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Divinity School Address
by Ralph Waldo Emerson
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American Revolution: throwing off 
of aristocratic authority. 

Unitarianism: throwing off of 
ecclesiastical authority 

Romanticism: throwing off the 
domination of rationalism
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Transcendentalism:  
1. Rooted in New England Unitarianism 
2. Grounded in American belief in progress 
3. Imported German Transcendentalism 
4. Drew from English Romantic Poets  
5. Combined Rationalism and Romanticism 
6. Completed American Intellectual Independence
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Transcendentalism:  
a philosophy  based on the idea that 

1. divinity pervades all nature and humanity,  
2. asserting the existence of an ideal spiritual reality  
3. that transcends the empirical and scientific, and  
4. is knowable through intuition. 

Source: Beer mug purchased at Walden Pond Gift Shop
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Sources of Authority: 
 
Tradition (catholicism) 
Scripture (reformation) 
Reason (enlightenment) 
Experience
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Ralph Waldo Emerson 
1. Poor, but son and grandson of Unitarian elite 
2. Left ministry, traveled Europe, settled in Concord 
3. Published Nature 1836 
4. Phi Beta Kappa address 1837 
5. Divinity School Address 1838 
6. Leader of Transcendentalism Club 
7. Benefactor/Mentor to Fuller/Thoreau 
8. Inspiration for later metaphysical movements
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Divinity School Address 
1. Cosmology 
2. Ethics/Compensation 
3. Authority 
4. Jesus 
5. The Soul 
6. Self Reliance
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1. Cosmology 
In this refulgent summer, it has been a luxury to 

draw the breath of life. The grass grows, the 
buds burst, the meadow is spotted with fire and 
gold in the tint of flowers. The air is full of birds, 
and sweet with the breath of the pine, the balm-

of-Gilead, and the new hay. Night brings no 
gloom to the heart with its welcome shade. 

Through the transparent darkness the stars pour 
their almost spiritual rays. Man under them 

seems a young child, and his huge globe a toy.
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2. Ethics/Compensation 
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.



3. Authority 
Meantime, 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.
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4. Jesus 
Jesus Christ belonged to the true race of 

prophets. He saw with open eye the mystery of 
the soul. 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. He saw that God 
incarnates himself in man, and evermore goes 

forth anew to take possession of his world.
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5. The Soul 
Historical Christianity has fallen into the error that 
corrupts all attempts to communicate religion. As 
it appears to us, and as it has appeared for ages, 

it is not the doctrine of the soul, but an 
exaggeration of the personal, the positive, the 

ritual. It has dwelt, it dwells, with noxious 
exaggeration about the person of Jesus. The soul 
knows no persons. It invites every man to expand 
to the full circle of the universe, and will have no 

preferences but those of spontaneous love.
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6. Self Reliance 
Let me admonish you, first of all, to go alone; 
to refuse the good models, even those which 

are sacred in the imagination of men, and 
dare to love God without mediator or veil. 

Friends enough you shall find who will hold 
up to your emulation Wesleys and Oberlins, 
Saints and Prophets. Thank God for these 

good men, but say, ‘I also am a man.’ 
Imitation cannot go above its model. 
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Questions 
Does our soul develop? How? 

How important is intuition? 
Is there an American destiny?
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