritual. Science can do no better to speed up this progress
than to ponder Emerson’s conviction that ‘every thing in

nature answers to a moral power.’ Here is an insight that
will revolutionize science. It will become one of the funda
mental principles of the new science, the science that is
the fruit of spiritual insight as well as actual observation.
When scientists begin to see the vast implications of this
insight, many doors will open which are now tightly closed.
Jeans starts the ball rolling by suspecting that mind is
‘the creator and governor of the realm of matter.’ This
suspicion, which has always been proclaimed a truth by the
seers, will be accepted by science as fact, and then the real
progress of science will begin. Science will then move into
maturity, and the feud between science and religion will be
seen as the gropings of immature minds. Already the best
minds in science and religion are beginning to realize the
supremacy of moral or soul power. Some even see that this
moral power in the mind is above our so-called scientific
laws.
When the Science of the Real is known to scientists, they
will see that there is a Law that is beyond their man-made
laws in the realm of matter, and that this Law is a law unto
itself. It circumscribes all laws. And the wonderful fact
about this One Fact, as Emerson calls it, is that it may be
known to, and employed by, the human mind. How? By
divining its workings in the glow of spiritual insight. It
will first be divined here by scientists, and then made real
by actual demonstration.
When scientists have put themselves together, in the
light of insight, then will come a full recognition of the
vast significance of Emerson’s assertion that everything
in the realm of matter answers to a moral power of the
mind. When men begin to use this power, we shall witness
the enthronement of moral power in the practical affairs
of men. This will indeed be the Kingdom of God on earth.

Science and religion, together with all realms, will join
hands and work in the confidence of maturity for the trans
formation of this genius of the mind into practical power.
What all sensitive minds now divine in the insight of soli
tude as possibility will be made real. And let us not falter.
What is seen by insight can be made real. The law and the
perception of the law are at last one. The materialist will
scoff; the skeptic will laugh; the sentimentalist will do
little but talk; but men of the new science will usher in
Moral Power on the wings of double vision. Now we are
just divining the possibilities, and now is the hour to have
sublime faith in the infinitude of mind. This faith says
to us, as Emerson noted, ‘Never mind the ridicule, never
mind the defeat: up again, old heart! — it seems to say, —
there is victory yet for all justice; and the true romance
which the world exists to realize, will be the transformation
of genius into practical power.’
What may be done with this soul-power of the mind?
When scientists put themselves together, they will see what
may be done. Meanwhile, let us recall that Emerson, even
with ‘his scientific method of the severest kind,’ once said,
‘With regard to the miracles ascribed to Jesus, I suppose
he wrought them.’ What Emerson denied was that they were
miracles — ‘The word Miracle, as pronounced by Christian
churches, gives a false impression; it is Monster. It is
not one with the blowing clover and the falling rain.’ In
other words, Emerson objects to the tendency to take mir
acles out of nature. He is repelled if you make a sublime
character like Jesus a thaumaturgist. We do not yet appre
hend the miracle of the mind, the miracle of this soul-power
of the mind, which is, Emerson believed, not miracle in
the sense designated by traditional Christianity, but simply
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a higher aspect of the one Law that governs all matter. And
this Law can be employed by the human mind. Otherwise,
why did Christ say that we will do even greater things?
We will; that is, if we have the perseverance to transform
our perception of the Law into actuality. With perseverance
in our pursuit of double vision, we shall soon enough see
‘the miracle of the mind.’ We ‘shall learn its subtle but im
mense power . . . shall come to know that in seeing and
in no tradition’ we shall find what the truth is. Having appre
hended this One Fact which includes and dissolves all man
made facts, we ‘shall come to trust it entirely, as the only
true; to cleave to God against the name of God.’ Cleaving only
to this God that is opened within us, we shall see that ‘every
thing in nature answers to a moral power.’
When men begin to employ this power, what we now re
gard as miracles may be seen as the natural workings of
a Law heretofore known to only a few men. Jesus was
perhaps the only man who knew how fully to employ this
Law to make nature answer to its power. But other seers
have divined its potentialities.
Emerson was not deeply concerned about the miracles;
in fact ‘I should be well content to lose them.’ But he re
fused to be cocksure. Let science pursue humility a little
further, and not be cocksure about miracles, or anything
else. When you know the whole Law, Emerson would say,
you may properly speak with authority. But now you don’t
know the full circle of this Law. You apprehend it very
dimly. And when you do know the power of mind and have
demonstrated it, you may easily declare that what we now
call miracles are a natural functioning of soul-power in
the mind. Jesus ‘saw with open eye the mystery of the
soul,’ said Emerson. ‘Drawn by its severe harmony, ravished
with its beauty, he lived in it, and had his being there.

Alone in all history he estimated the greatness of man.
One man was true to what is in you and me.’
In turning to mysticism, science is taking the most im
portant step in centuries. For here, in the Science of the
Real, is the place to divine the greatness of man. By listen
ing, in a mystical sense, Emerson became so vitally aware
of what is in man that he always taught the same doctrine
— the infinitude of man. No doctrine needs to be more
resolutely affirmed in this sickly world of to-day, where we
are all prone to rely on almost everything but the soulpower in ourselves.
The new era, in which science and religion will join
hands to establish the supremacy of moral power, will be
a time of soul-searching. Religion, as well as science, will
turn to mysticism and explore the soul at first hand. The
attitude of both scientists and religionists will be akin to
that of Emerson. Minds will be open, knowing nothing in
order to see all. Minds will be cleansed of preferences and
prejudices, and there will be ‘a pretty rapid abandonment,’
as Emerson predicted, of what we now call religion. In
the new era, the religionist as well as scientist will say,
‘No facts are to me sacred; none are profane.’ The search
for the intuitions will be the thing, and we shall stop this
silly prattle about ‘facts’ which are not facts. A thing is not
real at second and third hand. It must be known by ex
perience.
The soul is the power that puts the man together. When
he allows a passage to its beams, it brings new life to the
faculties which are now dormant or at least not functioning
in full circle. The soul is an enveloping presence. We are
in it. Without this enveloping presence, the experience of
God would not be possible. It is the power that has pushed

life to higher forms. It seeks not security, but ascension,
or a progress into its light. This process, in which the
World Soul has pushed life to higher forms, we call evolu
tion. The soul pushes man toward harmony and intelligence,
and although man continually blocks the passage of this
light by subservience to sense, enough of it has broken
through to make some degree of harmony possible. Thus
we have a civilization, even if a primitive one. We shall
never know a real civilization until the light of the soul
breaks through and floods the minds of a great many in
dividuals. To date, it has flooded only a few minds in each
generation. Significant history is pretty much the story of
these few minds that were full of light — Jesus, Plato,
Goethe, and Emerson. In each generation, we can almost
count the inspired souls in small figures. Thus the greatest
problem of mankind is to learn to allow a passage to the
light of the soul.
How does the soul function in man ? According to Emer
son’s light, ‘when it breathes through his intellect, it is
genius; when it breathes through his will, it is virtue; when
it flows through his affection, it is love. And the blindness
of the intellect begins when it would be something of it
self. The weakness of the will begins when the individual
would be something of himself. All reform aims in some
one particular to let the soul have its way through us; in
other words, to engage us to obey.’
When we begin to move into the light of the soul, we see
that ‘we are nothing, but the light is all.’ All of our ex
perience ‘goes to show that the soul in man is not an organ,
but animates and exercises all the organs; is not a func
tion, like the power of memory, of calculation, of com
parison, but uses these as hands and feet; is not a faculty,

but a light; is not the intellect or the will, but the master
of the intellect and the will; is the background of our be
ing, in which they lie, — an immensity not possessed and
that cannot be possessed. From within or from behind, a
light shines through us upon things and makes us aware
that we are nothing, but the light is all.’
Every person has an individual soul, and ‘of this pure
nature every man is at some time sensible.’ There are mo
ments of awareness when we feel this light shining through
us upon things. When the light shines, the landscape, how
ever humble, is beautiful. When it fails to glow, the most
beautiful scene does not inspire. In absence of the light,
our best friend may appear dull. Then the light glows again,
and we see that the lack of beauty was in us, not in the
scene or the friend. With this light, life is a glorious ad
venture; balked of the sight of this essence, we mope and
wallow like dogs. We then live in the carnal mind and are
stuffed with conjectures. Yea, without the light of the soul,
we do not know a thing.
But wonderful as the light is, we confess our inability
to describe it. ‘Language cannot paint it with his colors,’
said Emerson. ‘It is too subtile. It is undefinable, unmeasur
able; but we know that it pervades and contains us.’ If we
do venture to tell the story of the soul, we must turn to
one who was a master of language. If anyone could paint
these spiritual essences, it was Emerson. Professor Garrod rightly says of Emerson: ‘Such a word-watcher, such
a word-catcher, such a weigher-in-the-balance of niceties of
rhythm and order, as well as of phrase, has seldom been.’
But it is not correct to say, as Professor Garrod does,
that ‘Emerson’s greatness is pre-eminently that of a verbal
artist.’ This statement implies that Emerson’s greatness
was in form, whereas his true greatness is forever in spirit.

He was not so much a great writer as a writer with ‘great
ness of mind.’ This greatness of mind, this spirit, is for
ever the significant fact about Emerson. The external ex
pression of this spirit was to be given in sacred words, if
possible, ‘yet I desire, even by profane words, if I may not
use sacred, to indicate the heaven of this deity.’ Word
watching and word-catching were not paramount in Emer
son’s mind. He clearly indicates his feeling about this
m atter: ‘This deep power in which we exist and whose be
atitude is all accessible to us, is not only self-sufficing and
perfect in every hour, but the act of seeing and the thing
seen, the seer and the spectacle, the subject and the object,
are one. We see the world, piece by piece, as the sun, the
moon, the animal, the tree; but the whole, of which these
are the shining parts, is the soul. Only by the vision of that
Wisdom can the horoscope of the ages be read, and by fall
ing back on our better thoughts, by yielding to the spirit of
prophecy which is innate in every man, we can know what
it saith. Every man’s words who speaks from that life
must sound vain to those who do not dwell in the same
thought on their own part. I dare not speak for it. My words
do not carry its august sense; they fall short and cold.
Only itself can inspire whom it will, and behold! their
speech shall be lyrical, and sweet, and universal as the ris
ing of the wind. Yet I desire, even by profane words, if
I may not use sacred, to indicate the heaven of this deity
and to report what hints I have collected of the transcend
ent simplicity and energy of the Highest Law.’
What of the relation of body and soul? They are not
good friends in most of us. ‘The soul says, “Eat,” the body
would feast. The soul says, “The man and woman shall be
one flesh and one soul” ; the body would join the flesh only.

The soul says, “Have dominion over all things to the ends
of virtue’’; the body would have the power over things to
its own ends.’ As the body generally wins in this conflict
between body and soul, civilization progresses at a snail’s
pace rather than by leaps and bounds. Society staggers and
antagonizes on; but on, for ‘there is something,’ as Emer
son says; and this something is the soul, which pushes man
on in spite of his body, in spite of his slavery to low desire.
If not, if this light had not glowed in men, however in
frequently, civilization would not have been possible. ‘The
character and duration of this enthusiasm vary with the
state of the individual, from an ecstasy and trance and
prophetic inspiration, — which is its rarer appearance, —
to the faintest glow of virtuous emotion, in which form it
warms, like our household fires, all the families and as
sociations of men, and makes society possible.’
This light has not broken through to the saints alone.
It is not the peculiar property of the mystics and prophets
who have been ‘blasted’ by its light. It breaks through on
occasion to every man. We smile when the sourest skeptic
tells us there is no such thing as this light of the soul, for
in the next moment he stops and asks a stranded motorist,
‘Can I be of any assistance to you?’ The light breaks
through in all of us, but so seldom in most that society
staggers under the weight of the bodily desire of those who
would have ‘the power over things to its own ends.’
‘The sublime vision comes to the pure and simple soul
in a clean and chaste body,’ says Emerson. The mystics will
all tell you that the body cannot be neglected in pursuing
this Science of the Real. As its harmonious function is
vitally important, everything is evil to you that untunes
you, regardless of what the ‘established views’ may say.
The established views may say, ‘Drink eight glasses of water

a day’ ; but it is for you to find the amount of food and
drink that keeps you in tune with this light. Thoreau found,
even though he was as strong as an ox, that the slightest
error in bodily care would untune him, even such an ap
parent trifle as having partaken too freely of water on the
preceding day.
The care of the body is vitally important. The body will
blot out the light every day, if you let it. ‘If thou fill thy
brain with Boston and New York/ says Emerson, ‘with
fashion and covetousness, and wilt stimulate thy jaded
senses with wine and French coffee, thou shalt find no
radiance of wisdom in the lonely waste of the pine woods.’
Emerson did not object to stimulants in moderation, but
they are certainly no boon if used in excess to lash jaded
senses. Then they untune, whereas if used in moderation
they may increase perception. Emerson found that two
cups of coffee in the morning kept him at his peak for
several hours. He wanted to ‘hear what the morning says
and believe that.’ And in these early hours he did his best
work. Nevertheless many people do not take stimulants to
reach the peak, but the depth. They lash jaded senses, often
at night when they have no intention of working but are
seeking escape from themselves. Stimulants are proper
if they bring you to your best Self, but as an escape are an
evil. The only rule is to discover what and how much is
for you.
Require moderation in the body to encourage the soul.
Emerson would prescribe no ascetic regime, as Milton did
when he urged of one who would sing ‘the holy decrees of
God’ that he ‘live sparely, let herbs be his harmless food,
and clear water from a beechen cup give him a sober
draught.’ If herbs and clear water are the proper things to
keep you at your peak, well and good. But do not make the

mistake of assuming that what is right for you is right for
all men. Every man must discover that for himself, in the
physical realm as well as in the spiritual. All Emerson asks
in the physical realm is that we at least give the soul a
chance by some discipline and control of the body.
In what manner do we progress into the light? Emerson
felt that: ‘After its own law and not by arithmetic is the
rate of its progress to be computed. The soul’s advances are
not made by gradation, such as can be represented by mo
tion in a straight line, but rather by ascension of state,
such as can be represented by metamorphosis — from the
egg to the worm, from the worm to the fly. The growths
of genius are of a certain total character. . . .
‘This is the law of moral and of mental gain. The simple
rise as by specific levity not into a particular virtue, but
into the region of all the virtues. They are in the spirit which
contains them all. The soul requires purity, but purity is
not it; requires justice, but justice is not that; requires
beneficence, but is somewhat better; so that there is a kind
of descent and accommodation felt when we leave speaking
of moral nature to urge a virtue which it enjoins . . . Speak
to his heart, and the man becomes suddenly virtuous.’
Emerson spoke to both mind and heart, but as he pro
gressed in spiritual awareness he spoke more and more to
the heart. He sought to touch the ‘common soul,’ that
spark of divinity which is in all men. He saw that the pri
mary defect in education, and elsewhere, is our failure to
speak to ‘divine sentiments’ in people. We too often assume
not their virtue, but their sin. Seeing to what extent most
people are weighted down by sense, we do not think it
possible to speak to their divine sentiments. Emerson felt
that in education we do not even try to arouse the spiritual

faculties of the student. We annually turn out hosts of
unawakened students who are ‘stuffed with conjectures/
which they have received at second and third hand. Their
own light has not been made to glow, by speaking to their
hearts. Thus many of them are cold and hard, with no
spontaneity and enthusiasm for life. They have been stuffed
with knowledge until they have an exaggerated opinion of
their intellect, as if it were something of itself. But if we
examine their inner lives, we often find, as Emerson did,
that they have come out of college ‘with a bag of wind,
a memory of words, and do not know a thing.’ They are
unawakened. They feel that a college training has given
them a wisdom entirely their own, and they are unaware
of ‘a certain wisdom’ common to all men, which is known
only from inner experience. They think that an unedu
cated man could not be as wise as they, when in reality
‘our ordinary education often labors to silence and ob
struct’ a ‘certain wisdom’ that has little or nothing to do
with what is given in the classroom.
Education exalts not the soul but erudition. Without
the light, the erudition is worthless. Who does not know
scholars who know something about everything, but in
reality do not know a thing? They are ‘a memory of words,’
and have not the insight to read the truth reflected in
themselves. They rush hither and yon, acquiring degrees,
and finally become walking encyclopedias when ‘there lies
the answer’ in themselves. They know what everyone else
has thought, but not what they feel. And these are the
men who, for the most part, teach our youth. ‘Their vio
lence of direction in some degree disqualifies them to think
truly,’ said Emerson. They would fill the students with
second and third hand knowledge, and not even try to speak to
their ‘common soul.’ Thus, with no one to stab them awake,

most students come out of college with a degree, but do
not know a thing in a spiritual sense.
But we would not imply that college students are shal
low. On the whole, they want to be stabbed awake and will
run to any man who speaks up to them from inner ex
perience. Recall the remarks of the outstanding Harvard
senior of our time, who said that the students would run
to any man who would show them a real approach to
God.
It was interesting to note that a prominent undergradu
ate at Yale said virtually the same thing. He said that if
some one or thing would show the students what they are
to live for, they would eagerly go to it, whether it was
chapel, the science laboratory, or ‘Professor Billy Phelps.’
One thing seemed to me to stand out in this report on
undergraduate feeling, and that was that the opinions of
the undergraduates reflected a thirst for something that
they were not getting in their education and in the churches.
This longing is not easily described, but perhaps the Har
vard senior best expressed it when he said that ‘the prob
lem is the approach to God . . . we want it.’ Emerson
once went to a small New England college, expecting to
spend the night. He spoke up to the boys, assumed their vir
tue, and sought to give them a real approach to the divinity
in themselves. To make a long story short, he could not
break away for several days. The boys flocked to his informal
talks, and one youngster was so inspired that he became a
Boswell, and later wrote a book about his talks with Emer
son. I have seen college students travel hundreds of miles
just to spend a week-end with a young mystic of our time
who speaks to them from inner experience and gives them
a real approach to God. And they are the same students
who would not walk across the campus to hear some of our

intellectuals speak down to them, from second and third
hand.
These students have an amazing talent for divining
whether or not you have something real to offer them. If
you speak from feeling to their feeling; if you assume their
potentialities and seek to stab them awake, they will run
to you. If not, ‘if there be no such God’s word in the
man,’ they care not ‘how adroit, how fluent, how brilliant
he is.’ The man who thinks he can fool the modern gen
eration of college students is a fool. Most of them have
not been stabbed awake, but the feeling is there, under
neath whatever appearances, and they will feel what you
are, regardless of what you say.
Some will say that Emerson abandoned his ‘scientific
method of the severest kind’ when he spoke from the heart.
The fact is that he more closely embraced his scientific
method when he spoke from the heart. He was speaking
then from inner experience, and what is reality but some
thing you have experienced in your own life? Emerson
spoke the things that were real to him, seeking to stimu
late the students to discover what was truly their own.
He wanted them to find what was real to them. ‘Truly
speaking,’ he told the theological students, ‘it is not in
struction, but provocation, that I can receive from another
soul. What he announces, I must find true in me, or reject;
and on his word, or as his second, be he who he may, I can
accept nothing. On the contrary, the absence of this pri
mary faith is the presence of degradation.’
Neither religion nor education truly encourage this pri
mary faith. Religion in particular does not encourage
young people to discover truth for themselves. What we
call fact is taken at second and third hand and is thus not
fact in the sense Emerson meant at all. Nothing is at last

real to us that we do not know at first hand. ‘Every mind
must know the whole lesson for itself,’ said Emerson, ‘must
go over the whole ground. What it does not see, what it
does not live, it will not know.’ To speak with a ‘scientific
method of the severest kind’ is to speak from conviction
that is the fruit of spiritual insight as well as actual observa
tion. To speak thus is to speak with the double vision which
Dr. Holmes ascribed to Emerson. To speak thus is to speak
what is reality to you. But how many do speak thus? Our
world is second and third hand, and ‘primary’ faith in one’s
own inner light is so rare that when a man appears who
sincerely feels the authority and primacy of this faith, the
students run to him for inspiration. They hate to feel that
they, too, will become a second and third hand generation.
There comes a time in our experience when ‘the soul
feels that it is in communication with the soul of things.’
As Eckhart said, the individual soul feels that ‘there is some
thing in the soul which is above the soul.’ It is then that we
become aware of the presence of what Emerson called the
Over-Soul, or World-Soul. It is then that we lose our finite
sense of separation and achieve Oneness. We then see, as
Emerson did, that the individual soul is part of ‘that Unity,
that Over-Soul, within which every man’s particular being
is contained and made one with all other; that common heart
of which all sincere conversation is the worship, to which
all right action is submission; that over-powering reality
which confutes our tricks and talents, and constrains every
one to pass for what he is, and to speak from his character
and not from his tongue, and which evermore tends to
pass into our thought and hand and become wisdom and
virtue and power and beauty. We live in succession, in di
vision, in parts, in particles. Meantime within man is the

soul of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty,
to which every part and particle is equally related; the
eternal ONE.’
When the individual soul achieves this awareness of One
ness, it begins to feel the unity of all life. Arriving at such
a state, a man can say, with feeling which is the fruit of
living reality, that ‘none is accomplished so long as any are
incomplete.’ This thought is not rare, for the sentimentalists
love to recite it at second hand. But it is rare as a ‘feeling,’
as something that is known by inner experience.
Emerson knew this Oneness by experience. He sensitized
his individual soul to the vibrations of the Over-Soul to a
degree that made the essential Oneness of all men a living
reality to him. Thus he spoke increasingly to the common
soul of men, to their Oneness, and sought to break down
the idea of separation, which is so strong in most minds,
and which causes most of the discord in society. Out of
this idea of separation have come awful things to the minds
of men. It is, at bottom, the idea that causes our shallow
nationalism and stupid patriotism. It continually tears men
apart and causes war and desolation. It is the most destruc
tive idea of the human mind. Only by knowing this ex
perience of Oneness in the soul can we finally erase it. Laws
and peace pacts will not erase it, or all the books and sermons
at second hand. You have to experience Oneness first, and
then the world comes out right. Then you see and feel that
in destroying another you are destroying yourself.
When you experience this essential oneness of life, you
come to live by the law of love, which is harmony. Any
thing that destroys this harmony between you and your
neighbor actually hurts, in even a physical sense. You are
like a fish out of water, restless and gasping, until harmony
is restored. The harmony becomes the joy of life. And you

readily see that the only real hope of world peace is that this
experience shall be known to hosts of individuals in all
countries. Peace can be established outwardly only by being
known inwardly.
This experience of Oneness comes as we move into the
part of the God-experience which, in discussing the ex
perience of God, we called Love. This experience usually
comes after we have become aware of the Presence and the
Thought. It absolves our concepts of separation. As Emer
son says, ‘this bitterness of His and Mine ceases.’ We find
that this experience of love erases all illusion of inequality.
What was in the greatest men is open to us, and if we fail
to summon what was in Jesus to ourselves, we simply are
unaware that ‘every man is an inlet to the same and to all
of the same.’
‘In the nature of the soul,’ said Emerson, ‘is the compensa
tion for the inequalities of condition. The radical tragedy of
nature seems to be the distinction of More and Less. How
can Less not feel the pain; how not feel indignation or
malevolence towards More? Look at those who have less
faculty, and one feels sad and knows not well what to make
of it. He almost shuns their eye; he fears they will upbraid
God. What should they do? It seems a great injustice. But
see the facts nearly and these mountainous inequalities van
ish. Love reduces them as the sun melts the iceberg in the
sea. The heart and soul of all men being one, this bitterness
of His and Mine ceases. His is mine. I am my brother and
my brother is me. If I feel overshadowed and outdone by
great neighbors, I can yet love; I can still receive; and he
that loveth maketh his own the grandeur he loves. It is the
nature of the soul to appropriate all things. Jesus and
Shakespeare are fragments of the soul, and by love I con
quer and incorporate them in my own conscious domain.’

We do not know a great deal about the soul but we do
know, from inner experience, that we are in it, and that we
are nothing and this light is all. We soon enough discover
that it is this light that is the supreme authority, and not
a man, an organization, or a book. Those who place author
ity in men or their contrivances are the ones who are nar
rowly dogmatic. Those who rely on this light, on their own
Best Counsel, are not dogmatic about the nature of the
light because they know that the mind is steadily ascending
to new horizons of awareness. Thus Emerson purposely re
fused to be dogmatic about the soul, although few have
known its light more intimately. ‘None more than Emerson
has lived next-door neighbor to truth,’ said Dr. Bartol. ‘Who
is this that turns aside into the thicket from the throng? . . .
It was Moses at Mount Sinai, Paul in Arabia, Jesus in the
wilderness, and Emerson a worshipper in the woods.’ Em
erson constantly turned aside — ‘almost daily’ — to listen
to the advice of his inner light. Few have been as faithful
to it, and in this respect he is rightly classified with the
greatest seers. But whereas the early seers were often very
dogmatic about their light, Emerson felt that his thought
should be left fluid for higher insights. Most people, used
to dogmatism, lean to the positive and direct teachings and
fail to appreciate the greatness of Emerson’s subtle and in
direct method, which invariably leaves ample room for a
higher accuracy. ‘Emerson refused to dogmatize about
what is necessarily obscure at present,’ said Albee. ‘So some
thought the obscurity lay in him.’ But not those who know
Emerson. Those who do know him are aware that he is ‘as
clear as the sun’ to one who takes the pains to learn the
fundamental basis of his teachings. Having learned this, we
must feel him and not be unduly influenced by his words.
It is his essence we must grasp.

A man who has been blasted by the light of the soul
needs no mediator. He has passed beyond the concepts of
traditional religion. He does not need to lean on a second
and third hand God, for in his own soul is a constant Thus
saith the Lord, a light which gives an increasing awareness
of ‘the fit word and the fit act for each movement.’ Few can
dwell constantly in the glow of this light, in the manner of
Christ, but it can be summoned into every life. The extent
to which it glows depends entirely on our own efforts —
or perhaps better to say, our lack of efforts, for it shines in
those who allow a passage to its beams and are not full of
the ‘miserable interferences’ of the carnal mind. It shines
in those who are hollow that they may be full.
At last we see that the soul is a law unto itself. It contra
dicts all experience, and thus no truth is so sacred but it may
be trivial to-morrow in the light of new insights from the
soul. Most men find this light disconcerting, even when
dimly apprehended. For the soul is ‘no flatterer.’ It is
‘against ourselves as much as others.’ When we would slip
into a feeble allegiance to secondhand knowledge of God,
it admonishes us to recover our ercctness. ‘It is no follower.’
It knows no persons, but only the essence we call spirit. It
honors essence, and not names and dates and places — ‘it
never appeals from itself.’ It believes in itself. ‘Before the
immense possibilities of man all mere experience, all past
biography, however spotless and sainted, shrinks away. Be
fore that heaven which our presentiments foreshow us, we
cannot easily praise any form of life we have seen or read
of. We not only affirm that we have few great men, but
absolutely speaking, that we have none; that we have no
history, no record of any character or mode of living that
entirely contents us. The saints and demigods whom history
worships we are constrained to accept with a grain of al-

lowance. Though in our lonely hours we draw a new strength
out of their memory, yet, pressed on our attention, as they
are by the thoughtless and customary, they fatigue and
invade. The soul gives itself, alone, original and pure, to
the Lonely, Original, and Pure, who, on that condition,
gladly inhabits, leads and speaks through it. Then is it glad,
young and nimble. It is not wise, but it sees through all
things. It is not called religious, but it is innocent. It calls
the light its own, and feels that the grass grows and the
stone falls by a law inferior to, and dependent on, its nature.
Behold, it saith, I am born into the great, the universal
mind. I, the imperfect, adore my own Perfect. I am some
how receptive of the great soul, and thereby I do overlook
the sun and the stars and feel them to be the fair accidents
and effects which change and pass. More and more the
surges of everlasting nature enter into me, and I become
public and human in my regards and actions. So come I to
live in thoughts and act with energies which are immortal.
Thus revering the soul, and learning, as the ancient said,
that “its beauty is immense,” man will come to see that the
world is the perennial miracle which the soul worketh, and
be less astonished at particular wonders; he will learn that
there is no profane history; that all history is sacred; that
the universe is represented in an atom; in a moment of
time. He will weave no longer a spotted life of shreds and
patches, but he will live with a divine unity. He will cease
from what is base and frivolous in his life and be content
with all places and with any service he can render. He will
calmly front the morrow in the negligency of that trust
which carries God with it and so hath already the whole
future in the bottom of the heart.’
What of the future life? Emerson urges us to live in the
real future by living vitally in the real present. He urges us
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further to check this ‘low curiosity’ about what lies ahead.
‘Life is a series of surprises, and would not be worth taking
or keeping if it were not. God delights to isolate us every
day, and hide from us the past and the future. We would
look about us, but with grand politeness he draws down
before us an impenetrable screen of purest sky, and another
behind us of purest sky. “You will not remember,” he seems
to say, “and you will not expect.” All good conversation,
manners and action come from a spontaneity which forgets
usages and makes the moment great.’
Make the moment great! That might be said to be a re
flection of Emerson’s entire philosophy. Live fully and
vitally in the Everlasting Now, and let the future take care
of itself. Emerson liked the epitaph on a wise man’s tomb
which says, ‘Think on living.’ It was Emerson’s view that
‘sufficient to today are the duties of today. Don’t waste
life in doubts and fears; spend yourself on the work before
you, well assured that the right performance of this hour’s
duties will be the best preparation for the hours or ages that
follow i t : —
“The name of death was never terrible
To him that knew to live.” ’
Men have lived in doubts and fears because the victims
of the soul’s mumps and measles have fabricated all manner
of weird doctrines about future punishment, damnation, and
the exact nature of the future life. These fabrications of the
doctrinaires were repugnant to Emerson. ‘We must check
this low curiosity,’ he said. ‘An answer in words is delusive;
it is really no answer to the questions you ask. Do not re
quire a description of the countries towards which you sail.
The description does not describe them to you, and to-mor
row you arrive there and know them by inhabiting them.
Men ask concerning the immortality of the soul, the em-
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ployments of heaven, the state of the sinner, and so forth.
They even dream that Jesus has left replies to precisely these
interrogatories. Never a moment did that sublime spirit
speak in their patois. To truth, justice, love, the attributes
of the soul, the idea of immutableness is essentially as
sociated. Jesus, living in these moral sentiments, heedless
of sensual fortunes, heeding only the manifestations of
these, never made the separation of the idea of duration from
the essence of these attributes, nor uttered a syllable con
cerning the duration of the soul. It was left to his disciples
to sever duration from the moral elements, and to teach
the immortality of the soul as a doctrine, and maintain it by
evidences. The moment the doctrine of the immortality is
separately taught, man is already fallen. In the flowing of
love, in the adoration of humility, there is no question
of continuance. No inspired man ever asks this question or
condescends to these evidences. For the soul is true to itself,
and the man in whom it is shed abroad cannot wander from
the present, which is infinite, to a future which would be
finite.’
Someone will say, ‘Then Emerson did not believe in im
mortality.’ Of course he believed in immortality. But he
lived it, he believed in it now, and not as a possible reward
for the future. He did not believe in punishment in some
mythical hell. Punishment is here and now. ‘It is not in
an arbitrary “decree of God,” but in the nature of man,
that a veil shuts down on the facts of to-morrow; for the
soul will not have us read any other cipher than that of
cause and effect. By this veil which curtains events it in
structs the children of men to live in to-day. The only mode
of obtaining an answer to these questions of the senses is
to forego all low curiosity, and, accepting the tide of being
which floats us into the secret of nature, work and live,

work and live, and all unawares the advancing soul has
built and forged for itself a new condition, and the question
and the answer are one.’
Accept the tide of being which floats us into the secret of
nature. Consider the lilies of the field — or the roses under
Emerson’s window will serve as well. ‘These roses under my
window make no reference to former roses or to better
ones; they are for what they are; they exist with God today.
There is no time to them. There is simply the rose; it is
perfect in every moment of its existence. . . . Its nature
is satisfied and it satisfies nature in all moments alike. But
man postpones or remembers; he does not live in the present,
but with reverted eye laments the past, or, heedless of the
riches that surround him, stands on tiptoe to foresee the
future. He cannot be happy and strong, until he too lives
with nature in the present, above time.’
Time, as we know it, is an illusion of the carnal mind,
and you will recall Paul’s remark that ‘the carnal mind is
enmity against God.’ Think what a fetish we have made
of this false god. It sometimes seems that our whole
civilization — our institutions, our government, our edu
cation, our economics, and above all, our religion — is
fashioned around the past and the future. No one lives in
the present, above time. Only now and then a Jesus, Socrates,
or Emerson dwells in what eternally is, in the awareness
of the ever-present Reality.
The faith in immortality rests on a reality, and a reality
that is alive. It rests on intuition. It can’t be put down in
propositions for debate or argument. It must be felt and
experienced. ‘I am a better believer,’ said Emerson, ‘and
all serious souls are better believers in the immortality,
than we can give grounds for. The real evidence is too
subtle, or is higher than we can write down in propositions,
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and therefore Wordsworth’s Ode is the best modern essay
on the subject.’
Perhaps the best ‘argument’ for immortality is the fact
that the greatest men, the men who have stood closest
to Reality, all believed in immortality. Jesus, Socrates, Em
erson— if men like these had an intuition of immortality,
who are we, of lesser clay, to doubt?
There is a wonderful unity in all of Emerson’s teachings.
It is the unity that comes from an inward eye that is open.
Start back with his teachings on evolution and you may
see that even here the evidence points to immortality. Life
is ever pushing on and up to higher forms. The purpose
of the Power behind evolution is not security but ascension,
or the passage of life into higher forms. Therefore, is it
not reasonable — yes, logical — to assume that this process
does not stop when it reaches man? Goethe had an intuition
of immortality that illustrates this point. ‘To me,’ he said,
‘the eternal existence of my soul is proved from my idea of
activity. If I work incessantly till my death, Nature is bound
to give me another form of existence, when the present can
no longer sustain my spirit.’ There is an intuition of immor
tality that is reasonable and logical because of the facts of
evolution. In the course of evolution Nature has always
devised a higher form of existence when the life in the
present form was in need of a higher organ of expression.
Notice that Goethe says, ‘the eternal existence of my
soul.’ The immortality most of the seers believed in was an
immortality of that which eternally is. Soul, mind, spirit —
these are realities that eternally are. They are imperishable.
And these are the realities the seers had in mind when they
affirmed their faith in immortality. ‘A man speaking from
insight,’ said Emerson, ‘affirms of himself what is true
of the m ind: seeing its immortality, he says, I am immortal.’

You could not get Emerson to speculate on that which was
outside the focus of his awareness of Reality. Speaking
from insight, speaking from the pole of Reason, he would
affirm what he saw in the light he could apprehend. But he
would not speculate on that which was necessarily outside
the focus of his vision. Even in discussing immortality he
clings to his scientific method of the severest kind. In this
mine his Reason and Common Sense are at their best.
Here his double vision functions with distinction. ‘I will
affirm what comes into my light/ he says, in effect, ‘but
beyond that I will not go/
Emerson graciously awards to Plato’s ‘Republic’ the
words of Omar about the Koran: ‘Burn the libraries, for
their value is in this book.’ We might pay tribute to Emer
son’s Reason and Common Sense by saying, ‘Burn the
books on immortality, for their value is in one of Emer
son’s passages.’ The passage is as follows: —
‘A man of thought is willing to die, willing to live; I
suppose because he has seen the thread on which the beads
are strung, and perceived that it reaches up and down, ex
isting quite independently of the present illusions. A man
of affairs is afraid to die, is pestered with terrors, because
he has not this vision, and is the victim of those who have
moulded the religious doctrines into some neat and plausible
system . . . for household use. It is the fear of the young
bird to trust its wings. The experiences of the soul will
fast outgrow this alarm. The saying of Marcus Antonius
it were hard to mend: “It is well to die if there be gods, and
sad to live if there be none.” I think all sound minds rest
on a certain preliminary conviction, namely, that if it be
best that conscious personal life shall continue, it will
continue; if not best, then it will not: and we, if we saw
the whole, should of course see that it was better so.’

T this point I am reminded of a verse that ends with
these lines: —

A

So clear I see, now it is done,
How I have wasted half my day,
And left my work but just begun.
Now it is done! Or is any book ever done? Surely no
single volume on Emerson could be quite complete. Any
man who knows the scope and depth of this mind can ap
preciate the feeling of inadequacy that comes to one who
has endeavored to do justice to the man from Concord in
one volume. Such a writer is beset with feelings of doubt
and despair when he reaches the end of his pages. Why did
he waste half his day on this mood of Emerson when a
dozen others probably reflected a higher degree of Reality?
‘Life is a train of moods like a string of beads,’ said Emer
son, ‘and as we pass through them they prove to be manycolored lenses which paint the world their own hue, and
each shows only what lies in its focus. From the mountain
you see the mountain. We animate what we can, and we see
only what we animate.’
I have animated what I could and trust that some of
Emerson has been seen from the mountain. Some will say
that I have viewed him only from the mountain. Perhaps
so, but it isn’t easy to look at a man from the gutter when
you have lived on such high terms with him as I have with

this man from Concord. I am not unaware of his limitations,
nor was h e; but when one knows the whole man they seem
almost too trivial for mention. As far as his philosophy is
concerned, he never tried to settle anything as ‘true’ or
‘false’ — he merely aspired to give energy and direction
to our own search for truth. And as far as his character is
concerned, I agree with Bliss Perry in his opinion that few
men in history have had ‘such a flawless integrity of nature.’
Oliver Wendell Holmes felt that Emerson ‘comes very
near our best ideal of humanity.’ If one of our most re
spected citizens felt this way after knowing Emerson for
over forty years, then who am I to doubt? I leave the
pedestal-smashing to the muckrakers.
In spite of many years of ‘thankful laboriousness’ in be
half of the man from Concord, I feel that my work is just
begun. Alcott called Emerson a ‘college,’ and I have outlined
only a few of the elementary courses of this college. To at
tempt to cover the whole curriculum in one volume would be
an almost impossible task. I can only point to the conviction
of Professor Firkins, that Emerson ‘brought into the
service of the religious instinct a larger amount and greater
variety of material than was ever applied to that function
by any other of the sons of men.’ At least Emerson was
supreme in our times in the magnitude of his resources.
Thus I have only treated that which seemed to me the most
important. He seemed to me to have two outstanding
motives: to preach the gospel of the New World, and to
teach the experience of God in the soul of man. So I con
centrated, for the most part, on these two aspects of his
teachings and have endeavored to give them some relation
to the problems of to-day.
I have aspired only to set the reader’s wheel going, to
give him a thirst not so much for Emerson as for the things

in life that matter most — the eternal realities. I feel sure
that Emerson would approve of this aspiration inasmuch
as he made it clear that he wished to bring men ‘not to me,
but to themselves.’ He wanted to set our wheel going, to
stab us awake with the awareness of ‘what is in you and me.’
What he said is only important as ‘illustrations’ that may
help us to discover the inmost realities of our own con
sciousness. With Emerson it was ever, ‘Be real and ad
mirable, not as we know, but as you know.’ He ever sought
to bring out the best that you know. He was never the victim
of the illusion that is characteristic of so many moralists,
the illusion that my way is true and right for all men. His
Way was true and right for him ; and he always sought to
arouse us to an awareness of the Way that is true and right
for you and me. Each man has his own Way. It is wrapped
up within him, as the oak is in the acorn and the rose in a
tiny seed. No one but you can discover and develop your
own Way. Emerson’s whole philosophy is shaped around a
vital awareness of this principle.
A woman once suggested that I organize a new sect based
on Emerson’s spiritual teachings. ‘Heaven forbid!’ I replied.
The history of organized religions seems to me to indicate
that spiritual truth begins to deteriorate the moment you
organize it. It starts out as living intuitions in the divine
imagination of an inspired man and ends up as ossified
creeds and dead tradition. Emerson was firmly of the
opinion that souls are not saved in bundles. Like William
James he was ‘against bigness’ in all of its forms and ‘with
the invisible, molecular moral forces that work from indi
vidual to individual.’ Perhaps William James spoke not for
himself alone, but for all emancipators of the mind and
spirit, when he said: ‘I am against bigness and greatness in

all their forms, and with the invisible, molecular moral
forces that work from individual to individual, stealing
through the crannies of the world like so many soft root
lets, or like the capillary oozing of water, and yet rending
the hardest monuments of man’s pride, if you give them
time.’
Emerson was in no hurry. He had no panacea to trans
form the world overnight. He simply tossed parables at the
private man, and counted on the invisible moral forces to
work their way out from this center, stealing through the
dry husks to the inner lives of individuals, given time. He
saw that this matter of saving souls was a ‘one by one’
process, more likely where two or three are gathered than
in a crowd. Perhaps Jesus meant us to take him at his word
here. In Dickinson’s ‘The Magic Flute,’ Tamino sets out to
search for the Truth and finally meets the Nazarene in a
vision. The following conversation ensues, in part: —
‘Are any of the Churches your Church?’
‘None of them are mine.’
‘Have you a Church?’
‘Where two or three are gathered in my name.’
Strictly speaking, Emerson was not against anything.
He was for the eternal realities and his message might be
summed up in two words: Affirm Reality! He affirmed the
eternal realities and did not deny that there is some good in
everything. Where he saw a chance for improvement, he
endeavored to give better. ‘The measure of mental health
is the disposition to find good everywhere.’ If any man had
this disposition, it was the man from Concord. To him, evil
was only the counterfeit of Reality. He would not waste
his genius in negation and denunciation but looked straight
through the counterfeits to the underlying Reality itself.
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And here again we see why Cooke said that Emerson’s
method was the method of Jesus. Neither of these men ig
nored facts that are made, but looked straight through facts
to that which eternally is. ‘Jesus went through life seeing
no quarrels, no unhappiness, no lies, no impurity, no sick
ness,’ says Glenn Clark. ‘Where they appeared to be He
turned the lens of His divinely inspired imagination upon
them; He converted them into parables, and behold, they
stood forth revealed as mere shadows or reflections — up
side down — of the reality. And every time that Jesus con
verted a fact into a reality the people exclaimed that a mira
cle had been wrought.
‘Bear in mind I do not mean to imply that Jesus went
about disregarding and overlooking the facts of life. Rather
He looked at them so much more steadily, so much more
understandingly than the rest of mankind that He looked
right straight through them into the underlying Reality of
which they were the mere counterfeits or reflections. This
is what the parabolic point of view consists of.’
Bliss Perry starts his book on Emerson with these six
words: ‘Emerson was a master of parable. . . .’ Those who
live in this point of view see that Reality is ‘that which
eternally is.’ And in this they live. Thus they come ‘to be
and to grow’ in the eternal realities.
‘To Be is the unsolved, unsolvable wonder,’ said Emerson.
The manner in which Emerson was able ‘to Be,’ to dwell
above time and space in that which eternally is, is one of
the unsolved wonders of our times. It was this that made
him ‘the unapproachable Emerson.’ (I once wrote an article
about one of our distinguished thinkers in which I com
pared the thinker to Emerson. This gentleman read my
article and wrote his appreciation, but reproved me for com
paring him to ‘the unapproachable Emerson.’) Bliss Perry

says that ‘only one observer had the opportunity of studying
Emerson closely, week after week, in the solitude of the
primeval forest.’ That was W. G. Stillman, artist and
journalist, who often went camping with the Concord seer
and was thus able to study him at close range. Later, when
he wrote his ‘Autobiography,’ Stillman said: ‘Attainments
will be greater, and discovery and accomplishments will
surpass themselves as we go on, but to be, as Emerson was,
is absolute and complete existence.’
To be and to grow is to follow the Mystic Way of the
seers, the Way to Truth and Eternal Life, the Way to the
Unitive Life. Those who live in the transcendent levels of
the Mystic Way are about just one ‘business.’ It is what
I like to call this God business. Edward Emerson said that
it was difficult to get his father to travel for pleasure. He
says that Emerson, ‘when invited to travel for pleasure,
inclined to say like the young Jesus, “Wist ye not that I
must be about my Father’s business?” ’
Those who are about this God business are not concerned
with work and pleasure, as most of us think of these things.
The consciousness of these men is lost in the Unitive Life.
They have just one business and are ever about that. This
is work, play, duty, pleasure and all else rolled into one
drive, one unity of life. You will recall Bliss Perry’s re
mark that some critics ‘think that they discern in Emerson’s
mind this ultimate and absolute unity.’
This ‘ultimate and absolute unity’ was the fruit of having
followed the Mystic Way to the Unitive Life. This is the
real God business, the business that every mystic is about.
These men follow their own ‘stream of power’ and come at
last to that Unitive Life which, as Evelyn Underhill says,
is ‘the final triumph of the spirit, the flower of mysticism,
humanity’s top note: the consummation towards which the

contemplative life, with its long slow growth and psychic
storms, has moved from the first.’
Near the end of his life Emerson turned more and more
to the practical. Those who knew him best often spoke of
this, and some thought that he had dropped his mysticism
and turned to more practical affairs. On the contrary,
Emerson had merely come into a full consciousness of the
Unitive Life, and this means an almost inevitable turn to
the practical. ‘It is the peculiarity of the Unitive Life,’ says
Evelyn Underhill, ‘that it is often lived, in its highest and
most perfect forms, in the world; and exhibits its works
before the eyes of men. As the law of our bodies is “earth
to earth” so, strangely enough, is the law of our souls. Man,
having at last come to full consciousness of reality, com
pletes the circle of Being; and returns to fertilize those
levels of existence from which he sprang. Hence, the enemies
of mysticism, who have easily drawn a congenial moral
from the “morbid and solitary” lives of the contemplatives
in the earlier and educative stages of the Mystic Way, are
here confronted very often by the disagreeable spectacle of
the mystic as a pioneer of humanity, a sharply intuitive
and painfully practical person: an artist, a discoverer, a
religious or social reformer, a national hero, a “great active”
amongst the saints. By the superhuman nature of that
which these persons accomplish, we can gauge something
of the supernormal vitality of which they partake.’
Emerson was heart and soul in the Mystic Way and yet
a ‘sharply intuitive and painfully practical person.’ There
was hardly a fundamental principle of science, as Bur
roughs said, which Emerson did not turn to ideal uses. He
ascended to the highest point to which the human mind
can climb, to ‘transcendent levels of reality,’ and continually

returned to solid earth to ‘fertilize those levels of existence
from which he sprang.’
In view of what he accomplished and the honors that
came to him, we might look for a ‘vaunting, overpowering,
excluding sanctity’ in this man from Concord. Instead we
find a ‘natural goodness, a goodness like thine and mine,
and that so invites thine and mine to be and to grow.’ You
don’t find this overpowering, excluding sanctity in those
who walk with the living God. You are more likely to find
it in those who are sunk in ‘official goodness.’ This is the
kind of goodness that chokes up a soul as much as evil.
It invites men to stagnate and rot ‘as we know.’ But the man
from Concord invites you to be and to grow ‘as you know.’
My thoughts turn to Emerson when I read these lines
from Plato: ‘I . . . consider how I may exhibit my soul
before the judge in a healthy condition. Wherefore, dis
regarding the honors that most men value, and looking to
the truth, I shall endeavor in reality to live as virtuously
as I can; and when I die, to die so. And I invite all other
men, to the utmost of my power; and you too I in turn
invite to this contest, which, I affirm, surpasses all contests
here.’

I n a s m u c h as this volume was written primarily for the gen
eral public, it has seemed advisable to place all references
in an Appendix rather than to follow the more usual custom
of footnotes.
The extracts from Emerson’s writings were taken chiefly
from the Journals and the Centenary Edition of Emerson’s
essays and addresses. These have been reprinted with the
kind permission of Houghton Mifflin Company. I am also
indebted to the following: to the Princeton University Press
for permission to quote freely from ‘Emerson Today’ by
Bliss Perry; to Dr. Plarry Emerson Fosdick, Dr. Albert C.
Dieffenbach, Walter Lippmann, and Lewis Mumford for
permission to quote freely from their writings; and to C.
Leslie Curtice and many others for helpful suggestions and
encouragement.
R eading, M ass.
M a y , 1936
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simply reporting the attributes he became aware of
in his experience of God. His saying ‘the highest
revelation is that God is in every man’ is simply an
other way of saying, ‘The Kingdom of God is within
you.’
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such depth and tenacity as to live and die in and
for them, and to propagate their statement each one
to so wide a circle of contemporaries, and then to the
next age, that the enthusiasm got a footing in the
world and throve and grew into this great Christen
dom we know so well.’
Was Emerson ‘anti-Christian’? The passage just
quoted does not sound ‘anti-Christian.’ He was not
opposed to Christianity if by ‘Christianity’ you mean
the religion, or Way, of Christ. The following pas
sage may serve to reveal his position: ‘I believe the
Christian religion to be profoundly true, — true to
an extent that they who are styled its most orthodox
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inspiration, miracles, mediatorship, the Trinity, bap
tism, and eucharist. I let them all drop in sight of
the glorious beauty of those inward laws or harmo
nies which ravished the eye of Jesus, of Socrates, of
Plato, of Dante, of Milton, of George Fox, of
Swedenborg.’
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