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I want to thank the Sunday Services Committee for this opportunity to speak to you. I’ve recently been writing about Ralph Waldo Emerson, who lived from 1803 to 1882 and is surely the most widely quoted author who was a Unitarian minister. Emerson is important to me because, after fifty-some years of wandering in what was basically a spiritual waste land, I have recently found a home in the mystical philosophy that’s shared by, among others, Plato and Emerson. This philosophy finds an important kernel of truth in traditional notions of “God”—while distinguishing that kernel of truth rather sharply from the conventional idea of God as the “guy in the sky” who tells us what to believe and what to do. If you’ve ever wondered whether there might be something defensible and important in the idea of God, something that’s not anthropomorphic, not authoritarian, and not anti-rational, Emerson may be able to give you some significant help.  

As you heard in our reading, Emerson makes some rather strong statements in this regard. I’ll read them again. 

I stand here to say, Let us worship the mighty and transcendent Soul. It is the office, I doubt not, of this age to annul that adulterous divorce which the superstition of many ages has effected between the intellect and holiness. The lovers of goodness have been one class, the students of wisdom another, as if either could exist in any purity without the other. Truth is always holy, holiness always wise … . I draw from nature the lesson of an intimate divinity … . The doctrine of this Supreme Presence is a cry of joy and exultation … . I praise with wonder this great reality, which seems to drown all things in the deluge of its light … . The soul is in her native realm, and it is wider than space, older than time, wide as hope, rich as love. (Waterville College, Maine, 1841; pp. 130-132 in R.W. Emerson, Essays and Lectures [New York: Library of America, 1983])

Emerson wrote the lecture, “The Method of Nature,” from which these quotations are taken, in 1841, nine years after giving up his Unitarian pulpit in Boston in order to become (eventually) a traveling lecturer and writer. He hadn’t ceased to be interested in things of the spirit, when he ceased to be a minister. If anything, he had become more outspoken about them.

But I think the reading presents at least one major problem, for us. What is this that Emerson is saying about overcoming an “adulterous divorce … between the intellect and holiness”? How many of us, today, think that there needs to be a “marriage” between “intellect” and “holiness”? How many of us think that there’s any connection at all between intellect and holiness? If you conjure up an image of someone who’s “holy,” how likely is it that that person would be distinguished by “intellect”—that she would be what we call “an intellectual”?? 

Or for that matter, how many of those among us who think that they value “intellect,” would connect it with a “mighty and transcendent Soul,” or with an “intimate divinity,” a “Supreme Presence,” or a “great reality, which seems to drown all things in the deluge of its light”? 

Is there some way that we can connect with these ideas?

Emerson in fact draws the connection between intellect and “Soul” in the first paragraph of his essay on “The Over-Soul,” where he writes, in response to a hypothetical critic:

We grant that human life is mean, but how did we find out that it was mean? … What is this universal sense of want and ignorance, but the fine innuendo by which the soul makes its enormous claim? (p. 385)

What he’s saying is that we apparently have some conception, or want to have some conception, of what a good life, a life that’s not “mean,” would be. To construct such a conception, is what the human “intellect” is for. And to seek or to have such a conception is, apparently, to participate in “the soul.”

Why, you might wonder, should seeking a conception of a good life, entail anything about a “soul”? 

Here we can get further clarification from Plato, the ancient Greek philosopher who, together with Jesus, was Emerson’s most important source of inspiration. Plato, of course, would represent the “students of wisdom,” in Emerson’s address, while Jesus inspires the “lovers of goodness.” It’s appropriate, perhaps, that the “student of wisdom” should explain to us why these two categories of people are ultimately the same. 

So: Emerson suggests that there is a “universal sense of want and ignorance,” regarding the good. We’re not sure what’s really good, and we feel that such knowledge is vital. Why is it vital? Plato emphasized that to try to find out what would truly be good, rather than simply being guided by your appetites or your emotions, is the only way to be fully yourself, or to be free. This is because the appetites, desires, and emotions that you feel, are presumably mostly ingrained in you by your biological heritage or your social environment. Your ability to think about what would really be good, on the other hand, has the potential to take you beyond all of that, to something that needn’t be simply built into you by external forces. If there’s any way that you can really be yourself, it must be by thinking about what would truly be good. 

For example, consider those rare and precious times when you’ve broken through habit and confusion and your inherited “issues,” and gotten into focus what you really want from life, or what you think is truly good, and you’ve taken some steps toward getting that. Those are the times that Emerson and Plato are describing, when you become more yourself than you were previously. This “becoming more yourself” is, in fact, the central issue around which all of Plato’s thinking and all of Emerson’s thinking revolves. It’s the central issue that’s addressed by the “existentialist” philosophers, as well: by Soren Kierkegaard, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Paul Sartre. But it goes back not only to Emerson, who predated the existentialists, but all the way to Plato, more than two thousand years previously.

In their thinking on this subject, Plato and Emerson emphasize the role of “intellect” or thought. By focusing on what’s really good, they say, thought or “intellect” might enable to us to formulate a life plan that would be more our own than the biological instincts and socially-ingrained habits that come from outside of us. So “intellect,” as Emerson and Plato understand it, isn’t primarily the ability to do math and science, or to interpret art and history. Primarily, it’s the ability to become truly free and to be your true self. You do need to be able to think about the world, as well as about what’s really good, in order to be fully in charge of your own life. But the point of both kinds of thinking, about the world and about what’s really good, is that they put you, yourself, in charge of your life. 

One of Emerson’s best-known essays is called “Self-Reliance.” Commentators often connect Emerson’s “individualism,” as they call it, in this essay, with the self-centered, laissez-faire, “devil take the hindmost” attitude that has been an important thread in American political discourse since the nineteenth century. But the actual message of “Self-Reliance” has nothing to do with abandoning other people. The message isn’t that I shouldn’t care about other people’s welfare, nor is it that I should ignore what other people think; the message is that before taking any action, I first need to do my own thinking, so that whatever I do will really be my own action. Emerson is confident that I can’t do what’s really best for anyone, whether it’s myself or other people, without first being myself. This is because it’s only when I’m myself that I’m fully present, in my action; and my full presence is the greatest gift that I can give to other people, as well as to myself. 

As Rumi, the Sufi mystic, said in our responsive reading: “Sing your note!” If you don’t climb on your own roof, but on somebody else’s—if you sing the note that your mother wanted you to sing, or the note that you think your neighbors would approve of, and you don’t sing the note that you yourself were born to sing—then you yourself won’t even be present in the great chorus.  

But Rumi, with his images of God blowing through our reed flute, and of love, brings us back to our initial question. What does Emerson’s project of “self-reliance” or being oneself have to do with what he calls an “over-soul,” a “transcendent Soul” or a “Supreme Presence”? 

The answer is that the “over-“ part, the “transcendence” and the “supreme”-ness, is built into the very idea of “being yourself,” in the first place. Because we defined being yourself as not just doing what your biological heritage and your social environment, your established habits and your inherited “issues,” would encourage you to do, but instead asking what you really want, what would really be the best line of action. When you ask these questions, you go beyond, you transcend, what biology and your social environment have made you. This is why Emerson says that our sense of our own “ignorance” is “the innuendo by which the soul makes its enormous claim.” To think that I’m ignorant, that there’s something that I could know that I don’t know and that I really wish I did know, is the beginning of wisdom and thus of a kind of being that deserves to be called (in an important sense) “higher.” If we ask ourselves what’s really good, we’re already beyond the automatic mode of life of plants and lower animals. In asking this question, we’re doing something that plants and lower animals can’t do (or, perhaps, that they only barely begin to do), and thus we are something that they aren’t. We’re free in a way that they can’t be. This is the crucial feature of what Emerson calls the “soul.” The soul is free, it’s capable of asking questions and trying to get beyond merely automatic, merely programmed answers to them, toward a conception of whatever it is that’s really good. 

And this dimension of “lower” versus “higher,” of more automatic versus freer, is in Plato’s and Emerson’s opinion what “religion” has always been about. When the ancient Greeks imagined their Olympian gods, they weren’t just trying to explain natural events like thunder and lightning. They were also projecting images of a truly good life, of beauty, power, and the beginnings of justice; and to that extent, through their religion, they were trying to be free. When the ancient Hebrew people imagined a God who laid moral demands on them, through the Ten Commandments and so forth, they weren’t just projecting onto the universe as a whole their experiences of tyrannical or protective fathers. They were also projecting a vision of a shared life that’s organized around principles that everyone could agree would make it a good life; and thus, through these images, they too were trying to be free. And when Jesus of Nazareth preached that people should love their enemies, he was pushing this idea of freedom even further, beyond biological instincts and traditional conceptions of revenge and of justice, by pointing out that someone who forgives can live a life that’s freer than those that lower animals, and humans who insist on revenge or on punishment, can enjoy.  

Now, if we think about our experience of these visions of the good and of freedom that our religions and philosophies have projected for us, we’ll see, I think, that they bring about a fuller kind of reality than rocks, plants and lower animals can possess. A kind of functioning that’s built around freedom, justice, and love creates a world that’s unlike the lower world, in that the creatures of this higher world “are themselves” in a way that lower creatures can’t be. They’re themselves to the extent that they seek to be guided by something that’s more “inner” to them than the biological mechanisms and the social conditioning that they’ve received from outside. A world that contains this “inner”-directed kind of “reality” is itself more fully “real,” in the sense of being more self-directed and “itself,” than a merely automatic, mechanistic world could be.

So this is the importance of the “transcendent soul” or “supreme Presence” to which Emerson is directing our attention. It’s the presence of freedom, and of the justice, the love, and the fuller “reality” that freedom makes possible. Emerson calls this Soul “mighty and transcendent,” in our reading, because it has an authority that no earthly ruler could possess. If you participate in this Soul, you achieve the maximum of “being,” because you’re fully yourself. If you don’t participate in it, perhaps because you think you’d rather have wealth, or revenge, or any of the other things that are likely to detract from freedom, you’ll experience the bitter aftertaste that comes from giving up full freedom and the full reality-as-oneself that goes with freedom. Whereas if you participate in the transcendent Soul, you’ll experience the fullest reality—freedom, love, self-determination—that a finite creature can possess. 

So it’s appropriate to “worship” this mighty and transcendent Soul, to regard it as “divine,” because this Soul brings out, in a way that nothing else can, what our own full being requires, and thus it has a loving “authority” over us that nothing else could have. In this way, Emerson shows us an important kernel of truth in the traditional idea of “God”—a truth in which we don’t project a super-human “being” into the stratosphere, or believe in something of which we have no experience. Nor do we in any way reduce human freedom or responsibility, since this Plato/Emerson “God” is based precisely upon our own actual and potential freedom.

Some commentators worry that Emerson could be preaching “ego-theism,” the idea that I myself am God. But what Emerson wants us to worship isn’t “ourselves,” in the usual sense, because it’s far freer than we are, and perhaps than any human being has ever actually been. It’s nevertheless true that what Emerson wants us to worship is deeply “within” us—as the Quakers say, it’s “that of God within” each of us—because it represents what our own full freedom would be, if we could achieve it. The great thing is to realize that this potential is indeed within us, and that we experience it every day in our smaller or larger achievements of freedom and of love. 

So for all of these reasons, “the doctrine of this Supreme Presence” is, as Emerson says, “a cry of joy and exultation.” This realm of the soul, Emerson can say quite appropriately, is “wider than space, older than time, wide as hope, rich as love.” Having seen it, one can only conclude that this is what the world’s philosophies and religions have all attempted, in their various inevitably imperfect ways, to name, to praise, and to be guided by. 

And while Emerson, in his role as prophet, leaves it pretty much at that, I as his interpreter can add a couple of points of particular present-day relevance. I’ve suggested that the Plato/Emerson “Supreme Presence” is the kernel of truth in traditional conceptions of God. Having identified this kernel of truth, I think we should have greater sympathy for those who defend those traditional conceptions. For they feel, with good reason, that they’re defending something of very great importance. This isn’t altered by the fact that they’re often unable to explain what they’re defending in a way that makes it clear why we should accept it, and instead they often seem to imply that in contrast to “God,” human intellect and freedom aren’t ultimately important. This stubbornness is somewhat excusable in view of the fact that the people on the “other” side, who defend human intellect and freedom, often seem to ignore the importance of transcendence—of going beyond our biological and social conditioning—and thus seem to ignore the key value that traditional religion is (obscurely) defending. And thus we carry on our “dialogue of the deaf,” each side accusing the other of ignoring fundamental truths, and neither side investing much effort in trying to identify what might, after all, be true in their opponents’ thinking. Attention to Plato and Emerson can help us, I hope, to overcome some of this one-sidedness. 

The second thing that Plato and Emerson can help us to see is what is (I think) an unfamiliar dimension of inspiration in our attachment to ideals of “reason” and of freedom. As I suggested initially, “reason” and “intellect” aren’t widely seen, even among Unitarians, as sources of inspiration. In my experience, they’re usually seen more as grim necessities, to be clung to against the buffeting winds of superstition and dogmatism, than as themselves a subject for “joy and exultation,” as Emerson pictures them. The reason for this is that (I suggest) we generally accept the terrible “divorce between the intellect and holiness” that Emerson is warning us against. Whereas if intellect and “holiness,” free inquiry and transcendence, reason and love are in fact as intimately entwined with each other—ultimately—as Emerson and Plato are trying to show us that they are, then we’re deeply fortunate in a way that we’re generally quite unaware of. We have no need to “decide” between incompatible ideals and sources of inspiration, because the truly inspiring ideals (true intellect, true transcendence) turn out to be inseparable, and mutually supportive. And thus we do indeed have reason for joy and exultation.

So I suggest that our famous Unitarian forefather, Emerson, isn’t just a “grand old man.” Together with his even “older” teacher, Plato, Emerson speaks to some of our central spiritual needs in a more illuminating and compelling way than many of our present-day gurus and talking heads do. So it behooves us to take these grand old men more seriously than I think we usually do, and to see what we can learn from them, about ourselves. 

FINAL WORDS:

So, may God, our transcendent and innermost freedom, help us to see, take joy, and find peace in the single endeavor of “intellect” and transcendence, love and full being, which God is. 

In August, 1841, at Waterville College, Maine, Ralph Waldo Emerson gave an address entitled “The Method of Nature.” Here are some of his remarks from the final pages of the address.

“I stand here to say, Let us worship the mighty and transcendent Soul. It is the office, I doubt not, of this age to annul that adulterous divorce which the superstition of many ages has effected between the intellect and holiness. The lovers of goodness have been one class, the students of wisdom another, as if either could exist in any purity without the other. Truth is always holy, holiness always wise … . I draw from nature the lesson of an intimate divinity … . The doctrine of this Supreme Presence is a cry of joy and exultation … . I praise with wonder this great reality, which seems to drown all things in the deluge of its light … . The soul is in her native realm, and it is wider than space, older than time, wide as hope, rich as love.”

 (pp. 130-132 in R.W. Emerson, Essays and Lectures [New York: Library of America, 1983])

