5 - The Transcendentalists

Welcome and Chalice lighting

Now that we have the Unitarians and the Universaisispletely separate from

the orthodox church of their day (and from each othet$, $#bp and take a look

at how they got here. By the way, the notes fronfiteefour sessions of this
class are posted on the Emerson website, under Adult Ecc@umi.

It Started
With

Remember that this section of religious history begah yesus of Nazareth in
small section of the near East called Palestine
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But very soon after his death, his message had spreadeyapd Palestine to
the whole Mediterranean area. And people began to atgug what he had
preached and what it meant. Many, many off-shoots elitm be the real
teachings of Jesus such as the Essenes, the GnostiEbi@nites. Someone ha
to take charge .

In 325 ce, at the Council of Nicaea, the Doctrine offtheity — that Jesus was
the same substance as God -- was made the orthodox pidleyahurch, and 5
years later, this form of Christianity was made thecddfireligion of the Roman
Empire. By 393 C.E, the Bible was essentially carexhiz‘This Book contains
all the truth and we are the ones who will tell you wha.” And , if you will,
religion was firmly fixed on the right side of the spectrum

In 1453 Guttenberg invented the printing press. As a rélsealBible was made
available to everyone, and mumblings began about whedllyrsaid — and
meant -- became louder... In 1517 Martin Luther protesteeddle of
indulgences and ended up being excommunicated. He retddiatgabar
heading a movement that changed forever the religicareesd he Protestant
Reformation. And religious thought moved left.

One God!

Martyrs such as Servetus and educated theologians s@®&dcaus, Francis
David and Joseph Priestly read the Bible for themsealadscould find nothing
to support the Doctrine of the Trinity. Hmmmm, they ntus&light that mean
that Jesus was not the same as God? And so theologyliaghin to the left.

. _Jpreaching of William Ellery Channing and others, that thoubahged to see

Unitarianism developed in the United States, primarily ftbenCongregational
churches in New England, almost apart from the older monemd=ngland.

God, but was not quite human and was above all humans. Gyativaligh the

Jesus as the chosen prophet of God, fully human, buedxadove all other

But as in England, Trinitarism gave way to Arianism (adfehat Jesus was not
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Prophets, and theology again moved left. Both UnitariamisthUniversalism of



this time were still very much in the Christian camphey practiced
communion and baptism, believed in the Scriptures, inclutiayen and hell,
and saw the miracles and supernatural events as ngcegsnce of God's
election of Jesus as his spokesman. A Sunday sermoaltymould be a
learned examination of a passage of scripture, butligeyabout how that
scripture should pertain to daily life

AL

In the late seventeenth and™@&nturies, The Enlightenment swept over Euro
and eventually to America. It actually started witbhp€rnicus back in 1543, an
accelerated with the work of Newton and the philosophidslof Locke and
John Milton. Enlightenment challenged only automatic autharit religion
itself, but the results were the same: men beggunéstion the tenants they ha
been taught by Calvin and others, and the results pushegtadd¢heology agait
to the left. The Great Awakening of 1754 nudged it back dWitthe genie was
out of the bottle for good.

pe
d

—

Transcen-

dentalists

Then, in the early 1800’s, a group of well-educated nmelhveomen shoved
accepted theology to the left. ?What was the centraltickgt held all those
authors and poets and philosophers together so that theyeate@s/categorica
name, Transcendentalists?

I've always had trouble understanding what “transcendd”’its derivatives
mean. So | googled it: . It is based upon the conceptrddeandence, the rising
to a state beyond sense experience, which was developed Gyetle
philosopher Plato. Within his concept of transcendence Piatmed the
existence of absolute goodness that he characterizmirething not
describable and only knowable through intuition.

More Well-
known
Transcen-
dentalists

The Transcendentalists can be understood in one senseigoititext -- by
what they were rebelling against, what they saw asuhent situation and
therefore as what they were trying to be different from

One way to look at the Transcendentalists is to see d@lseageneration of well
educated people who lived in the decades before the Ame&igdiwWar. These
people, mostly New Englanders, mostly around Boston and magiyooes,
were attempting to create a uniquely American body ahlitge. Ralph Waldo
Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Louisa May Alcott, Emilgkison, Margaret
Fuller and Walt Whitman met monthly to read each otheoskwand then went
on to publish volumes of popular poetry and prose.

| mpetus for
Change

We want to look at the Transcendentalists to see thengaseration of people
struggling to define spirituality and religion in a way ttadk into account the
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new understandings their age made available.

The new Biblical Criticism in Germany and elsewherd baen looking at the
Christian and Jewish scriptures through the eyes of Menaallysis and had
raised questions for some about the old assumptionsigibrel

The Enlightenment had come to new rational conclusionst dbeuatural
world, mostly based on experimentation and logical thinking.pemelulum was
swinging, and another way of thinking -- less rational,emotuitive, more in
touch with the senses -- was coming into vogue

This new generation looked at the previous generation'liogiseof the early
19th century Unitarians and Universalists against traditid rinitarianism and
against Calvinist predestinationarianism. This new gdimer decided that the
revolutions had not gone far enough, and had stayed too mtiuh riational
mode. After all, they argued, God gave humankind the gifttoition, the gift
of insight, the gift of inspiration. Why waste such &3i

Added to all this, the scriptures of non-Western culturesewdiscovered in the
West, translated, and published so that they were maoleyavailable. The
Harvard-educated Emerson and others began to read Hidddualdhist
scriptures, and examine their own religious assumptigamst these scriptures.
In their perspective, a loving God would not have led so mfitlumanity
astray; there must be truth in these scriptures,Twadh, if it agreed with an
individual's intuition of truth, must be indeed truth.

Emerson’s Harvard Divinity School Address of 1838 has been asedgauntlet
thrown down to the Unitarian clergy of the day. "Corpse-cBlaierson called
the previous generation of rational religioifi.he stationariness of religion; the
assumption that the age of inspiration is past, tiieaBible is closed; the fear g
degrading the character of Jesus by representing hanmeas; all these indicate
with sufficient clearness the falsehood of our theolddys the office of a true
teacher to show us that God IS, not was; that He spealathpake.”

And speaking to the newly graduated ministétsourself a new-born bard of
the Holy Ghost: Cast behind you all conformity and acquaem at first hand
with deity.”

Emerson is probably the best known of the Transcendesatahst Laura will be
talking about him from the pulpit May 31, so add that date tw galendar. I'd
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like to introduce you to Theodore Parker, Margaret Fullertiamdhicotts as
representatives of the group.

Theodore Parker is a pivotal figure in Unitarian Histore was only 9 years ol
when William Ellery Channing, the accepted leader obider Unitarians, had
preached the Baltimore sermon protesting the Calvinistaleaan. Parker,
together with Emerson, ushered in this new era iéwelopment of
Unitarianism, more radical and a greater departure fraditional Protestant
Christianity. The conservative Unitarians, he saidre aristocratic, exclusive
and smug, proud of their small choice numbers. A churdhdofnen goes to its
grave; one of young men goes to its work.

And work was what Parker thought the church should be abostsetinons,
while grounded on solid scholarship, were fearless in gi8cons of serious
issues. He spoke to the conscience of the communityeosothal evils of the
time: low wages, bad housing, inadequate schools and aqareservient to its
advertisers. With the years he grew more radicahbttess religious, and
increasingly threw himself in social reform, urging gre&teedom for women,
temperance, prison reform and preaching against capiéhment and war.
He urged churches to take a stand against slavery, antdhmgatened with a jail
sentence for his part in the underground railroad. Theodoker?arore than
any other of the Transcendentalists, turned Unitariarkiting away from
orthodox religion and toward the fulfillment of its liberatig mission. Above
all, he stood for freedom for the human spirit, fronoaliside authorities and
indignities, except the duties to God and man.

Margaret Fuller, (May 23, 1810 — July 19, 1850) was a journalist, critic and
women's rightadvocate She was the first full-time female book reviewer in
journalism. Her bookVoman in the Nineteenth Century is considered the first
major feminist work in the United States. She becamérsieaditor of the
transcendental publicatiolhe Dial in 1840 before joining the staff of tinNew
York Tribune under Horace Greeley in 1844. By the time she was iB0sr
Fuller had earned a reputation as the best-read perdawirEngland, male or
female, and became the first woman allowed to useliheryi at Harvard
College.. A year after publishing her book, she was sefatitope for the
Tribune as its first female correspondent. She soon became ed/alith the
revolution in Italy. She also met Giovanni Ossoli, withom she had a child.
All three members of the family died in a shipwreck afeHRsland, New York,
traveling back to the United States in 1850. Fuller's body wesrmecovered.
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The Alcotts: Those of you who have read Geraldine Brook’s prize winning
book “March” or Louis May Alcott’s “Little Women” alreadynow a lot about
the Alcotts. Bronson Alcott, the father, really dal $ooks and merchandise i
the American South when he was 17. He returned to hie o the Boston are
to become a school teacher in 1823. His Temple Schodg athiirst
fashionable, advocated self-analysis, with an emploast®nversation and
guestioning rather than lecturing and drill. He taughtritexrpretation of the

Scriptures, and finally, when he admitted an Africanetican child, the parents

rebelled and took their children out of school. Alcott wasself an abolitionist,
and pioneered the strategy of tax resistance to slawérgh Henry David
Thoreau made famous @ivil Disobedience Alcott, along with several others ¢
the Transcendentalists financed John Brown. and occagite$fped fugitive
slaves escape via the Underground Railroad.

Bronson, a neighbor of Emerson, was one of the originaibees of the
Transcendental Club. He also was one of the organizéine df-fated
Transcendental center that was conceived as a utopialist experiment in
farm living and nature meditation called Fruitlands. ilethwithin 9 months,
and the family moved back to Concord. Louisa May wrote aliéeibn
Fruitlands in her papdiranscendental Wild Oats. Bronson was a sought-after
speaker in the Concord/Boston area. He often discudatmhié philosophy, the

ilumination of the mind and soul by direct communionha®pirit. His teachings

greatly influenced the growing mid-19th century New Thought mere.

Like her protagonist in Little Women, Louisa May was $keeond daughter of
Bronson and Abigail Alcott. Her early education wasrirher father with
lessons also from neighbors Henry David Thoreau, Ralpd®Emerson,
Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Margaret Fuller, who wereaatlify friends. Poverty
made it necessary for her to go to work at an early age ascasional teacher,
seamstress, governess, domestic helper, and writewr®he her first book,

Flower Fables for Ellen Emerson in 1849. In 1860, Louisa May began writing

for the Atlantic Monthly. When the American Civil War broke out, she served
a nurse in the Union Hospital at Georgetowter letters home — revised and
published in th&€€ommonwealth and collected aslospital Sketches garnered her
first critical recognition for her observations and humor

In her later life, Louisa May became an advocate faneiws suffrage and was
the first woman to register to vote in Concord, Masssetts, in a school board
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election. Louisa was part of a group of female authdrs addressed women’s
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issues in a modern and candid manner. Their works weogeasewspaper
columnist of the period commented, "among the decided sfghe times."

Louisa May remained single throughout her life. She expdalnes
"spinsterhood" in an interview “because | have fallelowe with so many pretty
girls and never once the least bit with any ntan."

Louisa May contracted typhoid fever and was treated eatbmel, a compound
containing mercury. Recent analysis of Louisa May's illseggests that
mercury poisoning was not the culprit in her death. Hesrgh health problems
are associated with an autoimmune disease, not acutenmnexposure.
Moreover, a late portrait of her shows on her cheekesastharacteristic of
lupus. Louisa May died in Boston, on March 6, 1888, at agensbdays after
visiting her father who was on his deathbed.

Later Years

What became of the Transcendentalists and their me8s&be Dial, their
literary magazine, lasted only from 1840 until 1844, when sigigms no
longer covered the cost of printing. Emerson quit his paigt the question of
communion and spent the rest of his days giving lectures atwdgnarticles that
were published in the Boston area. Parker continued to expoutieir theorieg
from his pulpit until his death. Margaret Fuller becanfieraign correspondent.
Henry David Thoreau became a land surveyor and continued & writ
increasingly detailed natural history observations about thestoyy in his
journal, a two-million word document he kept for 24 yeafghen Thoreau was
asked on his deathbed if he had made peace with God, he ré&pdireih't know
we had quarreled.”

Accomplishm
ents

But what of their message? They were seeking a oeligiore immediate, more
personal, more experiential, which did not depend on the&racyg of the Bible,
but which grew out of a deep, internal sense of the sacr@tholy dimension of
existence. The message resonated with many of theridnitdergy of the day,
especially the young ones, but was roundly criticized byAtherican Unitarian
Association. Since, however, there was no mechanisnsegtine or restrain
unorthodox opinions, Parker and other continued to hold ounhéspersonal
religion and now we can say that Unitarianism took anotlzatt dgap to the left
as a result of the Transcendentalists.

Truth, if it agreed with an individual's intuition otith, must be indeed truth




