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ABSTRACT

Emersonian Perfectionism: A Man Is a God in Ruins

by

Brad James Rowe, Master of Science
Utah State University, 2007
Major Professor: Dr. Paul Crumbley
Department: English
Ralph Waldo Emerson is a great American literary figure that began his
career as a minister at Boston’s Second Church. He discontinued his ministry to
become an essayist and lecturer and continued as such for the remainder of his
life. This thesis was written with the intent of demonstrating that, in spite of
leaving the ministry, Emerson continued to be religious and a religionist
throughout his life and that he promulgated a unique religion based upon the
principle of self-reliance. At the heart of Emerson’s religion of self-reliance is the
doctrine of perfectionism, the infinite capacity of individuals. This thesis defines
Emerson’s perfectionism and then tries to locate him in American Studies by
contextualizing him with three of his religious contemporaries that were also

preaching the doctrine of perfectionism.

(109 pages)
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Thesis Background

Ralph Waldo Emerson, until about a year and a half ago, occupied a place
in my life that is probably typical of the place that he occupies in most
Americans’ lives. I had never read one of his essays from beginning to end, only
excerpts; and, like most Americans I had heard and read many of his aphorisms,
like “To be great is to be misunderstood” (“Self-Reliance” EPP 125).
Consequently, I found his words inspiring, and I considered him a great
philosopher and a master of language without actually knowing what he had
written. Furthermore, upon hearing one of his works quoted, I might respond the
way anybody would respond if they wanted to appear knowledgeable with regards
to something they actually knew very little about by saying, “Ah, Emerson, what
a great American mind,” or something to that effect. While I was not being
completely honest with myself or with others in making a pretense of knowing
Emerson, I must also confess that in spite of never having studied Emerson
intently, there was a part of me that thought I knew or understood Emerson, or at
least knew about him. After all, it is virtually impossible to grow up in America
without some familiarity with Emerson. As Richard Higgins put it in his article
“Emerson at 200,” “Two hundred years after his birth on 25 May 1803, Emerson
is recognized as the architect of American intellectual culture. School syllabi
swell with his works and most Americans assume some familiarity with his

thought.” One will almost certainly encounter some of Emerson’s writings in



high school and undergraduate literature courses, but even more common are the
encounters with Emerson’s one-liners, for very few authors are as quoted or as
quotable as Ralph Waldo Emerson.

Emerson is quoted by people with all sorts of different agendas. As
Harold Bloom put it in his article “The Prophet of Self-Reliance: Emerson and the
Making of the American Mind,”

Born on May 25, 1803, Emerson is closer to us than ever on his

200" birthday. In America, we continue to have Emersonians of

the left...and of the right....The Emersonian vision of self-reliance

inspired both the humane philosopher, John Dewey, and the first

Henry Ford. Emerson remains the central figure in American

culture and informs our politics, as well as our unofficial religion,

which I regard as more Emersonian than Christian, despite nearly

all received opinion on this matter. (4)

Bloom makes an incredibly bold claim here, stating that Emerson is “the central
figure in American culture,” however, his claim is easily substantiated. To
illustrate Emerson’s pervasiveness in our culture and the extent to which his
writings can be used to promote various agendas, I will relate a recent experience.
Several days ago, while doing a bit of leisure reading of totally unrelated
literature, I serendipitously came across some of Emerson’s writings; I
encountered them while perusing a book by weight-loss guru, Jorge Cruise. At
the beginning of each chapter of his weight-loss program, Cruise had an
inspirational quotation, the sources of the quotations ranging from Gandhi to
Oprah. However, the only person that was quoted more than once (and he was
quoted three times) was Ralph Waldo Emerson—to inspire weight loss!

Similarly, in his article “Emerson and the Spirit of Theory,” Roger Lundin recalls

that in 1988, Reebok International clipped sentences from Emerson’s Essay “Self-



Reliance” as part of a twenty million dollar campaign to sell their sneakers.
Truly, Emerson must be considered one of the central figures in American culture.
Yet, as interesting as Bloom’s claim is about Emerson being the central
figure in American culture, his popularity is not the main focus of this thesis.
Instead, I want to focus on the Emersonian religion to which Bloom makes
reference in the previous quotation. As I mentioned earlier, until recently I was
quite ignorant of Emerson’s history, and of the bulk and nature of his writings.
Specifically, until I enrolled in Professor Paul Crumbley’s “Topics in Literary
Study” seminar, I had no idea of the breadth and depth of religion in Emerson’s
writings. Without a doubt, this rude awakening was in part due to a lack of
familiarity on my behalf with the works of Emerson; but I think that it is equally
indicative of the way that Emerson is portrayed in American literary circles, as
Kevin Van Anglen points out in his article “Reading Transcendentalist Texts
Religiously: Emerson, Thoreau, and the Myth of Secularization.” In that article,
Van Anglen mentions that there have been two currents of thought when it comes
to the interpretation of Transcendentalism—one religious and one secular. He
then adds, “The stronger by far of these two schools has been the one that places
Transcendentalism in a mostly secular light” (153). This is not to say that
Emerson has not been looked at as a religious thinker; it is to say that his
contributions to religion have traditionally been viewed as secondary to the
importance of his influence on secular culture, and perhaps rightfully so.
However, I feel that there is room to reexamine Emerson’s self-reliance in terms

of its religious significance, and in this thesis, I hope to look at Ralph Waldo



Emerson in a new light, namely, as a religious perfectionist. However, in order to
more fully provide the reader with an understanding of my approach to
Emersonian religion, it is necessary to provide a brief history of my graduate
studies experience.

By profession, I am a religion instructor for The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints. So as I commenced my graduate work in American Studies, I
had high hopes of somehow incorporating religion into my graduate studies.
Along the way, I enrolled in a Folklore seminar and shortly thereafter took a
course entitled “Shakespeare and Religion.” I began to realize that religion would
not be such a difficult fit into American Studies after all because of the role that
religion plays in shaping culture, history and literature. At about the same time, I
became much more acquainted with Emerson via the Topics in Literary Study
seminar. I quickly became very fond of Emerson’s works, and as my interest in
studying Emerson increased, and as I delved more deeply into his writings, I
found many parallels between Emerson’s thought and that of Joseph Smith (one
of Emerson’s contemporaries and the founder of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints). But, I lacked scholarly works to substantiate my findings.
Shortly thereafter, however, a search in the MLA Bibliography produced several
articles about Emerson’s religious thinking. Among these articles was an article
by John-Charles Duffy comparing him to Joseph Smith; I also found an article by
Jared Hickman making comparisons between Smith and Emerson. While the
main focus of this paper is not to draw a comparison between these two men, and

while neither article makes the same assertions that I will make in my writings, I



was, nonetheless, thrilled at my good fortune in discovering that other scholars
saw parallels between these two nineteenth-century figures. I was also very
pleased that other scholars saw the value of looking at Emerson’s religious
thought and were making connections between him and other religionists of his
day.

This thesis will be similar to those studies inasmuch as it looks at Emerson
in terms of religion and compares him to other religionists. This thesis will also
have some similarities with the works of David Robinson and Kevin Van Anglen
inasmuch as they, too, advocate viewing self-reliance and Transcendentalism as
being religious in nature. In using the term “religion” in this thesis, I do not do so
in the traditional sense. Traditionally, if a student undertakes a study of a
particular person’s religion, the religion referred to means the religious
organization to which the person belonged and the dogmas related thereto. In
Emerson’s case, however, this is not possible considering his abhorrence for
religious institutions. This is not to say, however, that Emerson had a disdain for
religion. On the contrary, I will seek to establish in this thesis that he saw
religion, when practiced in its true form, as something beautiful and venerable and
that he made allusions to his religion of self-reliance in the majority of the works
that he produced. Therefore, I will look at the religion within—personal
religion—as opposed to religion on the institutional level, as it is traditionally
examined. But in doing so, I will look at religion as Emerson did, and refer to
religion using his terms. I will elaborate much more on this in the body of the

thesis. Furthermore, this thesis will not be the first work to look at Emerson as a



“perfectionist” since Stanley Cavell examined Emerson’s moral perfectionism.
However, this thesis will be the first that I am aware of to look at Emerson’s
doctrine of self-reliance in terms of religious perfectionism and to make the
connections between his philosophies and those of the religious perfectionists of
his day. Ihope this thesis will contribute to the scholarly discourse with regards
to Emerson and provide new insights by looking at him through the lens of

religious perfectionism.

Proceeding with Caution

Upon entering the debate about the religiosity of Emerson’s teachings in
this thesis, I think it wise to consider the following words from Harold Bloom in
“The Prophet of Self-Reliance”:

Americans can read Emerson without reading him: that includes

everyone in Washington DC pressing for power in the Persian

Gulf. Ireturn to the paradox of Emerson’s influence: Peace

marchers and Bushians alike are Emerson’s heirs in his dialectics

of power. (5)

Just as Emerson can be used at both ends of the spectrum politically, so, likewise,
are his teachings viewed with regards to religion. There are those who feel
Emerson’s writings were religious in his early years, but that with the passage of
time, the religious was completely abandoned in favor of the secular. I argue that
perfectionism, self-reliance and religion were always integral to Emersonian
thought, subsequently becoming in Bloom’s words yet another “heir in his
dialectics.” In an effort to avoid reading “Emerson without reading him,” I will

proceed with caution and cite his works extensively in order to remain as true as

possible to his original intent.



Chapter Summaries

In Chapter 1, I explore Ralph Waldo Emerson’s unconventional religion
of self-reliance. Interestingly enough, even making reference to Emerson’s credo
as his religion causes some controversy because of Emerson’s utter distaste for
the organized religions of his day. I will establish in the thesis, however, that
Emerson described his philosophy of self-reliance as a religion. For Emerson saw
religion much the same way that William James did, who wrote the following in

his book The Varieties of Religious Experience:

Religion, therefore, as I now ask you arbitrarily to take it,

shall mean for us the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual

men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand

in relation to whatever they may consider the divine. (31)
In other words, religion, for Emerson and James, had very little to do with
affiliation with an institution and very much to do with the individual and the
individual’s relation to divinity. Having said this, I will continue throughout the
thesis to refer to and to certify the existence of an Emersonian religion. In order
to help establish self-reliance as a “religion” and connect it with its contemporary
religious philosophies, I will introduce religious perfectionism and establish its
centrality to Emersonian self-reliance.

The purpose of Chapter 2 is to demonstrate the prevalence of
perfectionism throughout the body of Emerson’s teachings, giving particular

attention to his middle and late works, inasmuch as Emerson’s belief in self-

reliance (and therefore perfectionism) in his later years is often questioned.



In Chapter 3, I assert and provide evidence that “perfectionism,” as it is
found in Emersonian self-reliance, was not unique to Emerson. Rather, it was to
be found in the teachings of many religionists. In this paper, I will concentrate on
three of Emerson’s American religionist contemporaries, namely John Humphrey
Noyes, Charles Grandison Finney (both of whom dubbed themselves
“perfectionists”) and Joseph Smith, Jr. I will draw parallels between their
“perfectionist” philosophies and those of Emerson, and by doing so, strengthen
the case for Emerson to be seen as a religionist and not exclusively as a literary

mind or a philosopher.



CHAPTER 2

PERFECTIONISM WITHIN THE RELIGION OF SELF-RELIANCE

Emerson’s Break with Mainstream Christianity

On 9 September 1832, the twenty-nine-year-old minister Ralph Waldo
Emerson expressed in his sermon entitled “The Lord’s Supper” his inability to
continue administering the Communion. Emerson spoke of his disbelief in the
ordinance, and subsequently offered his resignation as the pastor of Boston’s
Second Church. He left the ministry, never to return to the life of a full-time
minister, and began his life as a lecturer on a variety of topics which were, at first
observation, more secular in nature. To the casual observer it might have
appeared that Emerson had abandoned religion, but nothing could be further from
the truth. It is true, he had cast aside historical Christianity and his clerical robes,
but as Lawrence Buell writes in his book Emerson, “There is simply no way to
ignore the centrality of the religious to the thinking of an ex-minister who started

his career as a ‘secular’ writer with a book (Nature) that prophesies the coming of

the kingdom of heaven and the restoration of perfect sight to the blind” (160).
Emerson had managed to remove himself from institutional religion but was not
able to remove the religion from himself. As Donald L. Gelpi observes in his

book Endless Seeker,

Religious passion inspired almost everything Emerson wrote: yet,
curiously, to date students of Emerson have failed to produce a
systematic study of his religious attitudes and beliefs, even though
scholars have commented on both in the course of dealing with
other aspects of his thought. This study begins, then, to fill an
important gap in Emersonian scholarship. (3)
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My thesis, like Gelpi’s book, is written with the intention of filling “an important
gap in Emersonian scholarship.” I, too, feel that “religious passion inspired
almost everything Emerson wrote” in spite of his departure from the life of a
cleric. As a matter of fact, it was his religious passion, his commitment to the
religious feelings which he felt inside that drove him out of traditional American
religion.

Evidence for this assertion is found in Emerson’s “The Lord’s Supper”
sermon. Because of its potentially controversial content and its connection to
Emerson’s departure from the Church, this is probably Emerson’s most
recognized sermon. However, it should be recognized that while the topic of
Emerson’s sermon was The Communion, the underlying, governing principle that
he was teaching was self-reliance. Indeed, Emerson did spend the bulk of the
sermon establishing scripturally his case against the administration of the Lord’s
Supper, but the ending may be the most significant part of the sermon. He was
not just disagreeing doctrinally with the ordinance and questioning whether or not
it had been instituted perpetually by Jesus, but was ultimately declaring the self as
the preeminent determinant for right and wrong.

...[T]his mode of commemorating Christ is not suitable to me.

That is reason enough why I should abandon it. If I believed that it

was enjoined by Jesus on his disciples, and that he even

contemplated to make permanent this mode of commemoration

every way agreeable to an Eastern mind, and yet on trial it was

disagreeable to my own feelings, I should not adopt it.... (EPP 24)

This sermon was not just a farewell to historical Christianity but “a kind of

declaration of independence of a stifled spirit” (Mott 24), a proclamation of the

religion of self-reliance. Emerson was boldly asserting his doctrine of self-
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reliance and the preeminent position of one’s “own feelings” over the institutions
of the past, even if they were instituted by Jesus Christ—asserting that personal,
modern revelation would supersede that which was instituted at another time in
another place.

These thoughts of self-reliance and of the need for a break with the
Church had long been percolating in Emerson’s mind, and now they came to a
full boil in this sermon. An early evidence of these percolations is found in
Emerson’s journal, dated 10 January 1832.

It is the best part of the man, I sometimes think, that revolts most

against his being the 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 powerful

would be every act and every word. (EPP 490)

The “good” mentioned here is the self, and that which the self knows deep inside
to be the true and right course of action; the “official goodness” is that which
society and institutions would have us think is good and right. When one’s good
does not revolt from official goodness, it is a form of hypocrisy, and, in
Emerson’s estimation, the person becomes a less powerful being. Conformity
was weakness and revolt from official goodness could very well be the most
virtuous path. In his own life, Emerson saw the need to revolt from “official
goodness” by leaving the ministry.

Therefore, one might say that it was actually Emerson’s “religion” that
was forcing him to leave official religion. To further solidify this point, one reads

from Emerson’s 2 June 1832 journal entry that

I have sometimes thought that in order to be a good minister it was
necessary to leave the ministry. The profession is antiquated. In
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an altered age, we worship in the dead forms of our forefathers.

Were not a Socratic paganism better than an effete superannuated

Christianity? (EPP 490)
It appears that part of Emerson had already left the ministry when he made this
entry in his journal and it was only a matter of time before the rest would follow.
Three months later, on 9 September 1832, he took the final step necessary to “be a

good minister” by revolting against “official goodness” and resigning at Second

Church.

Ralph Waldo Emerson: Religious Restorationist

So how does one best explain this “religion” which compelled Emerson to
leave mainstream Christianity and his post as a minister? A model for the
approach I will take for looking at Emerson’s religion is the one taken by William

E. Phipps in his book Mark Twain’s Religion where he demonstrates that Twain

(who was often viewed as atheistic, agnostic or at the very least antagonistic
towards religion by many scholars) in actuality did have a religion; it was just not
a conventional one. Phipps wrote:

If religion and theology are stereotyped by those researching MT,
it is easy for them to assume they did not matter either to him or to
the culture in which he lived. Those who narrowly define religion
to mean either orthodoxy or liberalism, modernism or
fundamentalism, Catholicism or Protestantism, Christianity or
Judaism, Pentecostal or liturgical practices, Western or Eastern
faiths, sometimes rightly claim that he was not religious.
Moreover, if being religious means being a sanctimonious
churchman, MT was certainly antireligious. But MT recognized
that the scope of religion is much wider than Christianity of any
one standard or heretical variety. (3)

Phipps continues by arguing that even the New Testament refutes the fact that

“religion” can be equated with affiliation to an institution, quoting the parable of
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the Good Samaritan, the parable of the Last Judgment and the epistle of James as
examples. According to these examples, he writes, “’religion’ is acting with
compassion.” Phipps then sheds further light on the issue of Twain’s religion by
continuing:

If criticism of a culture’s prevalent religion makes someone

irreligious, then denouncers of the prevailing national values in

every era—from Moses to Martin Luther King, Jr—would not be

religious.... Of the many other definitions remaining is an ethical

one: living by a moral code believed to be sanctioned by a divine

power. Depending on the definition or definitions one selects, MT

can be classified as either “irreligious” or “religious.” (4)
Similarly, Emerson can be classified as either irreligious or religious, for he was
certainly critical of the culture’s prevalent religion, but he did live a moral code
that he felt was sanctioned by divinity, his religion of self-reliance. It all depends
on the definition of religion that one uses. Phipps’ comments on Twain’s religion
are very enlightening and extremely pertinent in the discourse regarding
Emerson’s religion and religiousness, and this definition of religion as a divinely
sanctioned, personal, moral code best explains Emerson’s religion.

A look at what some scholars have written respecting Transcendentalism

and religion is helpful. In his book The Transcendentalists: An Anthology, Perry

Miller wrote, “Transcendentalism was not primarily a literary phenomenon...fed
by...mere aesthetics.” On the contrary, “it is most accurately to be defined as a
religious demonstration” (8-9). Commenting on what Miller wrote, Kevin Van
Anglen added:

Transcendentalism, in this view was principally a theology, a

spirituality, and a religious reform... with traceable roots in such

diverse sources as New England Calvinism, contemporary Boston
Unitarianism, the Asian religions, Neo-Platonism,
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Swedenborgianism, and nineteenth-century American religious,
social, and political thought. (153)

Miller states that Transcendentalism was not “primarily” literary; Van Anglen
calls Transcendentalism “principally a theology, a spirituality, and a religious
reform.” According to these scholars, Emerson, self-reliance and
Transcendentalism did not simply have religious tones to them; religion was at
their center. This is the first part of my argument, then, that Transcendentalism
and Emersonian thought were primarily religious. David Robinson agrees with
this position when he writes “if we think of Emerson as the man who resigned his
ministry to pursue a literary career, we miss an essential truth. His first book
Nature is a landmark in American literature, to be sure, but it is a text, like most
of Emerson’s, that proposes a new religious vision, a new theology” (33). But
one may argue that there is not yet sufficient evidence to justify calling
Emersonian religious thought a “religion.” I will address this in a few pages. For
now all I ask is that one acknowledges the religious nature of most of Emerson’s
writings.

If one then concedes that Transcendentalism was a religious movement,
and takes into consideration Emerson’s radical departure from traditional religion
and his emphasis on a return to true religion (both of which I will illustrate in the
next few pages), I feel that his self-reliance can best be understood in terms of
“religious restorationism,” and I will attempt in the next few pages to show how
this is an apt categorization of Emerson’s thought.

Emerson, like the religionists that I will examine in chapter three of this

thesis, was proposing, as Robinson said, “a new theology.” I have quoted both
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David Robinson and Lawrence Buell as making reference to the religious
restorationist language in Emerson’s book Nature that speaks of “the coming of
the Kingdom of Heaven,” but one finds it elsewhere in the writings of Emerson as
well. Perhaps the religious restorationist language that will be most familiar to
the reader is found in the “Harvard Divinity School Commencement Address.”
Within that address, Emerson makes it a point to first establish the inadequacy of
nineteenth-century organized religion by saying:

I think no man can go with his thoughts about him, into one of our
churches, without feeling, that what hold the public worship had on
men is gone, or going. It has lost its grasp on the affection of the
good, and the fear of the bad....It is already beginning to indicate
character and religion to withdraw from the religious meetings.
(EPP 77-78)

Emerson is unmistakably critical of the religious organizations of his day,
pointing out their impotence. However, it was not just the organizations that
disgusted Emerson. He was equally critical of the religionists who, in his mind,
had no religion, like the following one:

I once heard a preacher who sorely tempted me to say, I would go
to church no more. Men go, thought I, where they are wont to go,
else had no soul entered the temple in the afternoon. A snow storm
was falling around us. The snow storm was real; the preacher
merely spectral; and the eye felt the sad contrast in looking at him,
and then out of the window behind him, into the beautiful meteor
of the snow. He had lived in vain. He had no one word intimating
that he had laughed or wept, was married or in love, had been
commended, or cheated, or chagrined. If he had ever lived and
acted, we were none the wiser for it. The capital secret of his
profession, namely, to convert life into truth, he had not learned.
Not one fact in all his experience, had he yet imported into his
doctrine. (EPP 76)

This pointing out of deficiencies in existing religion, as exemplified in these two

quotations, is very significant for the case of any religious restorationist
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movement or “religious reform” as Van Anglen labeled Transcendentalism.
Simply put, a restoration or reform depends upon the fact that there is a deficiency
in current religious practice. Joseph Smith, of whom I will speak at length in the

third chapter, did the same thing in his multi-volume History of the Church, when

he asserted that God had told him “that all their creeds were an abomination in his
sight” (1:6) with reference to the other churches of his day. Emerson and Smith
were trying to accomplish the same thing—namely, to certify the existence of a
void in religion, to establish the necessity for a restoration.

Once Emerson fully blasts formal religion, he continues in the same
address and “proposes a new religious vision” (Robinson 33), a vision of where
he felt that religion ought to be going:

I'look for the hour when that supreme Beauty, which ravished the

souls of those eastern men, and chiefly of those Hebrews, and

through their lips spoke oracles to all time, shall speak in the West

also...I'look for the new Teacher, that shall follow so far those

shining laws, that he shall see them come full circle.... (EPP 81)

I want to point out the hints of restorationism in Emerson’s language. He looks
into the future “for the hour when that supreme Beauty” which once existed in the
souls of men will return. He looks for the laws to be followed again such that
they come “full circle.” This is the second important point to restorationism—in
order for something to be restored, it had to previously exist. Did Emerson feel
that his philosophies, his religion of self-reliance and Transcendentalism were
original, that they were his contrivances? Hardly. Instead, his feelings were that

these concepts were “the very oldest of thoughts cast into the mold of these new

times” (“The Transcendentalist” EPP_93). Emerson felt that this true religion
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which he was seeking to restore had always existed, that it consisted of the “very
oldest of thoughts.”

A passage which illustrates the ancient nature of this religion is found in
his essay “Religion” which was a part of the English Traits series. In that essay,
Emerson asserts that true religion had been around in England for a long time,
much longer than the Church of England had been in England, that it had “existed
in England from the days of Alfred” (EL 892). Furthermore, it was Emerson’s
opinion that restoration was as necessary in England as it was in America; and in
the same essay, he expresses as much distaste for England’s religions as he felt
for American religions. With regard to the churches which he came across in his
visits to England, he observes:

...when the hierarchy is afraid of science and education, afraid of

piety, afraid of tradition, and afraid of theology, there is nothing

left but to quit a church which is no longer one.

But the religion of England—is it the Established Church?

No; Is it the sects? No;..., Where dwells the religion? Tell me

first where dwells electricity, or motion, or thought or gesture.

They do not dwell or stay at all. Electricity cannot be made fast,

mortared up and ended, like London Monument, or the

Tower....Yet, if religion be the doing of all good, and for its sake

the suffering of all evil,... that divine secret has existed in England

from the days of Alfred to those of Romilly, of Clarkson, and of

Florence Nightingale, and in thousands who have no fame.

(“Worship” EL 892)

Once again, there is a lot of restorationist language in this passage. Emerson
states that considering the sorry state of English churches, “there is nothing left
but to quit” the institutional religions. He continues by pointing out in the

following paragraph that the true religion (which Emerson was seeking to

restore), had always been among them, but not in the institutions, for religion can
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not be “mortared up” any more than electricity, thought or gesture; but the true
religion of England was found in the lives of thousands who may or may not have
had any affiliation with the Church of England or related sects. Again, Emerson
emphasizes the non-traditional, non-institutional nature of this religion which he

looked forward to.

Defending Emerson’s Self-Reliance as a Religion

Therefore, in the same breath in which I speak of Emerson’s desire to
restore what he considered true religion, I can not equivocate as to whether
Emerson ever intended to go out and organize an institutional religion as so many
of his contemporaries were doing. This was never his intention. Rather, he
envisioned religion going in quite another direction:

The religion which is to guide and fulfill the present and
coming ages, whatever else it be, must be intellectual. The
scientific mind must have a faith which is science....Let us have
nothing now which is not its own evidence. There is surely
enough for the heart and imagination in the religion itself. Let us
not be pestered with assertions and half-truths, with emotions and
snuffle.

There will be a new church founded on moral science, at
first cold and naked, a babe in a manger again, the algebra and
mathematics of ethical law, the church of men to come, without
shawms, or psaltery, or sackbut; but it will have heaven and earth
for its beams and rafters; science for symbol and illustration. (EL
1076)

The religion which Emerson sought to restore would have no parish, no choir, no
ordinances, no established dogmas, but would “have heaven and earth for its
beams and rafters,” be founded on science and intellect, and be governed by
moral law and self-evident truths. True religion was found outside of what most

would define as religion. To reiterate this point, I quote again from the Divinity
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School Address where Emerson said that in his particular time and place, it was
an indication of “religion to withdraw from the religious meetings” (EPP 77-78)
inasmuch as the “stern old faiths ha[d] all pulverized” (CW 6:203); and upon
one’s having withdrawn from formal, lifeless religion, one could then begin to
experience true religion, for “God builds his temple in the heart on the ruins of
churches and religions” (CW 6:204).

Additionally, Emerson did not believe that this true religion was exclusive
to Christianity or to the Occident and in need of being spread to heathen nations.
On the contrary, he felt that there were already adherents to true religion to be
found in all parts of the world, in all religions. He once queried in his journal:
“Can any one doubt, that if the noblest saint among the Buddhists, the noblest
Mahometan, the highest Stoic of Athens, the purest & wisest Christian, Menu in
India, Confucius in China, Spinoza in Holland, could somewhere meet &
converse together, they would all find themselves of one religion?” (JMN 16:91).
And of course, if true followers were in all religions, then according to Emerson,
they were also outside of all religions.

One of the biggest helps in understanding Emerson’s religion outside of
officially sanctioned religion comes from one of his contemporaries and
acquaintances, William James, the leading psychologist of religion of that time
period. James looked at Emerson’s beliefs as a religion also, and made the
suggestion in looking at religion “to ignore the institutional branch entirely” (29)
and focus on religious experience. Additionally, Lawrence Buell made this

observation about James’ study of Emerson’s religion:
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The side represented by James, most impressively in his Varieties
of Religious Experience (1902), is Emerson the privatizer of
religion into “the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men
in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in
relation to whatever they may consider the divine”—to quote
James’ definition of what religion essentially is. (181)

James’ departure from looking at religious institutions and focusing instead on the
individual in the study of religion is crucial to understanding Emersonian religion.
As I alluded to before, James was an acquaintance of Emerson’s (interestingly
enough, Emerson had blessed James as an infant in 1842, nine years after
Emerson left the ministry), and because of his proximity to and familiarity with
Emerson, James may be the best external source for examining Emerson’s beliefs.
He occupied a vantage point as an acquaintance and as an academic that would
have allowed him, to a degree, to observe how Emerson viewed his own
teachings; and James obviously felt that Emerson viewed himself as a religionist
of sorts. Equally important to a proper perspective on Emerson’s religious
thought is the need to look at Emerson as a “privatizer” of religion, for this
privatization of religion is the heart and soul of Emersonian religion, his religion
of self-reliance.

As I continue this discussion of Emerson’s religion, I find it useful to look
at the root and etymology of the word “religion.” Religion comes from the Latin
word religare meaning “to tie back.” I find it very doubtful that Emerson was
ignorant of its meaning. Perhaps that is why he did not hesitate to use the word
“religion” with reference to his beliefs in spite of his abhorrence for what
everybody else called religion, namely institutional religion. Rather, I think that

Emerson viewed religion in much the same way that William James did, and as |
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have demonstrated, there is substantial evidence that Emerson believed in the
existence of this “religion” and that he also believed that anybody who was a
disciple of this “true religion” was “tied back” to the same universal truths, truths
that were found inside themselves. For Emerson religion was not in an
organization or in building houses of worship, but for the individual to become a
house of worship.

I have cited several scholars to establish the case for Emerson’s self-
reliance to be viewed as a religion and him as a religionist; furthermore, I have
quoted Emerson extensively with regards to religion and what he hoped to
accomplish in his teachings, but the most convincing language supporting the
argument that Emerson’s teachings should be viewed as a religion is found in the
following quotation by Emerson taken from his journal entry of 7 April 1840:

In all my lectures, I have taught one doctrine, the infinitude of the

private man. This, the people accept readily 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. (JMN 7: 342)

This entry, written in the midst of what is often referred to as “Emerson’s
Transcendental Period,” shows unequivocally that Emerson considered his life’s
work—the promulgation of the doctrine of self-reliance—as a religion, although
others struggled to view it as such. I will continue, therefore, for the remainder of
this thesis (although it may cause many academics and religionists alike to

wince), to be true to what I believe Emerson would want, and refer to self-reliance

as Emerson’s religion.
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Pillar One—The Over-Soul

Emerson’s religion of self-reliance was built upon three fundamental
doctrines. These three doctrines are interrelated and interdependent and are as
follows: 1) The existence of the Over-Soul; 2) personal, direct revelation from the
Over-Soul to every man; 3) and the “infinitude” of every man or perfectionism. I
will study each of these pillars in the order I have listed them.

The first pillar upon which Emerson’s doctrine of self-reliance rests is the
existence of a central deity. William Huggard agrees as to the foundational nature
of this belief within Emerson’s writings. Consider the following statement which

he wrote in his book The Religious Teachings of Ralph Waldo Emerson: “Among

all of Emerson’s teachings, his basic precept is his assertion that God exists. His
immediate subject may appear to have little or nothing to do with his belief in a
deity. Yet whatever he wrote or said derived directly or obliquely from this
belief” (31). This is an excellent insight from Huggard, inasmuch as Emerson’s
“immediate subject” frequently did not appear to have anything to do with a belief
in deity—as in the cases of “History,” “The American Scholar,” or “Heroism”
which appear secular enough in nature—but still taught the doctrine of self-
reliance and were as Huggard has noted, “derived directly or obliquely from” a
belief in God. In his book Emerson, Buell made a similar observation with
regards to deity in Emerson’s works when he wrote: “Consider how often he
resorts to the ‘G-’ word in ‘Self-Reliance,” no less than fifteen times” (160). It is
irrefutable that Emerson believed in a Supreme Being. However, George

Santayana, asked the insightful question, “Did he know what he meant by Spirit
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or the ‘Over-Soul’? Could he say what he understood by the terms, so constantly
on his lips, Nature, Law, God, Benefit or Beauty? He could not...” (217).

It appears to be true that, as Santayana postulated, Emerson could not
explain what he meant by “God.” But in the quotation that follows, taken from
Emerson’s essay “Spiritual Laws,” one sees that he was unequivocal in his
declarations of the existence of God, or the Over-Soul (perhaps Emerson’s best-
liked designation for God and the title of one of his 1841 essays): “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;.... O my brothers, God exists.
There is a soul at the centre of nature, and over the will of every man” (EL 309).
While Emerson may not have been able to nail down exactly what he meant by
God, he did have some ideas as to the character of Deity. In Emerson’s mind,
God was synonymous with nature. This is why Emerson in his book Nature
personified nature and capitalized it. Emerson felt that by merely looking around
himself, man would be forced to acknowledge something higher, something that
governed everything and everybody.

This omnipresent or pervasive nature of God was central to Emerson’s
doctrine of self-reliance because it placed God not only throughout all that was
external to man but throughout everything that was internal to man, including the
self, the soul. Perhaps this explains Emerson’s predilection for the term Over-
Soul to describe deity, such that he would entitle his essay about God with that
appellative. Emerson’s feelings about God’s position in the soul of man are stated

very clearly in “The Over-Soul” when he wrote that “within man is the soul of the
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whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to which every part and particle is
equally related; the eternal ONE” (EPP 164). With his Over-Soul concept,
Emerson offers a slightly modified version of God to the world. In an article
entitled “Emerson, Second Church and the Real Priesthood,” Wesley T. Mott
points out how “Emerson's deliberate revision of the Gospel definition of
‘Emmanuel’ ("God with us" in Matthew 1:23) becomes at the end of Sermon 43

29

‘this literal Emmanuel God within us’” (26), a subtle prepositional change to
conform to Emerson’s Over-Soul doctrine. Mott then continues by saying “The
bedrock vision of Emerson's sermons is expressed in what was arguably his
favorite Scripture verse—Luke 17:21—‘The Kingdom of God is within
you’”’(26). By having the Over-Soul within man, there was interconnectedness

with divinity; man had constant access to the heavens, because the heavens were

within him.

Pillar Two—Revelation

This constant access to the heavens is the second pillar of Emersonian
religion—personal, direct revelation. To understand the significance of revelation
to self-reliance, I think it is wise to make the following point. Upon encountering
Emerson and hearing about his doctrine of self-reliance, many people might
quickly dismiss him as advocating egotism or insularity. However, Emersonian
self-reliance is best understood in the terms set out by Richard Higgins in his
article “Emerson at 200™:

After publishing “Self-Reliance” in 1841, he largely stopped using

the term because people confused it with insular self-sufficiency.
Emerson believed that each person “is an inlet” to the “one mind”
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of creation. Through authentic self-development, we discover this

mind and are united with others in a shared creation guided by

common moral laws. True individuality is thus never selfish in

Emerson's view. “Self-reliance, the height and perfection of man,”

Emerson wrote in 1854, “is God-reliance.”

While Emerson did indeed distrust institutions, the

individualism he advocated was not of the isolationist kind. Self-

reliance disclosed the link between the individual soul and the

Universal Mind, bringing the individual into relation with all.

Self-reliance, as Higgins explained, was a far cry from egotism or
insularity; on the contrary, if practiced, self-reliance would actually bring an
individual “into relation with all” through the Universal Mind. However, it is
easy to understand how a person could make that mistake with regards to self-
reliance. In order to understand exactly what it is in the self upon which one is
relying, one must first understand Emerson’s doctrine of the God within, the
Over-Soul, and that in actuality the self upon which man is relying is that God
within, “for God is within him, God about him, he is a part of God himself” (JMN
1:253), and that one relies upon the God that “is within him” by heeding and
being true to the revelations which proceed from the soul. Emerson expressed the
need to heed personal revelation in the following passage from “Self-Reliance’:
“A man should learn to detect and watch that gleam of light which flashes across
his mind from within, more than the luster of the firmament of bards and sages”
(EPP 121). However, Emerson was not the only American religionist who was
teaching about this light within—the doctrine of personal revelation. Emerson
had a strange bedfellow in the Calvinist Jonathan Edwards, who preceded

Emerson by one hundred years in teaching about the inner light in a sermon

entitled “A Divine and Supernatural Light Immediately Imparted to the Soul by
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the Spirit of God.” There were also many of Emerson’s contemporaries who
taught about the inner light, including George Fox, William Penn and Mary Rotch
(Huggard 86-7).

Emerson acknowledged in a sermon entitled “Self and Others” that this
doctrine of the inner light was not a new doctrine, and that it “does not belong to
any church but to a certain elevation of mind in all churches. It is not a doctrine
of any sect but of all devout Christians” (YES 161). Emerson then continued,
giving an early glimpse of his feelings on Universal Truth, by adding that the
doctrine of inner light was “not the property of Christians but of men. For before
Christ had declared the character of God and his relations to the human mind,
humble and thoughtful men had communed with their Maker and rejoiced in the
conviction that God dwelt within them” (161). Later in his career, Emerson
would again rock the boat of Christianity with this concept of the universality of
truth by placing the Bhagavad-Gita on equal standing with the gospels
(Richardson 114-115). But, for Emerson, wherever there was a man’s soul, there
also was the Over-Soul; and where the Over-Soul was, there was revelation being
poured into the mind of the individual. Emerson’s belief in the availability of
revelation to all men is apparent in the following words from his “Divinity School
Address™:

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 an

instruction, but provocation, that I can receive from another soul.

What he announces, I must find true in me, or wholly reject; and

on his word, or as his second, be he who he may, I can accept
nothing. (EPP 72)
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The “doors” to the temple of truth and revelation “stand open, night and day,
before every man.” Every man has equal access, no matter what his situation.

But, this revelation was not just a nicety offered to humankind, according
to Emerson; it was to be his supreme, governing source of truth, the final word,
the law. In Emerson’s estimation, one man speaking or writing to another can not
actually impart truth to him or instruct him; he can only provoke the hearer such
that he will use the “intuition” or light within himself to go and find the
announcement true for himself “or wholly reject” it. Emerson had stated in the
sermon “Self and Others” that the light within was “no new or peculiar doctrine”
(YES 161). However, what was new or peculiar about Emerson’s doctrine of the
inner light or revelation was the preeminent position that it occupied; he declared
the absolute supremacy of personal revelation above all else, whereas personal
revelation was secondary to the rest of Christianity.

This doctrine, taught as “Obey thyself” in the “Divinity School Address”
and “Trust thyself” in “Self-Reliance,” sorely chafed traditional Christianity. It
chafed many religionists because, if the individual occupied the first position with
regards to the declaration of truth, then that would relegate to second position
Moses, Peter, Paul and even Jesus. For much of Christianity, this was heresy and
bordered on atheism, because of the way it discredited the godliness and
preeminence of Christ. But for Emerson, it was Christ’s obedience to this
principle of revelation which gave him a position of preeminence. In his

“Divinity School Address,” Emerson said of Jesus:
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He felt respect for Moses and the prophets; but no unfit
tenderness at postponing their initial revelations, to the hour and

the man that now is; to the eternal revelation in the heart. Thus

was he a true man. Having seen that the law in us is commanding,

he would not suffer it to be commanded. Boldly, with hand, and

heart, and life, he declared it was God. Thus is he, as I think, the

only soul in history who has appreciated the worth of a man. (EPP

73)

Emerson revered Jesus as being the only man who had lived true to “the eternal
revelation in the heart,” he was the only man who had looked inside himself and
“declared it was God.” Emerson did not feel that he was doing Jesus Christ any
injustice in his treatment of him; rather Emerson felt that Christianity was doing
the injustice, in revering Christ wrongly, by being content to receive religion
second-hand from Jesus in the Bible rather than doing as he had done and seeking
their own revelation. “We too must write Bibles, to unite again the heavens and
the earthly world” wrote Emerson (“Goethe; or the Writer” EL 761).

Most of the Christian religions of Emerson’s time considered revelation a
thing of the past, something that had died with the apostles. Emerson criticized
this belief in his “Harvard Divinity School Address” by saying “Men have come
to speak of the revelation as somewhat long ago given and done, as if God were
dead.” He continued:

It is my duty to say to you, that the need was never greater of new

revelation than now. From the views I have already expressed,

you will infer the sad conviction, which I share, I believe, with

numbers, of the universal decay and now almost death of faith in

society. The soul is not preached. The Church seems to totter to

its fall, almost all life extinct. (74-75)

Emerson felt that religion was almost “extinct.” In his mind, religion was dying

because the lifeblood of religion and faith—revelation—was cut off, and that in
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order for true religion to be restored, man needed to learn again to follow the

inner light.

Pillar Three—Perfectionism

If a man were true to the inner light, if he followed his revelation, what
would it reveal to him? The answer lies in the final pillar of Emerson’s religion
of self-reliance—perfectionism. In a quotation I examined earlier in this chapter,
Emerson claimed in his journal that in all his lectures he had taught but one
doctrine, “the infinitude of the private man.” Buell’s response to Emerson’s
statement, in his book Emerson, is “He exaggerated, but not by much. What he
liked to call Self-Reliance is the best single key to his thought and influence”
(59). Self-reliance is, indeed, the best single key to Emerson’s thought and
influence—it was, after all, according to him, his religion.

However, a closer look at Emerson’s declaration of belief concerning the
“infinitude” of man reveals another vein of religious thought—the doctrine of
perfectionism. For in reality, this declaration of religion by Emerson, has more to
do with the possibility of self-perfection (with infinitude inferring the possibility
of perfection and the term “private man” referring to the self) than self-reliance.
Self-reliance could probably be best described as the vehicle used to achieve
perfection, or in the striving towards one’s infinitude, and has more to do with
Emerson’s interrelated doctrine of revelation (which I have already discussed in
this chapter). Perhaps I am trifling with semantics, but I don’t think so. At any
rate, Emersonian perfectionism is paramount to his religion and inseparably

intertwined with self-reliance, for Emerson believed that if a man were self-
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reliant, remaining true to the God within, his possibilities would be limitless. It
seems to me then that Emerson’s self-imposed label of “religion” for his doctrine
of self-reliance coupled with the use of “infinitude” with regards to man in his
definition of his religion provides a good starting point for an examination of
Emerson through the lens of religious perfectionism.

As I'begin looking at Emerson as a perfectionist, it is important to note
that I am not the first to look at him in this light. Stanley Cavell also examined

Emerson in terms of perfectionism in his book Conditions Handsome and

Unhandsome: The Constitution of Emersonian Perfectionism. This is, therefore,

not a completely new line of reasoning. Cavell looked at Emerson, however, in
terms of moral perfectionism, and used his “Carus Lectures as an opportunity to
recommend Emerson, despite all, to the closer attention of the American
philosophical community” (33). In those lectures, he examined him in terms of
moral perfectionism, contextualizing Emerson’s perfectionism with that of other
perfectionist philosophers such as Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Heidegger and
Dewey.

Similarly, my endeavor in this thesis is “to recommend Emerson, despite
all, to the closer attention of the American” religious community, placing him in
the context of Noyes, Finney and Smith. Taking this comparison one step further,
it is important to note that Emersonian perfectionism, while corresponding with
the moral perfectionism of his fellow philosophers on many points, disagreed on

many others. The same is true when looking at Emersonian thought with respect
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to religious perfectionism; he differs from the other religious perfectionists in
many regards.

For now, I will endeavor to define Emersonian perfectionism. I
mentioned earlier in this section Emerson’s use of the word “infinitude” to
describe man’s potential. I think it is of interest to look at another example of
Emerson’s use of the word “infinitude” in his writings. The centrality of man’s
infinitude to Emerson’s doctrine is evident in the following passage from “The
Harvard Divinity School Address”:

The true Christianity—a faith like Christ’s in the infinitude

of man—is lost. None believeth in the soul of man, but only in

some man or person old and departed. 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.

(EPP 78, emphasis added)

One of Emerson’s peeves was the over-adoration of historical figures, not because
he was unwilling to recognize their accomplishments, but because the individual,
upon declaring “this saint or that poet” as heroic and worthy of emulation, was
limiting himself as to what heights he might attain by setting his sights on the
finite—the heights attained by his hero. Christ, according to Emerson had a faith
in his infinitude and achieved it: “Alone in all history, he estimated the greatness
of man. One man was true to what is in you and me” (73). Emerson said that
Christ “felt respect for Moses and the prophets,” but in Emerson’s mind Christ’s
greatness was found in “postponing” the revelations of Moses and the prophets

“to the hour and the man that now is” (73). He did not put too much stock in “this

saint or that poet” but saw God in himself.
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Christ’s attainments and greatness were every man’s inheritance in
Emerson’s eyes. Men simply choose to spend their lives in the slums of
achievement. “A man is a god in ruins,” and “Man is the dwarf of himself”
(“Self-Reliance” EPP 53) are just two of many Emersonian phrases that at once
express man’s infinite potential and tendency to live far beneath that potential.
Emerson believed in the capacity of man to be perfect, in the possibility of
another Christ, the possibility of another man to be “true to what is in you and
me” (73). Consider the two following phrases:

A true conversion, a true Christ, is now, as always to be made, by
the reception of beautiful sentiments. (74)

I look for the new Teacher, that shall follow so far those shining
laws, that he shall see them come full circle. (81)

By the use of the article “a” in the first sentence, Emerson demonstrated the
infinitude of every man, not just Christ. For Emerson, another Christ, another
Teacher was not outside the realms of possibility. There is the possibility that
another Christ “be made” now as there had “always” been that possibility. It is
this possibility of perfectionism, this limitlessness of possibility, this infinitude of
man that defines Emersonian perfectionism. Its attainment hinges upon following
“those shining laws” and being true to those “beautiful sentiments” that are in the
soul of every man. It was this perception of man’s infinitude that would define
Emersonian perfectionism, and that (as he himself stated) was to be found in all of
his lectures. Emersonian perfectionism would produce a society of Christs,
perfect individuals, unafraid of what society thought of them, guided exclusively

by their inner lights. Everybody would belong to the same religion—but not an
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institutional religion—the church of the soul, receiving direction directly from the
Over-Soul. Emersonian perfectionism does not deal with healings, miracles,
salvation or an afterlife. It is concerned with the perfection of the character of
individuals as illustrated in the following passage from “Self-Reliance”:

If God has made us with such intention as revelation discloses,

then it must be that there are in each of us all the elements of moral

and intellectual excellence, that is to say, if you act out yourself,

you will attain and exhibit a perfect character. (14)

Due to the focus on the development of character, Emerson is generally and aptly
grouped with the moral perfectionists. I have chosen to examine his
perfectionism in this thesis as religious, however, because he viewed the
perfection of the individual as religious.

Hopefully, in this last section I have laid a proper groundwork for
understanding Emersonian perfectionism. Emerson’s writings are replete with
examples of perfectionism that I have not shared. For this reason, chapter two
will be meaningful to the reader not only because it will demonstrate the

prevalence of perfectionism in Emerson’s works but will also paint a fuller, more

descript picture of Emersonian perfectionism.
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CHAPTER 3

THE PERVASIVENESS OF PERFECTIONISM IN EMERSON’S WORKS

Roots of Perfectionism in Emerson’s Mother and Aunt Mary

Perhaps the earliest glimpses of perfectionism in Emerson’s life can be
traced back to two women—his mother and his aunt, Mary Moody Emerson.
While neither one of them preached perfectionism per se, they both taught,
directly or indirectly, principles which would lead to the development of
Emersonian self-reliance and perfectionism.

I will speak just briefly of Emerson’s mother and then write at length
about Aunt Mary. From his mother, Emerson appears to have inherited a hunger
for personal, direct religious experience and an open mind with regards to
religion. Ruth Haskins Emerson “led a deeply religious life. Every day after
breakfast she retired to her room for reading and contemplation and she was not to

be disturbed” according to Robert Richardson, in his book, Emerson: The Mind

on Fire (21). From her, the Emerson boys learned to value religion, for she was a
“strong believer and a practicing, observing Christian” (21). She read widely,
with no allegiance to the teachings of any particular church. Furthermore, she did
not read books that were academic, polemical or that had anything to do with
theology or church government, for she was not interested in such things. The
common thread in most of the books read by Emerson’s mother is that they were
spiritual self-help books—books which focused on personal, religious experience.
She was not concerned with the religious affiliation of the author; she was much

more concerned with the religious experience that the work offered her, hoping
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for insights into self-cultivation and ways to experience a more religious life.
Surely his mother’s devotion to individual spiritual experience and her quest for
truth in diverse places did not go unnoticed by the young Emerson, and
contributed to the development of his doctrines of self-reliance and perfectionism
in their early stages.

But perhaps Emerson’s most important source for his religion of self-
reliance was his Aunt Mary, whom Lawrence Buell referred to as a “living
example of vernacular spirituality” (60). Mary Moody Emerson was a four foot,
three inch spitfire of a woman. She possessed an incredible energy as exemplified
in this passage from Emerson’s biographical sketch of his Aunt:

She had the misfortune of spinning with a greater velocity than any

of the other tops. She would tear into the chaise or out of it, into

the house or out of it, into the conversation, into the thought, into

the character of the stranger,—disdaining all the graduation by

which her fellows time their steps: and though she might do very

happily in a planet where others moved with the like velocity, she

was offended here by the phlegm of all her fellow creatures, and

disgusted them by her impatience. She could keep step with no

human being. (CW 10:407)

These lines are valuable not only because they give us insight into the ambition of
Aunt Mary but also because they give us a glimpse of her non-conformist self-
reliance. Emerson observed that “She could keep step with no human being.” It
appears that Emerson felt that his Aunt Mary not only marched to the beat of a
different drum, but the drum with which she kept time was from another planet.

Her aversion to conformity is well illustrated in the following passage from

Carlos Baker’s Emerson Among The Eccentrics:

Her idiosyncrasies were legion. She insisted on using her thimble
as a seal for letters, liked best those adversaries who argued back,
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and often took out her teeth in company “to give herself more

ease.” She could not bear to throw away medicines: if she found in

several old bottles a drop or two of laudanum, quinine, or

antimony, and a few old pills, she mixed the lot together and drank

off the potion. At meals she was always contrary, saying, for

example, that she never took tea and preferred cocoa. When given

the cocoa, she’d add a spot of tea to make her lively and another of

coffee to get rid of the taste. (20)

In his Aunt Mary, Emerson would have observed at an early age somebody who
was willing to “shun father and mother and wife and brother” when called upon to
do so by her genius (“Self-Reliance” EPP 123). She epitomized his doctrine of
self-reliance, and her life, as Emerson once expressed it in a letter, was a
“transcendental way of living” (LE 1:423).

She was brilliant, well-read and ““a vigorous theologian. Above all, she
was an original religious thinker, almost a prophet” (Richardson 23). In
Emerson’s biographical sketch of Mary Moody Emerson, he wrote the following
regarding her religious thought:

By society with her, one's mind is electrified and purged. She is no

statute-book of practical commandments, nor orderly digest of any

system of philosophy, divine or human, but a Bible, miscellaneous

in its parts, but one in its spirit, wherein are sentences of

condemnation, promises and covenants of love that make foolish

the wisdom of the world with the power of God. (CW 10:408)

However, it was not just the fact that she was a religious woman that made Mary
Moody Emerson noteworthy. Religious women were not out of the ordinary in
Emerson’s time; Aunt Mary was distinct in her nephew’s eyes because she was a

walking, living, breathing source of scripture, “a Bible.” Again, she was, at least

in part, an example of the religion of self-reliance that Emerson tried his whole
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life to perpetuate, and traces of her religious views can be seen in Emerson’s
religious thought.

For example, like Emerson, she did not accept the consubstantiality of
Christ with God—which belief contributed to Emerson’s doctrine of
perfectionism (I will examine Emerson’s views on Christ later in this chapter).
She also was a strong proponent of personal revelation and the God within, telling
Emerson in letters that “the relation between you and your Creator, if you have
one, remains paramount” and that the only dictate to which one ultimately had to
be true is “the divine personal agency, as of your own consciousness” (Emerson,
Mary 314). All of these teachings contributed to Aunt Mary’s own version of
perfectionism, as she taught it to Emerson in a letter when she expressed her
belief that human beings could “reach perfection by their own free agency and
divine help” (314). All in all, the life, teachings and beliefs of Mary Moody
Emerson provided a seedbed wherein Emersonian perfectionism could germinate
and begin to grow “in the glow of her pure and poetic spirit, which dearly loved
the Infinite” (CW 10:408).

With such examples of self-reliance and perfectionism as Emerson had in
his mother and his Aunt Mary, he was well on his way to the development of his
own doctrine of perfectionism; and Emerson’s beliefs begin to coalesce in his
journals. He wrote on 14 December 1823:

I see no reason why I should bow my head to man, or

cringe in my demeanor...when I reflect that I am an immortal

being, born to a destiny immeasurably high, deriving my moral and

intellectual attributes directly from Almighty God, and that my

existence and condition as his child must be forever independent of
the control or will of my fellow children,--1 am elevated in my own
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eyes to a higher ground in life and a better self-esteem. But, alas,

few men hold with a strong grasp the scepter of self-

government.... (JE 1:301-2)
He continued on this theme a week later, 21 December 1823:

Who is he that shall control me? Why may not I act &

speak & write & think with entire freedom? What am I to the

Universe or, the Universe, what is it to me? Who hath forged the

chains of Wrong & Right, of Opinion & Custom? And must I

wear them? Is Society my anointed King? Or is there any

mightier community or any man or more than man, whose slave I

am? ...I say to the Universe, Mighty one! Thou art not my mother;

return to chaos, if thou wilt, I shall still exist. Ilive. If I owe my

being, it is to a destiny greater than thine. Star by star, world by

world, system by system shall be crushed—but I shall live. (EPP

485)
It is easy to see how many people mistake Emerson’s self-reliant and perfectionist
rhetoric for arrogance upon reading prose that places his own destiny above that
of the universe, language that defies the rights and wrongs and customs of society.
But the things that he wrote in his journal were, in his opinion, true for all men.
Emerson was not pounding his chest in self-aggrandizement, he was declaring
man’s potential. Earlier in the year, he had also written of man, “There is no
other separate, ultimate resource, for God is within him, God about him, he is a
part of God himself” (JE 253). Emerson’s doctrines of man’s infinite potential

and reliance upon the God within to obtain that infinite potential, were beginning

to take shape.

Perfectionism in the Sermons

I would like to quickly examine early Emersonian perfectionism as found
in a couple of his sermons. I use the phrase “early perfectionism,” because

although I do believe that Emerson was a perfectionist at a rather young age and
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maintained his perfectionist philosophies throughout his life, I would certainly not
go so far as to say that Emerson’s views on perfection were the same at age
twenty as they were at age forty or sixty; it was not a static, unchanging ideology.
Rather, Emersonian perfectionism evolved as a result of the vicissitudes of his
life. Therefore, perfectionism, as it was modeled by his mother and aunt, was but
in its seminal stages and continued to germinate during his young years as a
preacher.

Emerson, as a young preacher, already felt strongly about the infinitude of
man. In his sermon dated 25 July 1826 and entitled “Pray Without Ceasing,”
Emerson made the assertion that all men actually do pray without ceasing—
whether they know it or not—that every action, every word, every thought, every
exertion in truth is a prayer to God, expressing to him the desires of their hearts.
His second assertion in the sermon is just as bold, wherein he states, “And these
prayers are granted. For is it not clear that what we strongly and earnestly desire
we shall make every effort to obtain; and has not God so furnished us with powers
of body and of mind that we can acquire whatsoever we seriously and unceasingly
strive after?” (EPP 5). One sees here the muted beginnings of perfectionism in
Emerson’s public language, wherein he tells us that God has “furnished us with
powers of body and of mind” to accomplish anything.

Emerson’s sermon based on Matthew 16:26 (which has since been
assigned the number ninety) begins with similar subtle perfectionist prose,
speaking of man’s “infinite nature.” The first two sentences read:

All the instructions which religion addresses to man imply a
supposition of the utmost importance, which is, that every human
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mind is capable of receiving and acting upon these sublime

principles. That which is made for an immortal life must be of an

infinite nature. (EPP 13)
However, within this sermon one begins to see the dynamics of Emersonian
perfectionism. For although Emerson begins the sermon with the same muted
tones he had used in earlier sermons, by the year 1830 Emerson’s doctrine of self-
reliance was much more developed and he was becoming more bold in his
declarations regarding self-reliance and perfectionism. As a matter of fact, this
sermon is the precursor to his famous 1841 essay “Self-Reliance.” Here are a few
lines that show the more overt nature of perfectionism in Emerson’s now seedling

religion of self-reliance:

It is no small trust to have the keeping of a soul. And compared
with their capacity men are not such as they ought to be. (EPP 14)

They do not know, because they have not tried, the spiritual force
that belongs to them. (14)

If God has made us with such intention as revelation discloses,
then it must be that there are in each of us all the elements of moral
and intellectual excellence, that is to say, if you act out yourself,
you will attain and exhibit a perfect character. (14)

The lesson that may be gathered from this scripture is to value our
own souls, to have them in such estimation as never to offend
them, and this is the theme of the present discourse. I wish to
enforce the doctrine that a man should trust himself; should have a
perfect confidence that there is no defect or inferiority in his
nature. . .. (14)

Let him fully trust his own share of God’s goodness, that if used to
the uttermost, it will lead him on to a perfection which has no type
yet in the Universe save only in the Divine Mind. (15)

Towards the end of the sermon, Emerson appears to seek reconciliation between

his revolutionary doctrines and conventional Christianity by saying: “It is
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important to observe that this self-reliance which grows out of the Scripture
doctrine of the value of the soul is not inconsistent either with our duties to our
fellow men or to God” (16). However, he was in no way compromising his
insistence on self-reliance and perfectionism. Rather he was asserting that self-
reliance was not a deviation from true religion, but essential to true religion. In
his mind, Emerson’s self-reliance was not straying from the doctrines of the soul
but adhering perfectly to them.

Nevertheless, a schism was developing between Emerson and other
Christian religionists. Biographer Robert D. Richardson went so far as to describe
the schism by writing, “As the new year, 1830, began, Emerson was working out
a new and strikingly modern theology” (97). This “new theology,” as [ have
endeavored to illustrate, had its genesis before 1830; but, continuing with the
analogy of the seed, 1830 does appear to be the year when his religion of self-
reliance sprouted from the ground and took on a more visible, seedling form. As
Emersonian self-reliance became more visible, the differences became harder to
ignore for Emerson and for those wi