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INTRODUCTION: THE NEED FOR AN EMERSONIAN RECOVERY 

 

In all my lectures, I have taught one doctrine, namely, the infinitude of the private man. This, the 

people accept readily enough, & 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 study begins with what may seem to be an overly ambitious claim: that a figure who 

has been long recognized as immensely important for American intellectual life, who has 

spawned a veritable mountain of scholarship, who has been scrutinized by nearly two centuries 

of readers without a significant waning period, and who has been claimed by countless religious, 

philosophical, and intellectual movements as their own, that this figure, Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

still suffers from an interpretive lack. Boldly and to the point, I will here claim that because of 

the fraught interpretive politics of how we have examined and evaluated the idea of religion in 

Emersonian thought, both in his own time and in ours, the nuance and creativity with which 

Emerson articulates his views on religion have too often been underappreciated by his readers. 

Just as Emerson’s critics in his own day tended to dismiss his religious thought as unworthy of 

serious consideration, contemporary scholars tend to view it as either a quaint and passing 

reference that is not a serious part of his “secular” literary and aesthetic project, or a 

problematically antiquated commitment that ought to be purged from his work to make it 

relevant for our current times. In his own day he was labeled a pantheist and atheist, even if he 

claimed to the contrary; nowadays he is often labeled a proto-secularist, even if he didn’t realize 

it. When interpreters do grant Emerson his religion, he is usually seen as an overly optimistic 
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spiritualist or mystic, the herald of a purely inward religion of self-regard and self-gratification, 

one that dies a slow death from its pernicious individualism and delusions of self-fulfillment. For 

many with this view, we can attend to this religion by excavating its influence on late nineteenth 

and twentieth century American religious movements, but it certainly wouldn’t much interest 

philosophers, ethicists, and theoretically-minded scholars of religion. It is a passé moment in 

liberal Protestantism, best left to the dustbin. 

The study that follows takes a different path. Rather than beginning with a strong sense of 

what religion means—either one informed by an essentialist definition of the term that picks out 

a certain quality of the human experience across time and place, or one informed by the 

consensus opinions on religion in the early and mid-nineteenth century—here I hope to allow 

Emerson to develop his own peculiar understanding of what constitutes the religious. In many 

ways, my hope is to allow Emerson the latitude to experiment with the concept, much as he 

tended to experiment with the many titular concepts that headline his essays in the corpus, 

playing with the meaning that would have been most recognizable to his audience while trying to 

shift that meaning in search of some ethical, social, or political progress. Like he does with some 

of the best essays, such as “Experience” or Nature, the goal is never to accept the predominant 

understanding of the titular concept, but to incorporate its re-imagining into a comprehensive 

ethical vision—that is, to preach a truth that provokes, to inspire an always further movement, 

rather than describe its details. Because this is not a detached speculation on the essence of a 

topic but an engagement with a concept in its expression in the contemporary world, one must be 

attentive to one’s own place and the traditions that form us collectively to think in particular 

ways. Although his legacy has sometimes tended to the contrary, Emerson is very much focused 

on how traditions might be changed for the better, finding the ways that people can be provoked 
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from within them, not forced to abandon one for some other. For my work here, that means 

attending to Emerson’s relationship to the Calvinist Puritan Christianity of New England, the 

emerging liberal theology of the Unitarians, the idealism of the German and English Romantics, 

as well as his commitment to continuing an idiosyncratic family tradition, all the while focusing 

on how the confluence of these traditions allows him to speak to a common people and how they 

understand their own religious life and practice. Contrary to the many portrayals of the 

iconoclastic anti-traditionalist Emerson, I will show how Emerson sees his work as a part of a 

longstanding tradition of religious thought, not a grand departure from it. However, while it 

belongs to this ever-evolving tradition, it is not merely a reiteration of that tradition—Emerson is 

in this sense not committed to a stable set of resources that must remain ineluctably a part of that 

tradition. His aim, so to speak, is to make a positive contribution to how people think about the 

elements that constitute religion, not accepting its past forms as definitive for what it is, but 

letting its future possibilities inform how one ought to strive in the present. To do so requires that 

he occupy and explore the conceptual margins of his time where the boundaries of how people 

have thought about their lives open up just a bit more onto a new territory without completely 

abandoning the terrain that makes those lives recognizable. 

This is, of course, not to say that the scholarship has not paid attention to Emerson’s 

religion. In many ways, focusing on Emersonian religion is an antiquated scholarly approach. 

Before he was made the secular and aesthetically minded poet and essayist that many see him as 

today, there was a body of scholarship that was willing to see him as a kind of minister his entire 

life. Oftentimes the question about Emerson’s religion comes down to a simple one: when 

Emerson resigned his pastorate at Second Church Boston in 1832, did he resign his ministerial 

career as a preacher and religious leader trying to sway the congregation of all who would hear 
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him towards a better lived religious life however constructed? Or did he merely resign his pulpit 

within the mainstream Unitarian church and the particular forms of pastoral obligation and 

institutional responsibility required from a full-time minister? Does he throw out the ministerial 

baby with the institutional bathwater? Late nineteenth and early twentieth century readers were 

much more willing to grant him the former without the latter—contemporary scholarship often 

equates the two. 
1
 Much of my account of Emerson in the following chapters hinges on the claim 

that the resignation of his official pulpit made a serious impact on his professional life, and very 

little impact on his religious thought.  

Nevertheless, this is not an intellectual biography of Emerson. I am less concerned with 

how the person Emerson negotiated the complex relationship between his individual views, his 

relationships with the people around him, and the institutions that variously applauded and 

condemned him. Rather, the chapters that follow focus on the public works of Emerson that 

develop, I claim, a worked out and intricate account of religion that was meant to be received by 

an audience of listeners and readers. This is a methodology which I lay out at the beginning of 

chapter two, in contradistinction to much of the current research on Emerson’s religious thought. 

As such, I do not deal with many of the topics on which much of the secondary literature 

focuses, such as whether he had a crisis of faith after the death of his first wife Ellen, or his 

personal feelings of betrayal by those in the Unitarian mainstream after the Divinity School 

Address. These are important questions for Emerson Studies, but they are not here my questions. 

As such, I do not try to correlate Emerson the person with every particular position that he 

                                                           
1
 In 1920 it was far more common to hear proclamations like the one by American philosopher and idealist, Jay 

William Hudson, that “religion permeated everything Emerson ever thought or did; it was not a function of his 

soul,—it was his soul. Emerson was the sage essayist only as he was a religious sage, an orator only as he was a 

religious oracle, a philosopher only as he was a prophet, a poet only as he was a priest.” Jay William Hudson, “The 

Religion of Emerson,” The Sewanee Review 28, no. 2 (April 1920): 203. 
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develops in his public works. Those moments where I do venture beyond the public works—the 

sermons, lectures, and published essays—I try to do so sparingly so as not to lose sight of 

Emerson’s public engagement as an essential feature of his thought. This does leave me 

vulnerable to the accusation that my account of Emerson might stray from what Emerson 

actually believed. Nevertheless, what I am concerned with here is Emerson as a social critic and 

a public figure, and not necessarily what he considered to be his private religious views. 

 

“From a Calmer Height of Love and Wisdom” 

The title of this study comes from a journal entry that Emerson wrote in 1832 as he 

contemplated the White Mountains in Conway, New Hampshire while struggling to come up 

with what he would say in an upcoming sermon. In an entry a few days earlier he expressed 

doubts about his position in the ministry: “I have sometimes thought that, in order to be a good 

minister, it was necessary to leave the ministry. The profession is antiquated.” But although the 

profession might be antiquated, the prophetic voice that the preacher wields is not. Thus, he 

writes in his journal: 

Here, among the mountains, the pinions of thought should be strong, and one should see 

the errors of men from a calmer height of love and wisdom. What is the message that is 

given me to communicate next Sunday? Religion in the mind is not credulity, and in the 

practice is not form. It is a life. It is the order and soundness of a man. It is not something 

else to be got, to be added, but is a new life of those faculties you have. It is to do right. It 

is to love, it is to serve, it is to think, it is to be humble.  
 

Emerson’s mountaintop “revelation” tells him that religion is about seeing one’s life from a 

different perspective, and responding accordingly. It is not directed at some other world, nor is it 

reliant on supernatural entities—it is purely this-worldly. But it is a kind of transcendence, since 

one can only get there from a calmer height of love and wisdom. As Emerson writes nearly thirty 

years later concerning the state of religion in his own day: the “flowering and completion” of 
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human culture “may be described as Religion, or Worship,” but this does not mean that all 

religion fits this role. Indeed, we need to keep in mind that religion in the abstract—as a set of 

capabilities, perspectives, modes of self-cultivation—is different from religion in practice—as a 

particular instantiation of that abstract through a particular cultic form.
2
 One can be averse to 

one’s contemporary religion (as a cultus), without supposing that all such hope of a renewed 

religious life ought to be abandoned. On the contrary, Emerson’s view is that the contemporary 

American landscape, where the old faiths seem no longer responsive to the current needs of the 

people, requires that people think differently about religion. Methodologically, my reading 

attempts to do what John Lysaker describes as an effort “to work with Emerson [rather] than to 

talk about him,” which is possible because Emerson’s essays and lectures are meant to be 

“agitating performances, rhetorically provoking us.”
3
 In other words, Emerson uses a 

conversation about the higher ideals of a people which form the heart of a religious life, and the 

expressions that those ideals take in the lives of individuals both conceptually and in practice, as 

the opportunity to inspire continued and evolving religious reflection. As a specific interpretive 

contribution to Emerson Studies, I am proposing that Emerson’s corpus is better read through the 

lens of his continuing efforts to articulate a means by which to perform a philosophical reflection 

on religion, which includes within it a reflection on the nature and function of religion that 

reorients popular thinking about religion. He hopes to perform this philosophical reflection so as 

to be, using Thoreau’s term from Walden, a “chanticleer” to the people around him.  

But what then is religion for Emerson? There is no easy answer at this junction, and that 

seems to be Emerson’s point. Chapters two and three try to present this perspective in all its 

                                                           
2
 I develop this distinction in chapter two as an essential part of the Divinity School Address. 

3
 John Lysaker, “Taking Emerson Personally,” in New Morning: Emerson in the Twenty-first Century, ed. Authur 

S. Lothstein and Michael Brodrick (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2008), 122, 138. 
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variations. But for a general introduction, I can say the following: religion refers to that 

particular faculty which enables, provokes, describes, habituates one into, and expresses higher 

moral ideals in a person, while, also, it refers to the set of institutions, traditions, cultural forms, 

literatures, etc. that work in conjunction with this faculty. Religion, in this sense, is 

fundamentally about promoting and improving moral life by working on a person through a 

variety of media. Emerson uses “religion” both ways, sometimes using the more specific 

“religious sentiment” versus “religious form,” but not always. Part of the point of this conflation, 

as I read it, is to make it difficult to disentangle the quite complicated ways that humans are 

shaped to have a particular kind of religious sentiment by the influence of particular kinds of 

cultivation; but also, how this sentiment shapes the way in which that cultivation happens. 

Emerson’s inability to specify a clear linear causation between the faculties of an individual self 

and the community practices in which she participates seems to be an aspect of what he thinks 

makes human life so multifarious.  

Nevertheless, there is a clear sense that for Emerson religious practices are better or 

worse attempts to bring about an understanding of the life of moral ideals. This is where the 

metaphor of “higher elevation” plays the biggest role, and it is one that is found throughout the 

corpus. In one of his earliest sermons Emerson writes that the purpose of the contemplation of 

God is that  

It leads men up out of the low ground in which they have been dwelling, to a high moral 

elevation,—to a point of observation like the Mountain of Pisgah of the ancient prophet, 

from whence they may behold undisturbed the wide-lying landscape of the past and the 

future, may measure what has been done and what remains to do, may look forward to 

that shadowy valley wherein terminate all the roads of life, and descry beyond the dim 

and solemn magnificence of other worlds towering in the distance. (CS 1:104)  

 

This same kind of image shows up in some of the most well-known essays. For instance, in 

“Self-reliance” Emerson claims that “Prayer is the contemplation of the facts of life from the 
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highest point of view” (CW 2:44). But Emerson also reminds us that we ought not to assume that 

this elevation is an intellectual abdication from the world, because “Man can paint or make or 

think nothing but man.” Rather, our elevation comes from our concrete relations in the world: 

“Our affection towards others creates a sort of vantage or purchase which nothing will supply” 

(CW 4:4). One of the central concerns of the account of Emerson that follows is how we might 

make sense of this vantage point of a higher elevation in two registers. First, I explore how both 

intellectual and affective approaches lead us towards but also secure this higher elevation. And, 

second, I make the case that for Emerson this vantage warrants the label “religion.” This requires 

following Emerson’s logic on these issues, but constantly returning to the question of why these 

labels, rather than some other. 

Finally, this raises the question of whether mine is a rational reconstruction or an attempt 

at salvaging some aspects of Emersonian thought for twenty-first century concerns. Broadly put, 

the first three chapters are primarily interested in supplying a rational reconstruction of 

Emerson’s religious thought. My concern in these chapters is giving the most coherent account 

of Emerson that I can based on the body of public work that he delivered over the course of his 

lifetime. As such, I offer very little criticism of the Emersonian picture in these chapters. Instead, 

my criticism is mainly leveled at the tradition of Emerson scholarship which I find to have 

insufficiently attended to the account of religion in those works. The final two chapters are where 

I become most concerned with what we might consider the contemporary applicability of 

Emersonian thought, or the question of what might be salvaged. I take more leeway in these 

latter two chapters by using parts of Emerson’s religious thought in ways that are guided more by 

my interest in addressing the topics at hand (intimacy in chapter four, and the environment in 

chapter five) than in absolute fidelity to Emerson’s work. In these chapters I try to note my 
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differences with Emerson when I find it necessary. Nevertheless, as with all such parting of the 

waters, they have a tendency to flow into one another despite our best efforts to the contrary. 

And such should be expected. My desire to salvage Emersonian thought in the final chapters 

depends on my reconstruction of it in the beginning chapters, and my reconstruction depends in 

part on what I hope to do with it in the later chapters.  

 

A Selective Account of the Recent Literature 

There has recently been a renewed interest in reading Emerson as providing a deeply 

entrenched and complicated religious project throughout the corpus, one that is just starting to 

come together. This interest has come from religious studies scholars interested in the 

philosophical and theological side of the discipline, many of whom find encouragement from the 

movement that Cavell inaugurated to recover the philosophical Emerson, but find Cavell’s 

omission of the more socially-oriented elements in Emerson’s corpus to be a troubling lacuna. I 

find this movement to be exciting. It has not only sought to add significantly to the connection 

between an early American intellectual tradition and its European roots, but has also provided a 

critical interrogation of those overly simple narratives about the retreat or spiritualization 

(perhaps two sides of the same coin) of American religious thought. Indeed, much of the best 

current work on Emerson by scholars in religious studies begins with an understanding that the 

categories that we have used to talk about religion in the nineteenth century have been distorting, 

and we cannot take it for granted that figures from this period can be easily grouped into those 

who support some form of yet unnamed secularism (either in literary, philosophical, cultural, or 

political terms), and those who wish to hold onto some form of Christian orthodoxy. The point, 

as I understand it, is how the very idea of religion is being negotiated during this period and how 
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scholars ought to attend to the often subtle ways that it is being (re)constructed, rather than 

imposing from without an understanding of what is and is not religious, what is and is not 

Christian, or what is and is not tradition. Indeed, these are the very categories that Emerson is 

concerned with in his own work, and they make up the core of his intended philosophical 

intervention. 

Let me, then, briefly highlight what I take to be some of the most productive recent work 

on Emersonian religious thought for my own account in the following chapters. 

Although he has published various exceptional articles on Emersonian religion over the 

past few decades, David L. Smith’s recent “‘Who Shall Define to Me an Individual?’ Emerson 

on Self, World, and God” has been deeply influential for my own understanding of Emerson. 

Like many other scholars, Smith has been attentive to the ways that Emersonian concepts tend to 

defy easy explanation because they often attempt to straddle two irreconcilable positions. Smith, 

perhaps more forcefully than anyone else, urges us not to try to resolve the conflict between 

these irreconcilable positions, but to see them for what they are: Emerson’s attempt to describe 

the human condition in which humans are not systematically sound machines. Instead, both 

nature and the human self are Gordian knots made up of real and often contradictory 

experiences. The tendency in a lot of scholarship has been to read Emerson as asserting some 

sort of transcendental realm in which the self is one thing, and our experience in the world is 

another (we might here think about what Reason is supposed to give us access too, as opposed to 

Understanding). Instead, Smith insists that for Emerson there are not two metaphysical realms, 

but “two ways of seeing a single world.” Much of Emerson’s god-language that asserts there is 

only a single mind is not meant to refer to some other world above or beyond, but “this world as 
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an interrelated field without supernatural remainder or surplus.”
4
 My own reading concurs with 

Smith’s claim that Emerson’s invocation of idealism is not meant to offer an alternative to the 

world we have, but to recognize the doubleness of the one world, a doubleness that asserts “the 

seamless intimacy of self and world” and is inherently opposed to any philosophical attempts at 

mastery, either through materialism or supernaturalism.
5
 What this intimacy allows us to see, 

according to Smith, is Emerson’s profound contribution to modern religious thought: “a purely 

this-worldly conception of transcendence.”
6
 Both the idea of a this-worldly transcendence and 

the importance of the intimacy between self and world have been crucial to my account of 

Emerson’s religious project of finding “the transcendentalism of common life” (CW 2:187). In 

fact, much of my own understanding of how to read the transcendence of Emerson’s 

transcendentalism is indebted to Smith’s work over the past few decades. 

The sense of Emerson’s non-dual naturalism is echoed in a recent article by Robert 

Neville in which he details how difficult it is for an “American pragmatic naturalism” to be 

understood in terms of both the contemporary analytic and continental philosophical 

frameworks. Although Emerson receives only a small amount of attention in Neville’s text, there 

is a way that he seems to loom large over Neville’s understanding of naturalism. Sandwiched 

between an account of Jonathan Edwards setting the American agenda with an interest in both 

affection and dispositions, and Charles Sanders Pierce’s claim that all experience is inferential, 

Emerson supplies the needed energy for American intellectuals to declare themselves 

                                                           
4
 David L. Smith, “‘Who Shall Define to Me an Individual?’ Emerson on Self, World, and God,” American Journal 

of Theology & Philosophy 30, no. 2 (May 2009): 195. 

5
 Ibid., 196. 

6
 Ibid., 211. 
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independent from Europe, even if it is “adolescent, perhaps even Oedipal.”
7
 Neville’s 

understanding of why pragmatism seems to be so incomprehensible within philosophical 

frameworks that take a kind of separation between consciousness and world to be foundational 

evokes the same kind of this-worldly transcendence that Smith finds to be so provocative in 

Emerson. Indeed, it is pragmatism’s interest in the intimacy between self and world, and the 

focus on the forms of practical action that can be performed in that intimate relation that seems 

most reminiscent of some of the best contemporary work on Emerson. As I argue in chapter four, 

this sense of intimacy between self and world is one of Emerson’s most vital philosophical and 

ethical contributions. 

One of the persistent topics of Emerson’s work that receives undue neglect is his notion 

of the religious sentiment. A recent work by Emily Dumler-Winckler has helpfully portrayed this 

idea of a religious sentiment as central to the intimate relation between self and world. Dumler-

Winckler traces the idea of religious taste from Burke through Kant to Emerson, where the latter 

seems less interested in the kinds of divisions made by the former and more interested in 

combining various religious and aesthetic experiences into one ongoing dialectic.
8
 Although not 

explicitly focused on Emersonian naturalism, Dumler-Winckler presents a portrait of religious 

sentiment that fits with the views of Smith and Neville. “For Emerson,” she notes, “the religious 

sentiment—in which sublimity and beauty, reverence and love intermingle—renders one quite at 

home in the world.” She connects this to the rejection of philosophical attempts to master the 

                                                           
7
 Robert Cummings Neville, “Self-Reliance and the Portability of Pragmatism,” American Journal of Theology & 

Philosophy 35, no. 2 (May 2014): 107. 

8
 I do think that Dumler-Winckler overemphasizes the influence that Burke and Kant had on Emerson. She is 

correct that Emerson would have had a decent understanding of Burke’s aesthetic theory, although he probably 

knew very little of Kant’s during the period that Dumler-Winckler focuses on. Even Burke probably didn’t make 

that large an influence on Emerson. Wordsworth and Coleridge probably had a more prominent role on his notions 

of aesthetic and religious taste. 



13 

world, which are superseded by an assertion of an intimacy in the world: “it is by this [religious] 

sentiment, and not by ‘science or power’ that ‘the universe [is] made safe and habitable.’”
9
 

According to Dumler-Winckler, Emerson’s profound contribution to aesthetics is his claim that 

we ought to view nature as our companion during times of grief and loss, a companion that 

grieves along with us. It is through this companionship with nature that one can come to find 

sublime beauty.
10
 

Jennifer Gurley has recently argued against the Cavellian reading of the Emersonian self 

as autonomous subject reveling in an anti-realist position towards the world. For her, Emerson’s 

corpus should be read as presenting a portrait of human experience that is fundamentally 

religious, and his writing as “a work of devotion rather than aversion.”
11

 To counter an anti-

realist reading that supposes the only form of agency is resistance, Gurley reads Emerson as 

offering a two-step strategy for understanding one’s experience of the world: assimilation and 

expression.
12

 Assimilation is the characteristic form of Emersonian piety, where the “pious 

learner forces himself and his own impulses out of the picture in order to be able to behold what 
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lies before him on its own terms.”
13

 Assimilation requires the willingness to be receptive, a 

willingness that seems at times to be anathema to readings of Emerson as arch-skeptic or 

aversive non-conformist. Once one has been receptive, then he must work to express what he has 

beheld. This is primarily a work of devotion, according to Gurley, because its goal is “to remake 

the divine as best according to our own particular talents.”
14

 Like the Unitarian perfectionist 

William Ellery Channing, Gurley sees Emerson as a religious thinker precisely because he 

models how one both thinks and acts “after a likeness of a divinity he believes he understands.”
15

 

Although I think that this account has the tendency to see Emerson’s religion as a private drama 

expressed outwardly, and thus to reinforce the view laid out in chapter two that Emerson’s 

religion is self-reflexive rather than intended for a particular community’s betterment, Gurley 

does an admirable job bringing together the idea that Emerson is after new forms of thinking 

about Divinity with the idea that he positions the self as intimately situated in a world which is 

not its own making. 

For my own purposes, Randy Friedman has offered a compelling account of why we 

ought to read Emerson as offering a philosophy of religion that retains a “deep religiosity” while 

not entailing a “secular individualism.”
16

 For Friedman, Emerson’s approach to religion is “anti-

dogmatic, pluralistic, and ‘tough-minded’,” shifting the focus of agency to the human and away 

from “any causal and transcendent supernatural being.”
17

 Emerson’s major intervention, on this 

view, is to see the type of religion that surrounded him at the time as unable to reflect the 
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“vastness and possibility of the religious he found through nature.”
18

 Thus, Emersonian 

philosophy of religion is meant to create a new kind of openness to the immense plurality of 

religious forms and expressions that one might potentially inhabit. Friedman’s reading of 

Emerson also moves away from the focus on language and private experience that has been all 

too common in Cavellian readings, and replaces it with a kind of dialectic relation between Self-

reliance and the Over-soul. The Over-soul, he claims, secures the self-reliant self in a world that 

is not solely the self’s making, a world that is not captured by language but which provides the 

location in which all self-reliant activity can take place. Taking the “moral or religious 

sentiment” as central to Emerson’s project, Friedman places a great deal of emphasis on the 

Over-soul as that which holds the self together: “the Over-soul that the moral sentiment uncovers 

represents the ultimate grounding of the self, and its revelation serves as the basis for religious 

self-reliance.”
19

 In essence, it is the moral aspect of humans—the actual practice of life as one 

attempts to live out the demands of a moral self—that keeps in check the claims of autonomy by 

the self-reliant. As Friedman notes, this requires careful attention to the ongoing role of divinity 

for Emerson as expressed by something like the Over-soul, and how he configures the divine to 

be open to a plurality of experiences of nature. Friedman isn’t entirely clear what this Over-soul 

is, though, beyond its place outside of language as an anchor for the self. My reading of Emerson 

in chapter two tries to be as explicit as possible about the nature of the Over-soul as Emerson 

presents it by reading across the essays. Although we might have slight variations on how we are 

reading Emerson, I believe my account is in concert with Friedman’s general position on 

Emerson as a philosopher of religion. 
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I take all of these developments as positives for the study of Emerson’s religious thought 

and its importance for understanding broader philosophical and intellectual currents in American 

thought. They all present elements of a general trend toward seeing the sophistication and the 

importance of the way that Emerson commits himself to various conceptions of religion as 

supportive of his overall social and intellectual goals. And, importantly, they all bring out 

features of Emerson’s religious thought that hold potential for a productive revival of Emerson as 

a philosophical and religious resource in the twenty-first century. 
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CHAPTER ONE – THE AMERICAN PROPHET: EMERSON AND RELIGIOUS 

HISTORIES 
 

 

It is natural to believe in great men. If the companions of our childhood should 

turn out to be heroes, and their condition regal, it would not surprise us. All 

mythology opens with demigods, and the circumstance is high and poetic; that is, 

their genius is paramount. In the legends of the Gautama, the first men ate the 

earth, and found it deliciously sweet. (CW 4:3) 
 

 

Introduction 

It is a commonplace among scholars to view Ralph Waldo Emerson as having a 

significant role—if not the most significant role—in the evolution of American religious thought. 

Harold Bloom offers the boldest declaration in this regard, essentially conflating Emerson with 

American religion by claiming that “the mind of Emerson is the mind of America,” whose 

central concern is the “American religion, which most memorably was named ‘self-reliance.’”
20

 

Few have been as radical as Bloom, who describes American religion, nearly in its entirety, as 

operating in the wake of Emerson. More circumspect interpreters are inclined to read Emerson’s 

religious influence as confined to either a particular tradition of thought or a set of specifically 

religious social movements. One can find portrayals of Emerson in the secondary literature in 

which his primary domains of influence include mysticism, spiritualism, New Thought, Christian 
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theology, pragmatism, nature religion, radical democracy, metaphysical religion, idealism, 

environmentalism, as well as a host of others. This broad spectrum of influence can be partially 

attributed to the nature of Emerson’s written work, in which, as Barbara Packer has noted, 

“Emerson did everything he could to make the reader’s task difficult,” because of his belief that 

“a text’s susceptibility to misinterpretation was itself a mark of greatness.”
21

 Indeed, we ought to 

expect that a writer who makes nearly superhuman demands upon the attention of his readers 

would inspire such disparate interpretations.
22

 The unfortunate consequence of this situation is 

that the movements that were influenced by Emerson are often given too much leeway in 

determining the interpretation of his religious thought, thereby occluding the complex way in 

which Emerson sought to rethink the very basic terms of what constituted religion in his time.  

 The first section of this chapter gives a brief historical account of how scholars have 

dealt with the place of religion in the Transcendentalist movement. My claim is that the question 

of whether or not the Transcendentalists, Emerson included, were a religious movement has been 

more informed by how the scholar chooses to view their legacy, rather than the content of their 

work. Furthermore, I contend that the question of whether or not Emerson or the 

Transcendentalists were truly “religious” ought to be replaced with a careful attention to the 

ways that they both consciously and unconsciously reiterated, abandoned, and adapted practices, 

concepts, and traditions that changed the very meaning of what was and was not religious. In 

other words, what I find to be most interesting about the debate over whether or not Emerson 

was a religious thinker is not the final answer of yes or no, but what it reveals to us about the 
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nature of the parties in the debate. This requires more than the simple all-too-common narrative 

about the progressive secularization of American intellectual life. The second section of this 

chapter looks specifically at one recent example of scholarship that considers Emerson to be an 

essential figure for the emergence of a distinctly American liberal religion, Leigh Eric Schmidt’s 

Restless Souls. I argue that this work is emblematic of the broader trend of substituting 

Emerson’s legacy for his thought by showing how Schmidt attributes foundational ideas to 

Emerson that are not clearly suited to his corpus, but instead are more prominent in the “lesser” 

Transcendentalists. I thus question whether Emerson is placed at the head of this narrative about 

liberal religion because of his actual corpus, or because of some perceived influence. Lastly, I 

begin to develop a more circumspect and conflicted portrait of Emerson’s religion by attending 

to his relationship with his aunt, Mary Moody Emerson. By focusing on Ralph Waldo’s 

inheritance of the tenuous religious thought of Mary Moody Emerson, who tried to hold together 

Unitarian liberalism with both a Calvinist view of evil and a “New Light” enthusiasm, I make the 

case for what Phyllis Cole calls a “family history.” My claim is that focusing on Waldo’s earlier 

familial religious education helps to construct a more intricate picture of Emersonian religion 

than is presented by much of the literature on religion in America, which problematically focuses 

on a particular lineage of influence. That is not to disavow Emerson’s legacy in influencing 

broad religious movements in the United States; rather, my goal is to situate Emerson in a 

particular family tradition amongst a select group of members, one that sought to bring together a 

conglomeration of religious ideas and trends in early nineteenth century New England. In 

subsequent chapters I draw upon this initial portrait of Emerson to stress his place in an ongoing 

re-interpretation of the fundamental structures of an expansive religious tradition, not an 

abandonment of it for something radically new. 
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I. A Brief Account of Emerson and Religious Histories 

 One of the central debates for twentieth century readers of Emerson was whether or not 

he ought to be read as primarily a religious thinker, or if it would be better to read his corpus as 

pursing a literary or aesthetic project. Much of this debate hinged on the larger question of the 

religious nature of the Transcendentalists as a group, since whether or not one sees 

Transcendentalism as a religious movement goes a long way towards determining how one sees 

Emerson’s place in it. Perry Miller is often credited with inaugurating the modern effort to 

understand the Transcendentalist movement as operating within a theological context, thus 

providing a counter to those mid-twentieth century literary critics who viewed religion as a non-

central or secondary issue for the movement.
23

 David Robinson has been integral to continuing 

this line of thinking. He has claimed that the Transcendentalists’ critique of Unitarianism, which 

is often read by literary critics as a rejection of Christian theology, “has tended to obscure the 

extent to which [the Transcendentalists’] theological project extended Unitarian assumptions.”
24

 

Robinson situates Emerson strongly within this reading of the Transcendentalist movement, 

arguing that Emerson’s harsh critiques of Unitarian orthodoxy have led interpreters to 

undervalue not only the ways in which he was working with theological commitments that would 

have been largely acceptable to many Unitarians, but also Emerson’s own understanding of what 

he was doing as a religious project. In his work on the early Emerson, Robinson views him as 
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“the most influential inheritor of the liberal theological tradition which Channing represented, 

and all his strikingly original work is an extension of that tradition.”
25

  

On the other hand, many literary scholars have continued to read the Transcendentalists 

as such harsh critics of their religious peers that they can only be considered revolutionaries and 

not merely reformers. For instance, Joel Myerson, while acknowledging that the 

Transcendentalists were extending “to an obvious conclusion” the liberal theology of the 

Unitarians, claims that they, in fact, democratized religion to such an extent that it no longer 

resembles Unitarianism in its most essential elements, and thus he no longer labels it a 

“religion.” After leaving the religious milieu, Myerson claims, the Transcendentalists “wrote 

primarily nonfiction prose or poetry,” which as a matter of practicality included “religious 

topics” alongside “travel literature, reform literature, and essays that suggestively promoted 

autodidacticism (or as they are called today, self-help works).”
26

 This move to literature as a 

source of inspiration is one that completes a post-Christian migration out of “corpse-cold 

Unitarianism,” as Emerson once called it, culminating in something with religious interests, but 

which is not properly a “religion.” Some scholars have split the difference between these two 

views, allowing that Transcendentalism was a religious movement, especially among its more 

theologically radical members, but concluding that it should be viewed as a new kind of religion, 

one that hardly resembles its antecedents. The problem with this compromise, as Charles Capper 

rightly points out, is that the view that Transcendentalism is a “new religion” has never been able 

to properly account for either the “character, parameters, and sources of that religion,” nor its 

close relationship to its contemporary religious peers, both those that are traditionally 
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institutional, and those that are practically radical.
27

 Thus, it seems as though this religion sprung 

up from nowhere as something radically different, which somewhat paradoxically reinforces the 

idea that its hereditary distance from what is classically “religion” makes it difficult to explain in 

what way it might be considered religious. 

 Despite a minority of views to the contrary, the attempt to give a “secular” account of the 

Transcendentalists has been a consistent aim of scholars throughout the twentieth and twenty-

first centuries. As Kevin Van Anglen has claimed, the effort to read Transcendentalism as a 

proto-secularism usually allies the Transcendentalist movement with “the freethinking 

tendencies of its own age or [treats] it as the forerunner of later, explicitly nonreligious, 

intellectual developments.”
28

 Sometimes this secular reading acknowledges the intertwining of 

the religious and secular aspects of the movement, but it reads this as a form of compromise 

attributed to the historical location of the Transcendentalists—often by focusing on how a 

Unitarian synthesis of faith and reason comes to grapple with German biblical criticism and 

Humean skepticism. However, these readings often end up “privileging ‘secular’ interpretations 

of the evidence at hand, thereby problematizing the explicitly religious element in 

Transcendentalist art and experience.”
29

 Alternatively, some scholars have split the careers of 

certain writers, especially Emerson and Thoreau, into earlier “religious” periods, which are 

contrasted with their later “secular” works, despite the continuing presence of common themes 
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throughout. These interpretations place the Transcendentalists within the narrative arc of a 

secularization story about the United States, one where history moves, in a more or less linear 

fashion, from early religious commitments, through a crisis of faith, ending with less or no 

religion. This reading can place the Transcendentalists either in a march toward something like 

unbelief,
30

 or a kind of liberal anti-dogmatic spiritualism.
31

 If the latter should be considered a 

“religion,” it might be better to consider it a denuded form of the “religion of no religion,” to use 

Kripal’s phrase, one that lacks any strong normative hold over its adherents because it swings 

free from those elements around which religions are supposed to cohere (for instance, traditions, 

community practices, authoritative doctrines or texts, etc.).
32

 Importantly, how one constructs the 

Transcendentalist legacy—by defining who is the proper inheritor of their work, whether 
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religious or secular—goes a long way towards answering the question of whether or not they are 

treated as a religious movement. 

Nonetheless, the question about whether the Transcendentalists were a religious 

movement does not necessarily answer the question of how one ought to interpret Emerson, 

since it has been entirely possible to separate Emerson from the general movement by way of his 

perhaps distinct theological views, which one finds both lauded and condemned by his peers. On 

the one hand, some scholars have put Emerson squarely at the forefront of Transcendentalism, 

making his work essentially the articulation of the movement. For instance, in Catherine 

Albanese’s classic 1977 examination of the original six members of the Transcendental Club, she 

writes: “With his penchant for exact word and precise phrase, Emerson often was able to express 

a religious sensibility which lay half-hidden for the others. Perhaps he told them what they 

already knew, but they were glad in his ability to name and order it.”
33

 Nevertheless, Albanese 

spends a disproportionate amount of time with Emerson’s religious views, and never fully 

succeeds in weaving the other voices into what seem to be uniquely Emersonian ideas. 

Conversely, Sydney Ahlstrom famously argued that we ought to view Transcendentalism as 

essentially a commentary on Unitarianism, one in which the “Transcendentalist impact on 

Unitarianism all but eliminated the conservative party from the denomination.”
34

 Importantly, 

though, Ahlstrom makes a distinction between the religious aims of Emerson and his nearest 

peers, especially “[the] fundamental distinction between the poetic, literary, and contemplative 

approach to religion that Emerson best represents and the naturalistic aspects of Parker’s 
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preaching.” For Ahlstrom, Emerson’s role for Unitarianism, in distinction to Theodore Parker, 

was “to eliminate almost completely the prophetic, Judaic element from the Christian heritage 

that had come down to him.”
35

 On this view, Emerson is the more theologically radical voice 

among the major players in the movement, not necessarily representative because he was “a 

mystic and a pantheist and an idealist.” For practical purposes, Parker is the more important 

figure in this specific “religious” history, with Emerson being the heretical outsider, a somewhat 

radical view in the context of this discussion, since it downplays Emerson’s religious role to a 

very serious extent.
36

 Famously, Perry Miller’s anthology of Transcendentalism nearly left out 

Emerson and Thoreau entirely, preferring to let the members of the Transcendentalist movement 

“speak for themselves,” because they are “quite capable of holding their own.”
37

 Thus, Miller’s 

effort to portray the movement as “a religious demonstration” led him to highlight the cacophony 

of voices in the debate, especially those of the ministers and activists that lacked the literary 

skills of some of their peers, yet who had just as large an impact on the ways in which the new 

forms of “worship” were being worked out.
38

 As Garvey points out, one of the legacies of 

Miller’s work has been the central divide in Emerson studies between the spiritual Emerson, 

whose ethereal works evoke a specific kind of religiosity that may or may not be aligned with the 

more practical projects of the other Transcendentalists, and the political Emerson, whose 

condemnatory social addresses stand as critiques of his times and who only recently has been 
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exhumed from his literary grave.
39

 That is to say, Perry’s “spiritualized” Emerson does not 

always cohere with the social activist Emerson, which goes to show the very different senses in 

which Emerson might be involved in a “religious” intervention. To add to this question of who 

carried the torch of religious reform among the Transcendentalist, a growing body of recent 

scholarship has focused on the importance of the so-called “minor” voices of women in the 

movement, showing how these previously neglected figures actually played quite prominent 

roles in the development of the movement.
40

 The emergence of women’s voices have reignited 

the conversation about the connection between the religious and political writings of the 

Transcendentalists generally, not only heightening the question of the nature of what it means to 

engage in “religious” reform, but also further lessening the power that Emerson had for defining 

the religious terms of the movement more generally. 

Often the question of Emerson’s place within the specifically religious intervention of the 

Transcendentalists comes down to a particular interpreter’s agenda in his or her interpretive 

work. As Lawrence Buell has written, Emersonians who are uncomfortable with the subject of 

religion have been “seeking to extricate him from the taint of religiocentrism” since his own 

day.
41

 Just as Emerson was deployed by some in his own time as the legitimating voice for a 

movement, so too is he still appropriated as an authoritative voice even though we might have 
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reservations for doing so.
42

 For various religious movements, this has meant that Emerson 

becomes their prophet, as he has for many twentieth century spiritualist and metaphysical 

movements. For many scholars, this has meant that Emerson reflects the particular disciplines in 

which he is studied. Literary theorists have often read Emerson as a writer and artist, one whose 

religious affinities are more a deference to bygone days than an essential element of his thought. 

Although somewhat dated, Jonathan Bishop’s influential 1964 book, Emerson on the Soul, 

serves as an excellent example of this. It claimed without irony that Emerson’s relevance for the 

contemporary era derives from his status as a “prophet” and “a true ancestor,” because “Nature is 

our primal book” that inaugurated a tradition of prophecy and art descending from it.
43

 The irony 

of Bishop’s account is that he reads Emerson as being prophetic for the nature of the soul, yet 

gives almost no attention to how the development of this notion of the soul is either indebted to a 

tradition of religious thought, nor how it might itself be a religious project, despite Bishop’s 

appropriation of numerous traditionally religious themes. For Bishop, Emerson is clearly a kind 

of idol, but one whose legitimacy stems from his literary artistry—and not from pastoral 

ministry, mystical insight, or his reworking of Christian tradition—a view that seems to derive 

solely from Bishop’s own literary commitments. The consequence of this was a further 

distancing of the literary Emerson from the Transcendentalist movement generally insofar as the 

latter was understood to be embroiled in parochial theological debates unbecoming to the literary 

prophet. 

 As a scholar operating in the discipline of religious studies, I make no claim to mine 

being an impartial account of Emerson divorced from any particular disciplinary boundaries. My 
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claim is rather that the absence of a compelling account of Emerson’s religious thought has led to 

an impoverished account of the whole of his corpus. As I specified at the outset, what is most 

interesting about this debate over whether or not Emerson is primarily religious is not the 

possibility of a definitive answer, but what it reveals to us about how specific conceptions of 

religion operate, often implicitly, within our interpretations of a diverse corpus. In the following 

chapters I attempt to fully substantiate my own view that Emerson is making a religious 

intervention that seeks to advance what he saw as an ongoing religious evolution—hence making 

him both distinct from and yet deeply tied to a religious tradition that he was invested in 

continuing. In general, this view of Emerson is one that is more similar to many historians of 

American religion, and perhaps less to scholars of literature and philosophy. On the whole, I 

believe that it will contribute to a more expansive notion of the production of notions of 

“religion” in nineteenth and twentieth century American thought, and further lay bare some of 

the stakes of this debate about Emerson’s work. 

Nevertheless, the claim I want to explore in the rest of this chapter is that recent 

historians of American religion, many of whom take seriously Emerson's religiosity, have 

hindered the interpretation of Emerson’s religious thought because, for them, Emerson becomes 

the principle figure in the development of a particular set of traditions or religious movements, 

which, ex post facto, have a disproportionate role in the interpretation of his work. On my view, 

it is often not clear that Emerson should be aligned with these religious movements precisely 

because some other member of the Transcendentalist milieu fits better (usually Jones Very, 

Channing, or Parker), or because the movement seems to miss important elements of Emerson’s 

thought that are critical of the very core of that religious movement.
44

 To put it somewhat 
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simplistically, while we cannot ignore the way that the appropriation of Emersonian ideas colors 

our contemporary interpretation of them, we also cannot take it for granted that those earlier 

appropriations where good interpretations—nor that they reflected the true depth of his thought. 

 Emerson is notoriously difficult to pin down, and his tendency to see life as made up of 

conflicting tendencies perpetually vying for expression makes it all too easy for his descriptive 

claims about the lives of humans to be misunderstood as prescriptive claims about which 

tendencies we ought to make primary.
45

 Thus, it becomes easy to isolate passages and portions of 

his work and declare them to be representative of the whole. This seems to be how Emerson 

could be labeled a social pragmatist but also an individualistic spiritualist, an environmentalist 

but also a strict idealist, a radical but also a reformer. When narrating religious history, Emerson 

too easily becomes the American prophet for a particular strand of thinking, which inevitably 

flattens and misconstrues his religious thought. In the next section, I explore one recent account 

where Emerson figures prominently, even though it seems that he is the wrong person for the 

job. My hope is that this single example will help illuminate a trend which is common in 

scholarship on Emerson. 

 

II. Schmidt’s Spiritual Emerson 

Leigh Eric Schmidt’s Restless Souls details the rise of a spirituality movement in 
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America that is aligned with a broader form of liberal progressivism found among the religious 

left. As he describes, this movement is primarily characterized by “a seeker’s code for the 

rejection of the exclusive salvation, moral correctness, and institutional apparatus of conservative 

Christianity.”
46

 The rise of this movement begins with Emerson’s attempts, detailed on the first 

page of Schmidt’s book, to liberate his spirit from a society dominated by traditional forms of 

Christian authority. Schmidt endorses Emerson’s rejection of religious authority, admitting that 

his own “colors” are “Emersonian and Whitmanite.” In fact, Schmidt tells this story about 

spirituality in Emerson’s wake, exploring the trajectory that he initiated in the early 1830s, and 

over which he still appears to loom even as Whitman becomes, by the end of the book, the 

prophet whom the reader is instructed to read again and again.
47

 If we are to answer our most 

pressing religious discontents in the contemporary world, according to Schmidt’s conclusion, we 

ought to “work with what got us here—a robust liberal tradition with strong religious elements.” 

This tradition is glossed as the binary sets of desiderata, filled with internal tension and paradox, 

that Emerson originally laid out: “mystical openness and social justice, spiritual seeking and 

political emancipation, globalism and localism, universality and variety,” as well as “the 

religious experience of free and equal individuals” who bring together the solitude and silence of 

meditative interiority and creative self-expression with the development of community and 

alliances across global divides.
48
 

Schmidt’s version of religious liberalism begins in the 1820s as “a radical form of 

Protestant Christianity,” words which the reader should see Schmidt carefully choosing because 
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it allows him to distance liberalism from its more particular grounding in nineteenth century 

Unitarianism. By speaking broadly, liberalism appears as a meta-category, one that encompasses 

“Transcendental Newness,” “Universal Religion,” and “New Spirituality,” and not just a 

particular parochial current in New England Unitarianism.
49

 Emerson plays the part of one of the 

“disaffected Unitarians” who had an important influence on the “religious life and spiritual 

aspirations” of many Americans by reacting against Unitarianism instead of continuing its 

internal logic.
50

 Rather than read the Transcendentalists as engaging in an intramural debate with 

their more conservative Unitarian counterparts (even those who we would still consider 

Transcendentalists, like the more conservative Hedge, Brownson, and Clarke), Schmidt’s 

Transcendentalists are best represented by their more radical wing. The effect of reading the 

Transcendentalists through their radical wing enacts a clear separation from Christianity and its 

particularistic principles at the nascence of religious liberalism in America. Liberalism becomes 

anti-authoritarian while also universal, a move beyond what we might narrowly construe as 

“Christian,” even as we admit that its fundamental roots are primarily with thinkers who still saw 

themselves as “Christians,” as even the radical Transcendentalists did. 

This becomes most apparent in Schmidt’s examination of the “new mysticism,” which he 

dates “from Emerson forward.”
51

 The mysticism that is handed down from the 

Transcendentalists, Schmidt writes, is “an ahistorical, poetic, essential, intuitive, universal, 

wildly rhapsodic mysticism.”
52

 He locates the origin of the “new universal mysticism” at a 

meeting of the Transcendental Club in 1838 where the question of mysticism was the central 
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topic of debate. Schmidt rightly notes the enthusiasm with which Theodore Parker, Jones Very, 

George Ripley, and even Bronson Alcott engaged with the topic of mysticism, since Emerson, by 

his own admission, had “not one thought nor one aspiration” during the conversation. Schmidt is 

thus forced to conclude, at this juncture at least, that Alcott “was a better measure of the impact 

that this Transcendentalist turn to mysticism would have on American religious life.”
53

 It is 

important to note for my purposes that Schmidt reads Emerson’s silence as a tacit approval of 

Alcott. Nevertheless, Emerson’s letter to Margaret Fuller on the event, which uses some of the 

language from the journal passage, makes a somewhat different point:  

I was at Medford the other day at a meeting of Hedge’s Club. I was unlucky in going 

after several nights of vigils & heard as though I heard not & among gifted men I had not 

one thought or aspiration. But Alcott acquitted himself well & made a due impression. So 

the meeting was good. I nevertheless read today with wicked pleasure the saying ascribed 

to Kant that ‘detestable was the society of mere literary men.’ It must be tasted sparingly 

to keep its gusto. If you do not quit the high chair, lie quite down, & roll on the ground a 

good deal, you become nervous & heavy-hearted. The poverty of topics the very names 

of Carlyle Cambridge Dr Channing & the Reviews become presently insupportable. The 

dog that was fed on sugar died. So all this summer I shall talk of chenangoes & my new 

garden spout that is to be. Have you heard of my pig? I have planted forty four pine trees. 

What do you think will my tax be this year? ―and never a word more of Goethe or 

Tennyson. (L 2:135; compare to JMN 5:502) 
 

If we read Emerson’s approval of Alcott with the commentary that follows, it is hard not to see a 

subtle criticism for the intellectual conversation that had occurred. Since Fuller herself was 

known to be inclined toward mysticism (Emerson will even criticize her for this in her 

posthumously published memoirs), it is hard not to read Emerson’s advice to “roll on the 

ground” as a warning against the overreliance on both, seemingly, the insularity of literary men 

as well as how it might incline towards a certain disconnected mysticism.
54

 Nevertheless, 

Schmidt uses significant details from Alcott’s fascination with mysticism, including his wide 
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reading on the topic and his various attempts at articulating “mysticism’s global significance,” to 

inform a more general Transcendentalist position on the connection between mysticism and 

spirituality.
55

 Additionally, Jones Very plays an important role since he is generally 

acknowledged as the most genuine mystic of the early Transcendentalist Club, even by 

Schmidt.
56

 Nevertheless, Emerson is supposed to be the central figure in this account of 

mysticism, and even among nineteenth century interpreters he is taken to be the primary 

instigator for the group’s interest in mysticism.
57

 Thus, to make his own case for the connection, 

Schmidt uses three parts of Emerson’s work—the Divinity School Address, Nature, and the 

writing on Swedenborg—to illustrate his compatibility with the more energized 

Transcendentalist mystics. Nevertheless, each of these is somewhat problematic. 

In the Divinity School Address, Schmidt highlights Emerson’s anti-authoritarian 

proclamations, his provocations to firsthand knowledge of the Deity, and his condemnations of 

all forms of conformity.
58

 Clearly, these are the elements that make up the core of religious 

liberalism’s mystical streak. But then Schmidt notes the following: “Though his address ended 

on a cautious note in self-contradictory praise of breathing new life into the old institutions of 

the Sabbath and regular preaching, the oration nonetheless created a considerable stir.”
59

 

Interestingly, Emerson’s evident enthusiasm for the renewal of the preaching function and the 

Sabbath among Harvard’s newly minted class of Unitarians does not accord with Schmidt’s 
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fiercely anti-institutional mystic. When Emerson urges his audience “to rekindle the 

smouldering, nigh quenched fire of the alter” by “[letting] the breath of new life be breathed by 

you through the forms already existing,” Schmidt’s religious liberalism hears a self-

contradiction. Rather than identifying Emerson’s revival of the fiery role of the preacher as the 

truth speaker who would “cheer the waiting, fainting hearts of men with new hope and new 

revelation,” Schmidt’s religious liberalism hears a weak-kneed consolation (CW 1:92). To stress 

Emerson’s belief in the continuance of the preacher’s function and the Sabbath—which seems 

warranted given its position as the culmination of the address and not a curious reversal in the 

conclusion, as well as his belief in the function of the preacher throughout his life—is to align 

Emerson more closely with his puritanical ancestors and their anti-hierarchical, yet 

charismatically-led religious enthusiasm.
60

 Such a view would make the explicit contrast 

between a kind of energetic faith inspired by a preacher who can “acquaint men at first hand with 

Deity,” and the formalism (the cold “system”) and Lockean Enlightenment rationalism into 

which the Unitarian church had become invested (CW 1:90-92). This, of course, does not rule out 

the mystical element of Emerson’s criticism. But the continuing praise of the function of the 

preacher especially in some form of Sabbath ritual show that Emerson, if anything, is calling 

upon models of worship with deep roots in New England Protestantism, but which had perhaps 

fallen out of favor with the Unitarians.
61

 In essence, if the critique of the Unitarian Church is a 
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reiteration of certain Calvinist and Puritan claims about acquaintance with God through the 

inspiration of certain traditional institutional forms, then we might wonder why it is that Schmidt 

reads Emerson is inaugurating a new form of mysticism rather than trying to call upon a longer 

tradition of Christian enthusiasm. 

Thus, Schmidt has to turn to the oft-overused “transparent eyeball” passage from Nature 

in order to establish Emerson’s reputation as “the movement’s greatest mystic.”
62

 Schmidt is 

surely right that the passage has served for many as the central portrayal of Emerson’s mystical 

vision. As Barbara Packer has brilliantly illuminated, the passage draws heavily on Emerson’s 

division between the Reason and the Understanding, in which there is a kind of pleasure at 

realizing the “insubstantiality of the world of experience” given through the Understanding.
63

 

Any account of this mystical moment must also explain Emerson’s odd turn two paragraphs 

later, when the “lover of uncontained and immortal beauty,” which is realized during his 

transfiguration into a transparent eye-ball, is told to use these experiences “with great 

temperance,” for “Nature always wears the colors of the spirit” (CW 1:10).
64

 We are not, then, 

ego-less in such moments, though we might feel as though we are. And we are not untainted by 

the Understanding when we might suppose we are outside ourselves in touch with pure Reason. 

In other words, Emerson’s idealist realization that our subjectivity structures our experience 
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seems to be saying that because it is not possible for us to be without all egotism, moments like 

the transparent eyeball are themselves moments to be superseded. The book, after all, seems to 

treat us as not transparent eyeballs in the remaining seven chapters, but as beings in search of a 

kind of harmony in our relationship with “nature,” a harmony premised on the mutual 

constitution of the human-nature relationship (through the connection of realism and idealism). 

Or as Emerson concludes at the end of Nature, returning to the metaphor of the eye, but 

modifying it from its earlier exuberance: “The axis of vision is not coincident with the axis of 

things, and so they appear not transparent but opake. The reason why the world lacks unity, and 

lies broken and in heaps, is, because man is disunited with himself. He cannot be a naturalist, 

until he satisfies all the demands of spirit” (CW 1:43). In other words, it would seem that given 

the place of the passage within the whole work, a subtle commentary is being made on the nature 

of idealism and its notion of absolute subject, a fact which is apparent as the metaphor of the 

“eye” evolves over the course of the book.
65

 I take up the question of mysticism in the following 

chapters where I attempt to show that Emerson’s mysticism is less universal and revealing than it 

is often taken to be, and that, in fact, it has been unfairly read as a kind of intuitionism rather 

than a subtle ecstatic affective relation between people and the natural environment. For now, 

though, I hope only to show that the transparent eyeball does not immediately suggest, in its 

context, Schmidt’s goal of “an ahistorical, poetic, essential, intuitive, universal, wildly rhapsodic 

mysticism.” 

To further elaborate on this notion of mysticism, we can look to the connection between 
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Emerson and Swedenborg. Schmidt specifically focuses on Emerson’s criticism of 

Swedenborg’s use of Christian symbolism in order to assert that Emerson was “charting (so he 

believed) a more independent course far freer of such baggage.”
66

 If Schmidt is correct that 

Emerson sought to be free of this particularist symbolic baggage, then his truly post-Christian 

Emerson can be read as attempting to free religious liberalism from reliance on traditional 

Christian symbols. Indeed, Emerson’s highest praise for Swedenborg stems from the latter’s 

attempts to act as both a scientist and a mystic: he attempted “to put science and the soul, long 

estranged from each other, at one again” (CW 4:63). This doctrine of correspondence between 

“thoughts and things,” where physical things are symbols of spiritual realities, is one that 

Emerson himself tried to develop, especially in his early work (CW 4:68).
67

 Schmidt is correct to 

point out that Emerson criticizes Swedenborg for his attachment to “the Christian symbol, 

instead of the moral sentiment,” but I think more stress needs to be put on Emerson’s larger 

criticism of Swedenborg: that Swedenborg’s work is “true in transition,” but becomes “false if 

fixed” (CW 4:74). Or, in other words, Swedenborg failed to see that he had hoisted his own 

perspective upon the whole of the universe for all time, that “the universe, in his poem, suffers 

under a magnetic sleep, and only reflects the mind of the magnetizer.” Consequently, 

“Swedenborg is retrospective,” since he was unable to see that the universe does not simply wear 

the color of his theological commitments (CW 4:74-75). Schmidt would read this criticism as an 

indication of Emerson’s move towards ahistorical, universal, post-Christian mysticism. 

However, the point of the criticism seems to be that all such mysticism is only true in transition, 

and that it always reflects the mind of the mystic. This does not get us to an ahistorical universal 
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mysticism—quite the contrary, it urges the mystic to realize her own historicity and particularity, 

to see how her own theological commitments inform how she understands the connection 

between her symbols and the universe, and that such an understanding will naturally change over 

time, even, perhaps, from day to day. The point is not to escape this position, but to gain self-

clarity about how one sees, and to develop ever better and more productive attitudes towards it. 

These questions are important because they cut right to the heart of how we construct our 

histories of religion in America. For instance, consider John Modern’s immensely influential 

recent book, Secularism in Antebellum America, in which he criticizes Schmidt for not attending 

enough to the ways that spirituality unconsciously reinforces a particular system of liberal 

politics. Modern argues that there is a way that the nebulous character of Schmidt’s 

understanding of spirituality unwittingly feeds into certain political ideals. He writes:  

Given the degree to which spirituality is involved in a complex game of truth—a game 

that happens not so much in relation to the political but is already wholly saturated with 

politics—it is necessary to subject spirituality and its conceptual constellation (reasoning 

objectivity, transcendental communion, solitary transformation, anti-institutionalism, 

etc.) to thick genealogical investigation.
68

  

 

There are ways in which Schmidt’s construction of the mystical as an ahistorical anti-

institutional position has written the awareness of historical particularity out of his subjects, 

which only gives fuel to Modern’s criticism. If Schmidt is right, then it would seem that 

spirituality in the Emersonian mold was doomed to conceptual failure—it attempted to escape 

the vary conditions of its own existence. But I as I have tried to show above, Emerson himself 

was much more circumspect of the idea of “spirituality” as it is being constructed by Schmidt 

and criticized in Modern’s Foucaultian analysis. In fact, Emerson seems to be advocating a more 

historical and more self-critical religion than Schmidt portrays him as doing, one that accepts its 
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constitutive conditions rather than trying to escape them. If anything, Schmidt’s determination to 

put Emerson at the forefront of a self-critical tradition of spiritual seeking has paradoxically let 

Emerson’s legacy (both with the Transcendentalists, and their successors) flatten his religious 

thought.
69

 Schmidt ought to double down on Emersonian circumspection rather than wild 

rhapsody. 

Schmidt is correct that many who followed in the wake of Emerson saw his contribution 

to religious discourse as a kind of mysticism. But much of this picture depends on the particular 

ambitions of these inheritors—especially those of the late nineteenth century—who mistook the 

tensions in Emerson's thought to be full-blown approval (or rejection) of their own religious 

commitments. Despite wanting a self-critical tradition of spirituality, Schmidt overemphasizes 

Emerson’s break with tradition while not spending enough time on his critical claims about 

mysticism. In reality, Emerson's criticism of aspects of spirituality would be useful to Schmidt in 

fortifying it the face of Modern’s legitimate criticisms. A full account of Emerson’s place must 

necessarily take seriously his intended religious intervention and his decades-long development 

of that intervention insofar as it attempts to hold together strands of nineteenth century religious 

thought that are often seen as possibly incompatible. For this, it makes sense to turn to 

Emerson’s most intimate connection to the currents of religious thinking in New England, his 

aunt Mary Moody Emerson. Though I stress the importance of his radical aunt, I am not claiming 

that Waldo is only tangentially influenced by the central figures of the day, such as Henry Ware, 

William Ellery Channing, among others. What follows then is not a comprehensive account of 

how Ralph Waldo came to the religious views that he did, but an attempt to show how attention 

to his family tradition can situate his religious thought in a way that more adequately grasps 
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some of its inherent tensions, tensions which will be developed in more detail in chapters two 

and three. 

 

III. Family History and Mary Moody Emerson 

Among Emerson scholars it has long been recognized that Mary Moody, Ralph Waldo’s 

aunt and sometimes substitute parent, had a profound influence in shaping his religious thinking 

from an early age.
70

 Nevertheless, it was not until the 1980s that scholars began to explore the 

specific influence of Mary on her nephew by attending to the voluminous corpus of journals and 

correspondence that she left behind.
71

 Additionally, this increased attention to the iconoclastic, 

self-educated woman, who Waldo half-jokingly deemed the “angel of Death” because of her 

renowned obsession with her own mortality, has rightly portrayed her as an intellectual in her 

own right apart from the shadow of her nephew (W 10:404).
72

 Prior to this renewed interest, the 

most important source of information on Mary was the essay that Waldo wrote celebrating his 

aunt after her death, and the scarcely representative work of George Tolman.
73

 Many have 
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criticized Waldo’s treatment of his aunt in his public remarks, in which he seems to understate 

the influence of Mary on his work by treating her as a representative figure for his own purposes 

rather than an intellectual in her own right. She is, according to Waldo’s remarks, “a 

representative life,” but one “of an age now past, and of which I think no types survive” (W 

10:399). As Evelyn Barish shows in one of the first full treatments of Mary’s influence, even 

though Waldo elevates her into a representative figure, “he never placed her in the broader 

contexts of her familial and social relations, and he was too close to her to discuss—or possibly 

even to recognize—the extent of her influence on himself.”
74

 The proximity of Mary to Waldo’s 

work has long been noted because of the presence of lines from her Almanacks and letters in his 

published work, where Waldo’s words tend to blend with his aunt’s so that they become literally 

his. This appropriation and internalization of Mary’s voice complicates any simple narrative 

about the relationship between the two. Nonetheless, it makes it all the more imperative to 

examine the specific religious education, replete with its peculiar and idiosyncratic components, 

that Mary sought to impart to Waldo. 

Accordingly, my goal in what follows is to understand Waldo’s religious thought in light 

of what Phyllis Cole calls a family history. Explicitly attempting to counter the tendencies toward 

high church history by scholars of American religion, Cole proposes to understand Waldo and 

Mary’s religious views not primarily in terms of their allegiances to what were the main 

doctrinal debates preoccupying the seminaries and large institutions of the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries. Instead, she situates their religious thought in terms of the 

intergenerational family culture of the Emersons and the specific kinship between Mary and 

Waldo, “where books and parlors, public and private affairs, speech and silence, male and female 
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literally cohabitated.”
75

 Looking at a family history in this way reveals a particular and under-

recognized tradition that can easily be elided by other kinds of narratives. My argument here is 

that the tradition that is revealed in this family history does not fit neatly into the kinds of 

trajectories that I examined in the previous section of this chapter. In fact, much of the distortion 

of Waldo’s religious thought occurs because he gets placed into narratives that are not so easily 

connected with the particular family history developed between Mary and him. His resemblances 

with his aunt connect him to larger traditions of Christian thought, while his differences with her 

cannot all be attributed to him being the more “liberal” or less “religious” of the two. In Mary we 

find views that are both liberal and orthodox, Unitarian and Calvinist, concerned with self-

perfection and pervasive sinfulness as well as the relation between sentiment and reason. But the 

familial tradition that she inhabits, which Cole’s work reenvisions from Mary’s particular 

vantage point, exists only in silent conversation with, and at some remove from mainstream 

intellectual discourse at the time.
76

 She is well-versed in British and German Romanticism, 

steeped in both Edwardsian enthusiastic Calvinism and rational Boston Unitarianism, and is one 

of the most important articulators of a perfectionist ethics, but yet she writes and converses on a 

marginal fringe composed primarily of young family members and female protégés. 

Nevertheless, this fringe is the circle in which Waldo takes shape.  

My intention here is to offer a way of understanding how to situate some of the most 

difficult to place aspects of Ralph Waldo’s religious thought by attending to the undeniably 

important family history that constructs the tradition in which Waldo was shaped at an early age, 

and which continued to resonate for him throughout his life. Indeed, it will become apparent that 
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many of the ways that Waldo does not quite fit into the dominant histories of American religion 

are in parallel with how Mary does not quite fit. In terms of broader questions about how we 

study religion, what this notion of tradition as family history shows is that the idea of tradition 

can and is often inflected by emotional bonds that sometimes undergird and sometimes transcend 

the intellectual, but which nonetheless serve as the vehicle by which individuals are intellectually 

shaped. This is not to dismiss the importance of ideas as epiphenomena of irrational desires or 

material circumstances, but rather to recognize that there is an integral element of intimacy to 

particular ideas because of their place in a familial identity. The institutions that support this kind 

of tradition are not only ecclesiastical or institutional, but familial and quotidian. The history of 

this tradition is made and remade by the members of the family unit, not just in search of a 

coherent system of ideas, but as a means to construct an identity situated amongst intimates with 

bonds that transcend adherence to particular doctrines or ideas. This does not require a “new” 

understanding of tradition, but requires us to look at the ways that traditions are transmitted and 

how they bind through forms of affective connection. In this particular example of a familial 

tradition, Mary was considered amongst her cohort to be the family historian, and Waldo 

repeatedly turns to her, especially in his middle years, to get stories about his father, grandfather, 

and the family members he had never met yet to whom he feels connected.
77

 What we can see, as 

Alasdair MacIntyre would say, is an ongoing argument, but in this case, it is quite literally an 

argument about the evolution of a family tradition between a few individuals with intense 

familial and emotional bonds. As such, the tradition must be more than merely a history of 

ideas—any analysis must also make sense of the particular forms of intimacy that family entails, 
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how particular notions of religion become entangled in those intimate bonds, and how one’s 

religious and familial identity is subsequently shaped. 

When Waldo delivered his celebratory address for his aunt in 1869, the question of 

Mary’s religion was front and center. Noting her “eloquent theology,” which reminded him of 

Dante while displaying her “deep sympathy with genius,” he ends the address with a question 

that surely he must have heard by those who had met but perhaps had not known Mary well: 

“‘And was she ever a Christian in practice?’” (W 10:402-403, 432). The question evokes an 

apparent conflict in Mary’s personality: she was a professedly pious and humble Christian 

woman, but she was considered at best a gadfly, although most seemed view her as insufferably 

severe and unbearable to be around. Playing with the language of what it means to “practice” 

Christianity, he answers that Mary ought to be valued for the “immeasurably high standard” that 

she offered to people, the “lofty abstractions” that she supplied despite her inhospitable manner. 

As such, Mary’s role was to operate on a higher level than the “mackerel fisher … banker, 

shopkeeper and wood-sawer,” by elevating the moral code in which all are invested (W 10:433). 

Mary’s peculiar “practice” thus is not intended to comfort, but instead to remind people that 

there is a higher ideal and that all are to benefit from it. The address then ends on a note that 

would have been surprising to those who would have expected Waldo to espouse a liberal 

theology: “Very rightly, then, the Christian ages, proceeding on a grand instinct, have said: Faith 

alone, Faith alone” (W 10:433). The invocation of faith alone, rather than a Unitarian emphasis 

on works or some mixture of the two (as he would often do in his own sermons), echoes Mary’s 

own continuing anti-Arminian position that held onto a sense of Divine power and kept her from 

being, in her words, a “moral humanitarian.” Furthermore, it also finds that a kind of faith in the 

moral ideal and powers beyond the self are important aspects of the progress of a Christian 
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society, without which, as Mary herself might have claimed, all particular moral actions are 

aimless. Waldo’s subtle reinterpretation of the meaning of Christian faith attempts to find 

through Mary a connection to fiercely fought theological debates, while at the same time placing 

himself in the line of an ongoing evolution of Christianity. Waldo cannot merely side with the 

liberals in abandoning something as ephemeral and precarious as faith, because to do so would 

be to separate his own thinking from the sources in which it was shaped, those deep roots of 

Calvinist piety that Mary had represented for him. A failure to recognize the continuing power of 

this vision for Waldo makes it difficult to understand the theological positions that he establishes 

in his sermons—which are not straightforwardly Unitarian liberalism—and which carry through, 

in complex ways, through the rest of his career. This will become more apparent as I return to it 

in chapters two and three. 

Indeed, it was Mary’s broad attempt to hold together New England liberalism and 

Calvinism in the 1810s and 1820s in a somewhat idiosyncratic but forcefully argued theology 

that formed the basis for Waldo’s earliest religious education. This is perhaps most clearly 

expressed in the ongoing argument that she had with her brother (and Waldo’s father) William, 

the liberal Unitarian minister of First Church in Boston. Mary’s quarrel with her brother mirrors 

the problems she found inherent in most of her contemporary Unitarians: they lacked an 

adequate enthusiasm in their theology and their worship, which caused them to be unable to 

energize the masses to seek the moral improvement of themselves and their world. In a letter to 

her brother in 1810, she spares no time with pleasantries, attacking his preaching with her very 

first line: “You will talk of coolness and calmness in religion— Let Angels and burning Seraphs 

be calm—let man struggle and agonize for truth, while any thing remains to be done or known 

relating to his salvation” (LMME, 55). What her brother lacks, she claims, is the ability to find 
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emotion in religious contemplation, to be able to find wonder, fear, hope, terror, joy, and faith in 

his religious practice. William’s coolness and calmness as a minister, Mary thought, inhibited his 

congregation’s abilities to understand what humans really are in relation to their creator, and 

gave them no impetus to work towards such an understanding. In many ways, Mary’s criticism 

anticipates Waldo’s later, now iconic condemnation of a “corpse-cold Unitarianism.”
78

 She 

would eventually recommend to her brother’s oldest son, also William, that he abandon the 

pursuit of “honor and glory” in the world, and instead “throw aside your pomp, descend into the 

tomb—behold there that the worm is thy sister, and corruption thy appointment” (LMME, 70). 

This advice, which was given to her nephew less than two years after the death of his father, 

seems clearly intended as a counter to what she saw as the problematically comfortable religion 

of mainstream Unitarians. This was no small matter for Mary, who linked her brother William’s 

unhappiness late in his life to his incorrect theological views. Writing to his widow, Ruth 

Haskins, Mary made plain her views on the connection between a right view of sin and human 

depravity with how one lives appropriately in the world, while also displaying her renowned 

ability to critique a person without worrying about how hurtful her remarks might be: “Oh how 

differently would that ardent mind [William’s] have left the world had it viewed sin and human 

depravity as the gospel, I think, represent them—had he viewed Jesus Christ, in his astonishing 

characters, as some have believed—with what fervid solemn delight would he have taken leave 

of a world of sin and sorrow!”(LMME, 73). During his life, William’s response to his sister’s 

criticism was to dismiss her as too vague and beholden to an outmoded enthusiasm to be useful 

for the average Christian in society.
79

 By contrast, William saw himself as what his sister was 
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not: a respectful and tolerant Unitarian minister with a congregation to lead and no time for his 

sister’s impractical and fantastical poetic excesses. For Mary, this was precisely the problem 

with the liberals—they had made a pragmatic concession for the status quo rather than using the 

poetic tools of inspiration and realizing the prophetic power of poetic imagination. When Mary 

began to take control of the education of her nephews, she seemed determined to make sure that 

they got what she deemed was a rightly poetic religious education, one that inspired and 

unsettled, rather than comforted and reassured. 

Opposing the cool and calm theology of the Unitarians, Mary’s was a Christianity that 

was infused with terror and the innate corruption of the world. Writing to Sarah Alden Bradford 

after reading Dante, she asked: “Is not man formed for terror, grandeur? Why then divest 

christianity of it?” (LMME, 86). Because of the terror seeped into the heart of her Christianity, 

Mary saw earthly existence as one of suffering. For her, Christianity is “a religion founded in 

suffering[.] Its’ sorrows are richer—sweeter than the joys or mere earth” (LMME, 352). It was 

this pervasive sense of suffering that Unitarianism lacked, and which ultimately made it unable 

to approach the most entrenched moral problems of the day. For Mary, the liberal school’s 

greatest failing was that it was unable to examine “the nature of man & the origin & nature of 

evil” with due complexity and seriousness (LMME, 194, 198). It was not that the Calvinists 

could explain evil while the liberals could not—as if it were the case that the liberals simply 

lacked an adequate answer. Rather, for Mary, the world presents the Christian with a mystery 

that should not be easily solved and gotten over. It is a mystery to be continuously contemplated 

and before which one must humble herself. In failing to dwell in this mystery of the world, the 

liberal school whitewashed the true character of human nature and thereby gave false assurances 

of security to its members. 

scrivcmt://B517D378-BED6-4D97-A0F9-5E3611C2E643/
scrivcmt://B517D378-BED6-4D97-A0F9-5E3611C2E643/
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Informed by her extensive reading of the Romantic poets, Mary understood nature as a 

necessary part of any theological reflection, while at the same time it is not something that can be 

given a simple or scientific explanation. To see it as such would be to ignore the terror at the 

heart of the human experience. Nature, instead, ought to serve as an object for reflection that 

does not lead one to the oneness and unity of the world, but reminds one of the lack of comfort 

that the world provides. The proper response to this experience of inclusiveness and discomfort 

is to be always searching and always humble. If natural religion meant a rational mastery of the 

world through dispassionate investigation, Mary was not for it. In her extensive conversations 

with Waldo on natural religion, she urged him to look “beyond the bounds of pure reason or 

naturalism,” which when wielded by imperfect people in a mysterious world, are unable to get to 

the heart of what humans truly are (LMME, 310). Taking her cue from New Light evangelical 

doctrines, Mary saw the need for a spiritual regeneration that could not be simply the product of 

human effort, but must be conferred by a Divine gift.
80

 Although Waldo would ultimately differ 

from Mary’s stronger sense of the need for grace, as chapters two and three will show, he was to 

take this more affective and mysterious sense of natural religion as a project that he developed at 

points throughout the rest of his life. Indeed, it is Mary’s peculiar version of natural religion—

with its somewhat idiosyncratic emphasis on the mysteriousness and terror of nature, while at the 

same time viewing it as a possible source of proper religious attitudes—that sets the stage for 

Waldo’s own idiosyncratic take on natural religion. 

Quite understandably, Mary’s greatest intellectual disagreements with Waldo emerged in 

response to her nephew’s emphasis on individualism and the lack of a strong sense of divinely 

conferred grace in his work in the early 1840s. As Cole points out, Mary did not have many 
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objections to the positions articulated in the Divinity School Address that caused the most 

controversy. The address’ critique of the church as an institution that fails to challenge its 

congregants was in large part consistent with her position. Additionally, she did not object to 

Waldo’s portrait of Jesus, even though it came closer to the Socinian position that she had long 

rejected in favor of a more moderated Arianism. Instead, Mary was concerned that Waldo was 

leaving the “poor” without enough spiritual resources, and she responded by making the case 

that human limitation and suffering were inherent parts of the human condition that should have 

been included in the address.
81

 What Waldo needed to do, then, was to attend more to the plights 

of all people in their lives as they live them, without abstracting beyond these lives to a 

comfortable place away from the moral problems of the day. Thus, Mary has high praise for 

Waldo in 1848, when she sees his work “once more mingl[ing] with the woes & cares of 

practical life” (LMME, 503). She was perhaps most enthusiastic about Waldo’s decision to begin 

lecturing on slavery, having shown her public opposition to it as a moral catastrophe far earlier 

than many of the male Transcendentalists. As she sees it, Waldo had not strayed from the truth in 

his more abstract transcendental moments in the early 1840s, but he had failed to bring that 

transcendental philosophy back to its practical place in the moral lives of people, an effort which 

lay at the heart of Christianity for Mary. She was certainly not averse to individualism—indeed, 

her anti-ecclesiastical streak and tendency towards individual inspiration allowed her to 

understand religion primarily in terms of the individual’s pursuit of a relationship with Divinity. 

What Mary saw in “Self-Reliance” was the retreating of the individual’s relationship with 

Divinity, making it a mixture of “atheism and false independence,” one which caused her to 

declare that Waldo had become an “enymy” to his early Christian faith (LMME, 426, 427).  
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Lurking beneath Mary’s distaste with portions of Waldo’s religious views during this 

period is one of the fundamental disagreements between them that ebbed and flowed throughout 

the history of their relationship: despite Mary’s insistence that transcendental philosophy return 

to the practical lives of all people, she held on to a conviction that “Our kingdom (blessed be 

God) is not of this world” (LMME, 120). Her God would always remain, as Barish puts it, “a 

distant, awesome, ineffable presence, infinitely greater than mankind.”
82

 She would always 

remain uncomfortable with Waldo’s attempts to make the otherworldly this-worldly, to collapse 

the distance by making divinity a part of our universe. Furthermore, though Waldo would inherit 

Mary’s idealism, even as he downplayed its formative power for him, Mary was more 

circumspect about the individual’s ability to see clearly the human’s position in the world. 

Ultimately, Mary seemed to straddle two positions: she both wanted a distant, ineffable God with 

an otherworldly kingdom, and an emphasis on the common life instead of the extraordinary. For 

instance, although she had a mystical streak, she ultimately seemed to favor Wordsworth over 

Swedenborg, showing her preference for the poetry of the common over the obscurity of the 

mystic’s vision.
83

 Waldo would also side with the poetry of the common by doubting the 

mystic’s ability to see the world as it truly is, as we saw with his critique of Swedenborg.
84

 But 

Waldo was much more willing to give up Mary’s otherworldly gestures, and as we shall see in 

the next chapter, was willing to completely leave behind the notion (central to Mary) that our 

kingdom is not of the world. 
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Despite their disagreement, perhaps Mary’s most profound contribution to Waldo’s 

religious thinking is their shared ongoing concern for moral sentiment. Sentiment is a 

particularly thorny concept that lacked a single formulation in the first half of the nineteenth 

century. Accordingly, reconstructing a coherent and singular definition of what sentiment meant 

among Mary’s intellectual milieu is a nearly impossible task. Furthermore, the specific question 

of the sentiment, both moral and religious, has been underappreciated aspect of Waldo’s 

religious and moral thought (a topic which I explore in more detail in the following chapters). 

Nevertheless, some comments on what sentiment meant for Mary are important to set the stage 

for the discussion of sentiment that comes in chapters two and three because Mary serves as one 

of the prominent resources on which Waldo will draw. 

Mary was acquainted with sentiment as a particular human faculty from the work of 

Germaine de Staël, an author that she emphatically urged upon her nephews.
85

 For de Staël, the 

concept of sentiment connected Plato to the German idealists through the shared realization that 

all metaphysical inquiry is ultimately towards the end of ethics, that is, that all people are 

“summoned to something better than the present world.”
86

 The version of German philosophy 

that de Staël transmitted to her avid readers in America supported a nascent moral perfectionism 

that was taking hold of many, including Mary Moody. De Staël portrayed philosophy, broadly 

understood, as only one among many different pursuits through which people strive after the 

“end of existence—our advance to moral perfection.”
87

 In this formulation, sentiment works as a 

kind of limiting factor for philosophy—if one’s intellectual pursuits cause him to come upon 

                                                           
85
 Cole, Mary Moody Emerson, 151. 

86
 Germaine de Staël, Germany, vol 2, trans. O.W. Wight (New York: Derby & Jackson, 1859), 118. 

87
 de Staël, 115. 



52 

conclusions that run counter to his pursuit of moral perfection, then they ought to be disregarded. 

De Staël calls this taking “sentiment as a fact,” one which ought to be investigated and explored, 

rather than disregarded as irrelevant to philosophical reasoning.
88

  

Mary’s longtime friend, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, thought that the idea of sentiment 

was so important for Mary that she felt it necessary to reference it in her tribute written soon 

after Mary’s death. Peabody wrote of Mary that “she was not without sentiment—the union of 

thought with feeling; but was so far removed from what we call sentimental, that she impressed 

some persons as having no affections.”
89

 Peabody defends her late friend as having deep 

affections, both directed towards her friends in their moral lives, as well as her own devotion to 

the truth. But this invocation of affection calls for explication because the common notion of 

affection inadequately expresses what Mary was truly after. By glossing sentiment as the union 

of thought with feeling, Peabody situates Mary within a central insight of Romantic philosophy, 

which she transmuted to young Waldo, that philosophical reason is only one aspect of truth. But 

she also legitimates the notion of sentiment as something more than just feeling, something 

philosophically integral in itself. 

Peabody, a profoundly underappreciated and well-read intellectual in her own right, 

situates the Emersonian notion of sentiment as against sentimentalism as it was understood in 

British moral philosophy. It is possible that Peabody meant to distinguish Mary’s understanding 

of sentiment from the moral theories of those “sentimentalists” like Hutcheson who interpreted 

the source of moral norms as a discrete moral sense. Instead, sentiment is glossed as a unification 

of thought and feeling, a way of bringing together one’s intellectual with one’s affective life into 
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a cohesive moral whole. Most importantly, this particular understanding of sentiment makes 

sense of the connection between it and moral perfection. The topic of moral perfection had been 

much discussed by the circle of women that surrounded the Transcendentalists, especially 

Peabody, Mary Moody, and Elizabeth Hoar (LMME, 479). Moral perfection for them, following 

de Staël’s lead, was tied to the right understanding of moral sentiment. In other words, for this 

circle of romantically-influenced Transcendentalists, life was understood as a process of 

betterment that was achieved by a fusion of their rational and affective lives.  

Waldo shared this sense that moral sentiment and moral perfectionism went hand-in-

hand. Writing to his aunt early in life, he noted that modern philosophy ought to be more 

“conversant with feelings,” and follows with an assertion that would have clearly pleased his 

aunt: “Bare reason, cold as a cucumber, was all that was tolerated in aforetime, till men grew 

disgusted at the skeleton & have now given him in want into the hands of his sister, blushing 

shining changing Sentiment” (L 1:174).
90

 In this letter Waldo echoes the sense that many of the 

women around him had, that is, rational moral systems, including those that had come to 

dominate liberal Unitarian circles, need to be tempered by a return of sentiment. Mary had made 

a similar point in her pseudonymously written letters as Constance in The Monthly Anthology, 

wherein she rejected the pursuit of pure reason by urging that one follow one’s “less logical 

guide”: “If, as philosophers tell us, the sublime abodes, where truth unveils her light and 

demonstrates her eternal counsels, cannot be ascended but by an almost endless chain of 

reasonings, we must be content to remain in the plains of ignorance.” She claims that the 

philosopher might trick himself into thinking that his “aerial castles” are built without affection, 

but “character and happiness” always remain an influence, and the philosopher must always 
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return to “ordinary life” and its “social feelings.”
91

 It is no wonder that Waldo consistently 

treated sentiment as feminine in his work, even though, ultimately, his praise of a feminine 

sentiment only reinforced notions of the feminine as counter or averse to masculine rational 

inquiry.
92
 

But sentiment is not enough for moral perfection. What is most notably added by Mary is 

her longstanding interest in “imajanation,” a deliberate misspelling of the Romantic idea of 

imagination that made it her own. “Imajanation,” according to Mary, “is spent in forming 

pictures of a great and splendid world which does not exist” (LMME, 96). Because the actual 

world is too flawed to support the full consummation of virtue, the highest virtues must point 

towards a world that exists in the imajanation. However, this ought not to cause us despair over 

our seeming impotence in the world. Rather, the imajanation supplies us with a forward-looking 

perspective on this world—we are to strive towards moral improvement because we have a 

vision of a better world that could be. Echoing her romantic influences, Mary claimed that the 

highest task of the visionary poet is to portray a better world in order to incite virtuous acts 

among people in the present.
93

 In 1818, she put this vocation onto her nephew Waldo, enjoining 

him to take the poetic path with his life:  

Those who paint the primitive state of man’s creation are sweet poets—those who 

represent human nature as sublimed by religion are better adapted to our feelings and 

situation; but those who point the path to the attainment of moral perfection are the 
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guardian Angels. But this is no easy poetic task. The lowly vale of penitence and humility 

must be passed before the mount of vision—the heights of virtue are gained. (LMME, 

113)  

 

In many ways, Mary has already supplied the words for Waldo’s eulogy of her: penitence and 

humility, those virtues that are valued in polite Christian society, are the “lowly vale” out of 

which one must climb to get to “the heights” of virtue. And those who are able to point to such 

heights eclipse those lowly virtues and appear to society to be impolite. To be a Christian in 

practice, to return to Waldo’s words from 1869, is more than to be a good member of one’s 

social group—it means that one shines a light on a better world through the active combination 

of thinking and feeling in all of one’s activities. 

This linkage between imagination, moral perfection, and sentiment is the apparatus that 

forms young Waldo’s religious thought. Of course, he will take it to heights that Mary could not 

have anticipated. Despite her progressive understanding of how the world changes through 

imajanation, Mary would not relinquish the conviction that behind all change in the world stood 

a single eternally fixed Deity, a being at some remove from the world as we have it.
94

 Ironically, 

both traditional Calvinism and corpse-cold Unitarianism shared this picture of distant divinity, 

although the latter had taken away much of the terror and mystery. Waldo’s early work took the 

immanence of the divine to a much greater extreme than either was willing to accept, refocusing 

the question from inquiries into and reflection on the nature of God to an emphasis on the 

particular ways that the ideal of God functions in our moral activity. Nevertheless, writing in his 

journal in 1866, three years after the death of his Aunt and over three decades since he had begun 

to develop his own theological views, Waldo notes the continuing power that his aunt’s 
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Almanacks still have on him, and he puzzles over the curious fact that they tend to have little 

impact on those with whom he shares them:  

They make the best example I have known of the power of the religion of the Puritans in 

full energy, until fifty years ago, in New England. The central theme of these endless 

diaries is, her relation to the Divine Being; the absolute submission of her will, with the 

sole proviso that she may know it is the direct agency of God (& not of cold laws of 

contingency, etc.) which bereaves & humiliates her. But the religion of the diary, as of 

the class it represented, is biographical; it is the culture, the poetry, the mythology, in 

which they personally believed themselves dignified, inspired, judged & dealt with, in the 

present & in the future. And certainly gives to life an earnestness, & to nature a 

sentiment, which lacking, our later generation appears frivolous. (JMN 16:15-16)
95

  
 

In many ways, this short reflection is broadly emblematic of Waldo’s complicated relationship to 

and inheritance of his Aunt’s religion. First, it expresses his disappointment with it as a relic of 

the past with its Puritanical devaluing of the human in the face of an overwhelming and violent 

God, while, at the same time, he laments its disappearance as marking the loss of something 

powerful which might anchor the contemporary generation. Second, it recognizes that this 

religion has a power over him and seemingly no one else within his circle because it pertains to a 

particular family tradition in a way that does not appeal to those outside it. He is the one who can 

find in Mary’s Almanacks a theological voice with which he must contend because Mary is a 

person who not only shaped him intellectually, but who stands as one of the major figures in his 

family tradition. As a member of that tradition, Mary’s voice must be heard. Waldo can find 

something of immense value in her religion, the way it supplies nature with “a sentiment,” while 

also disparaging the particular forms that this religion took. This is not a simple reflection by a 

theological liberal glad that he has been able to move away from a Calvinist past. As he develops 

his own theological positions, he understands himself to be operating in the midst of this family 

tradition, which he must grapple with even as he seeks a way forward from some of its thornier 
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aspects. And, importantly, this tradition is broadly tied to currents in New England religion, 

currents that are not always seen as cohering together. Waldo doesn’t simply abandon this 

tradition when it fails to suit him—rather, he works within it to find progress. 

Mary Moody and Ralph Waldo had clashed for many years over the enduring value of 

Calvinism, with Mary Moody often defending her brand of Calvinist piety as an antidote to a 

liberal theology that would so far remove God from the world as to disable divine action entirely. 

As she writes to her nephew in 1829, “Let us not complain of calvinism—its’ most terrible 

points are better than nothing,” with the “nothing” here not being atheism, but the groundlessness 

of a religion drawn solely from German idealism (LMME, 264).
96

 For Mary, Calvinist New Light 

theology offered a check on human hubris and false confidence in human abilities—the same 

modern hubris and confidence that Waldo would be concerned to limit in his work, even in those 

moments where we find the most enthusiastic individualism. While never able to subscribe to 

Mary Moody’s attempt to preserve Calvinist piety, he nevertheless found new ways of 

reinterpreting that piety in ways that bucked liberal orthodoxy by taking seriously those religious 

forms that have the power to evoke and cultivate sentiment.  

 

IV. Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to show some of the difficulties in determining how Ralph 

Waldo Emerson’s legacy for religion in America should be understood. Many of the ways that 

historians and literary scholars have situated his religious thought have tended to either dismiss it 

entirely as unimportant in light of his “secular” literary and aesthetic achievement, or have 
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flattened it to such an extent that it becomes difficult to understand the nuances that make him 

more than just a mystic, spiritualist, or anti-ecclesiastical individualist. By turning to the tradition 

that one finds in the Emerson family history, I have hoped to illustrate a way in which to 

understand how Emerson is part of an ongoing negotiation of a religious tradition so as to bring 

the past into the future. If such is the case, then Ralph Waldo is not at the head of a new 

religion—like Bloom, and to an extent Schmidt place him—but an inheritor of a very specific 

tradition which he can no more completely abandon as he can completely accept. He is 

connected to his past, has an eye toward the future, and in the interim has a project wherein he is 

working with the complex terms of both liberal and Calvinist Christian traditions, while drawing 

insight from a variety of philosophical resources. To divorce him from this complex set of 

traditions is to fail to understand the forms of sympathy that he has for both liberal and orthodox 

views, a sympathy that can be witnessed in his early education from his aunt. It is vital that one 

have this tradition in mind when reading the sermons, and as I will argue, many of the themes 

that first emerge in those sermons carry throughout Waldo’s intellectual career. His is neither the 

religion of no religion, nor a liberal anti-dogmatic spiritualism, but part of an ongoing 

reimagining of religious possibility given the forms that now exist. In a sense, the tradition has 

authority for him based on both its intellectual and its affective effects on his identity, even while 

the particular claims of that authority are constantly renegotiated. And although he has one 

particular family history, Waldo sees this history as one that is shared amongst many in his 

community. To say that this is the religion of no religion, with its thin sense of authority and its 

radical sense of newness, cannot do justice to the ways that Waldo will seek to sway his 

contemporaries with his own progressive vision. 

Of course, this brief account of the relationship between Mary and Waldo is neither 
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biographically nor intellectually sufficient to account for Waldo’s religious thinking. My claim 

has been that it is a significant influence, not the only influence, and that attention to this 

particular way of seeing the early development of Waldo’s religious thought can illuminate the 

inadequacy of many of the ways that historians and literary scholars have treated it. It points a 

spotlight on the main elements of Waldo’s corpus, human perfection and moral sentiment, while 

also noting how these are rooted in his early intellectual milieu. We see the influence of the 

poet’s generative imagination, and also the tragic understanding that the world is not as it should 

be. 

There is no doubt that Emerson has had a profound influence on religion in America in a 

variety of different arenas. Yet, there are ways that his corpus evades and becomes suspicious of 

the simple reductions that have often been central to many of the movements that have claimed 

Emerson as their prophet. To understand it, then, one must attend to the many different ways that 

he developed his religious thought throughout the corpus. It is this project to which the next two 

chapters are devoted. 
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CHAPTER TWO – EMERSON AS PREACHER 

 

It is my desire, in the office of a Christian minister, to do nothing which I cannot 

do with my whole heart. (CS 4:194) 

 

 

Speaking before the Second Annual Meeting of the Free Religious Association in 1869, 

Emerson expressed his pleasure that a “more realistic” church had begun to come into fruition, 

one that he saw embodied by the members of this newly formed group of religious liberals. He 

also took stock of his own views, briefly giving what he understood to have been, and which 

continues to be, the foundational claims of religion for him: “that the Author of Nature has not 

left himself without a witness in any sane mind: that the moral sentiment speaks to every man the 

law after which the Universe was made; that we find parity, identity of design, through Nature, 

and benefit to be the uniform aim: that there is a force always at work to make the best better and 

the worst good” (W 11:486). What is striking about this declaration is how much continuity there 

is between it and many of the central features that Emerson had developed forty years prior 

during the beginning stages of his career as a minister, where he would describe the “religious 

nature” as “this deep seated veneration of goodness, this invincible belief that whatever is, is 

wisely ordered, this love that in us is always seeking objects on which it can dwell and never 

finds here what it seeks, what satisfies it” (CS 4:27). In fact, to read elements of Emerson’s 

religious views as having a vital importance throughout his writing career would not have been 
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startling for those who knew him well. Speaking on his vocation as a preacher soon after his 

death, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, one of Emerson’s closest and longest-standing friends, noted 

that throughout his life he remained always a preacher, one who was “faithful unto the end to his 

early chosen profession and the vows of his youth.”
97

  

Despite the continuing importance of his religious views and his position as preacher 

(without a pulpit), many scholars still read Emerson’s career as one of an ongoing secularization. 

On their account, Emerson begins his active career as a minister, but becomes disillusioned with 

the inadequacies of Christian religion for expressing his growing literary and secular ambitions. 

This, in turn, compels him to leave behind his religious views, the lack of which characterizes his 

mature period (the 1840s). This narrative of secularization is reflected both in the historical and 

the literary discourse. In the historical, Emerson’s ongoing secularization reflects a larger 

American disillusionment with the staid institutions of Christianity throughout the nineteenth 

century, culminating at the end of the century with the emergence of pseudo-religious spirituality 

movements, as well as the formation of explicitly irreligious institutions. For the literary 

discourse, Emerson’s secularization reflects the emergence of an independent American literary 

tradition, one which rises out of a primarily religious pre-modernity in which theology and 

literature were one and the same, and which marks the beginning of a period of disenchanted 

modernity. Both of these discourses were the topic of the previous chapter. What this chapter 

seeks to illustrate is that while there may be justifications for reading Emerson’s corpus as 

reflecting a retreat of the importance of religion, we get a clearer sense of his entire project if we 

read him as grappling with how he can articulate a progressive understanding of religion that is 

evolving to fit a new future, rather than retreating in the face of modern pressures. This account 
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takes its cue from his son, Edward Emerson, who makes the following comment on the first of 

his father’s two speeches to the Free Religious Association: “Doubtless there were many young 

and active radicals strong for destructive criticism. Mr. Emerson wished to see that in their zeal 

to destroy the dry husk of religion they should not bruise the white flower within” (W 11:638). 

By far, the dominant reading of Emerson’s religious views supposes that religion was only truly 

relevant for him in the early period of his career, that the white flower had been so bruised by the 

headwinds of emotional turmoil and growing pessimism that it had lost all its petals by the end 

of his life. But those who would read Emerson this way tend to under-appreciate how malleable 

the religious is for Emerson (both individually and collectively), and, consequently, they read his 

criticism of the particular forms that religion has taken, and the criticism of the theories that 

inform those particular manifestations, as a rejection of religion tout court.
98

  

An important key for reading Emerson’s religion, I will argue, is to recognize the 

distinction that he makes between his formulation of what religion is in essence (considered 

philosophically and abstractly) versus how that religion appears in manifestation (considered as a 

particular “form”). Emerson’s terminology for this difference is not always consistent, but the 

idea he is after is integral for understanding how he views the evolution of religion through time. 

This evolution is both in the human understanding of the essence, and in the various forms in 

which people participate. He often, especially in his early period, will refer to the abstract 

conception of religion as “true” or “pure” religion, and will contrast this with “formal” 

religion—or, as my account of the Divinity School Address highlights, between “general views” 
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on religion versus its “administration.” In fact, Emerson’s point will ultimately be that neither 

subject, either religion in essence or in manifestation, remains static for humans precisely 

because our understanding of them is doubly insufficient: we have a partial and always evolving 

understanding of what the nature of religion is in abstraction (an evolving philosophy of 

religion), and we are only able to represent that understanding of religion in partial and 

incomplete forms (the beliefs and practices of one’s local religion). There are certain functions of 

religion that it ought always to keep in sight—this is its promotion of moral life—but beyond 

these rather slim functions, there is no stable essence of religion throughout time that humans can 

grasp hold of. This way of understanding religion is both analytically helpful, insofar as it allows 

him to make sense of the relation between ideas of religion and their formal manifestation, and 

normative, insofar as it offers him a way of talking about forms of religion which better enable 

the pursuit of the ideal. The idea of God is an important element for understanding how this 

picture of religion is operating, but it is not wholly sufficient for accounting for it. Accordingly, I 

separate the question of the nature and being of God from the question of religion and treat them 

in their own sections (sections III and IV). This separation is merely heuristic, of course, since 

they are intimately related to each other in how they support a single moral project—one that 

both provides ideals towards which we ought to aspire while also specifying how those ideals are 

both entrenched in the world of our experience and promoted by concrete actions. Nevertheless, 

by treating them separately, I hope to illuminate some of the nuances of Emerson’s views on 

religion that receive little attention when the question of God is taken to be the essential question 

of his religious views. I end this chapter with a reading of the Divinity School Address that uses 

the account of Emerson’s views on religion to make sense of some of the more famous aspects of 

that lecture (section V). 
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I. Preliminary Considerations 

Before wading into Emerson’s work, there are two important methodological 

considerations that need to be addressed in order to make it clear how I will develop Emerson’s 

religious thought. There has been a great amount of work done on Emerson, and on his religion 

in particular. And yet, much of it fails to deliver a focused and sustained engagement with his 

corpus as offering a unique and thoroughly developed theological and religious perspective, one 

that deserves attention and serious scholarly engagement. 

This is partly due to the fact that, for quite some time, scholars have viewed Emerson’s 

sermons, which were delivered between 1829 and 1839, and to a lesser but still substantial 

degree his lectures, as relatively insignificant in the development of Emerson’s thought. In what 

is still the most significant book-length treatment of Emerson’s sermons, Wesley Mott’s Strains 

of Eloquence begins by noting that the dominant trend among Emerson scholars has been to 

write as if “nothing in Emerson’s career as a minister became him like the leaving it,” and to 

treat the quite extensive collection of sermons as “merely warmed-over journal stuff.”
99

 

Although Mott was writing in 1989, his claim is still true today. Indeed, many of the most 

significant treatments of Emerson’s early career, excepting those which are explicitly about his 

religious thought, focus more intently on the journals as a record of Emerson’s intellectual 

development than his publicly delivered sermons and lectures.
100

 As Mott appropriately notes, 
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relying too heavily on the journals for an account of Emerson’s intellectual development tends to 

misunderstand the context and purpose of the journal, which is less about the presentation of a 

single, well-developed viewpoint, and more a repository of immediate and decontextualized 

fragments, experiments with language and ideas, and pieces that may be of use later. 

Furthermore, focusing too intently on the journals can sometimes make Emerson seem 

incoherent, seemingly flipping from strident faith in God to deep doubt in short spans of time. 

Thus, Mott rightly concludes that the journals “seldom reveal unambiguous linear development 

of ideas over time.”
101

 Such should be expected, since the journals are not a structured and 

revised statement produced after careful consideration, but a repository of the thoughts of the 

moment.
102
 

Those who have used the sermons and lectures most extensively are historians; many 

literary theorists, especially those inclined to read Emerson philosophically, infrequently show 

interest in anything but a few of the major essays and Nature. Insofar as the sermons and lectures 

are deemed important, it is only to the extent that they foreshadow the canonical works. The 

account that follows focuses on the sermons and lectures in conjunction with these major essays 

because my goal is to recount Emerson’s religious thought as a philosophical expression that is 

multifaceted and dynamic, one that is developed as a public expression intended to have a public 
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influence. To put it directly, my concern is less with Emerson’s biography, and more with his 

contribution to the development of a particular body of religious thought, one that fulfills the 

object of religion by “exhibiting a true account of the soul and its relations to induce it to act in 

a manner agreeable to its whole nature” (CS 2:88, italics in original). Accordingly, I place a 

premium on the distinctive way he presented this thought to his audience. My intention with 

developing his religious thought in this manner is to take seriously the fact that Emerson 

attempts to impart a set of structured and coherent ideas about religion to his audience—an 

audience which, as is evident throughout his long speaking career, was overwhelmingly eager to 

hear him. 

It might seem as though this way of reading Emerson would be natural. But in fact, far 

too often even the best accounts of Emerson’s religious thought tend to view it less as a worked 

out philosophical and theological statement, and more as a solipsistic internal monologue that, 

for pragmatic reasons involving Emerson’s need to make a living to support his family, 

happened to be read aloud before an audience. Even Mott’s extraordinary account of the sermons 

tends sometimes towards this mode—whenever interpretations become tough, the sermons are 

read as reflecting one of Emerson’s personal aspirations for his life, rather than a statement 

intended for an audience. Instead of reading the sermons as promulgating a particular 

Emersonian theology, at crucial moments they are read as Emerson’s private working-out of his 

personal relationship with religion.
103

 Perhaps this is due to the common tendency of scholars to 
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blur the line between biographical and intellectual treatments of Emerson’s religious thought, a 

problem that is exasperated by Emerson’s own tendency to conflate biography and 

philosophy.
104

 This tendency is at the forefront in “Literary Ethics,” where the value of history is 

understood as biography, and biography is understood as a way of philosophically fortifying 

oneself, as in his claim that “I also will essay to be” (CW 1:103). The double meaning of “essay” 

here—in the sense of writing oneself and trying to be—is often read as conflating biography and 

philosophy, that one has to write one’s story in order to philosophize on one’s being, or, if taken 

to the extreme, that one can only be by writing oneself.
105

 But this conflation of biography and 

philosophy, when taken to its extreme, can make it seem as though Emerson is only ever writing 

himself in a kind of internal monologue. Susan L. Roberson’s account of Emerson’s sermons is 

most explicit in this regard; for her, the sermons are best read as “a serial autobiographical 

narrative,” where the acts of being oneself and writing oneself become simultaneous, even while 

standing before a congregation as its presumptive spiritual leader.
106

 For an account of 

Emerson’s religion that takes this route, biography explains the origin of every idea, making the 

only coherency that which can be found in the events of Emerson’s own life as they get reflected 

in his mind.
107
 

On the other end of the spectrum are readings of Emerson that do not seek after the 
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person behind the ideas as a way of explaining his philosophical expression. Perhaps more than 

anyone else, Stanley Cavell has aided the effort to read the Emersonian essay as asking its reader 

to engage in the “philosophical mood”—the “frame of mind” in which we seek after 

philosophy.
108

 He has also described this as Emerson’s “call for philosophy,” which is not an 

engagement in the formal structures of a philosophical argument, but an engagement that itself 

creates and criticizes the form of philosophy. In this sense, philosophy in the Emersonian mood 

is a prose that is a “philosophy-making argument.”
109

 Thus, to read Emerson is to allow his 

words to prompt you into “thinking,” to reflect the instability of our philosophical discourse, and 

consequently, to open us to transfiguration and conversion. In so doing, philosophy is 

(re)made.
110

  

Despite the immense influence that Cavell will have on the account that follows, there are 

two crucial differences that must be noted. First, even though Cavell insists that Emerson is 

offering a “teaching”
111

 or giving a “call,” Cavell is little concerned with those occasions where 

Emerson was actually speaking to others. For Cavell, it is the written Emersonian essay that is 

most important as a philosophical expression, and despite Emerson’s concern with the moral 
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lives of people, and the connection between the lectures and the major essays to which Cavell 

restricts himself, it is Emerson’s “words”—i.e. the language employed in the essays—that are 

most important. So when Cavell appropriately describes Emerson’s focus on transfiguration and 

conversion as a kind of “aversive” thinking, what he means is that Emerson is most concerned 

with the action of words. This concern for words can “[cause] understanding or illumination on a 

par with that of religion,” but it is not itself religion, presumably because the focus on linguistic 

transfiguration is amenable to Cavell’s understanding of the endless openness of human life in a 

way that the practical moral actions of individuals (their religion) is not.
112

 This is a topic that I 

explore in more detail in chapter four when I present Cavell’s account of moral perfectionism. 

This leads into the second way that the following account departs from Cavell. Cavell 

consistently distances Emerson’s philosophical work from the religious, and does this by means 

of the focus on language. For instance, he specifies two different ways that we might read the 

famous passage from “Self-Reliance” that we “lie in the lap of immense intelligence.” The first, 

according to Cavell, would be to read it as a metaphysical (or, religious) claim about God. The 

second, and his preferred way, is to read it as “an allusion to, or fantasy of, our shared language.” 

He continues: “while of course there are things in the world other than language, for those 

creatures for whom language is our form of life, those who are what ‘Experience’ entitles 

‘victims of expression’—mortals—language is everywhere we find ourselves, which means 

everywhere in philosophy (like sexuality in psychoanalysis).”
113

 This fairly strict conflation of 
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philosophy and self-reflective language leads to some highly obtuse renderings of Emerson’s 

concern for practical action—a concern, I should note, which is most apparent in the sermons 

and lectures (i.e. when speaking to an audience with whom Emerson would like to connect). This 

is not to say that Cavell separates language entirely from action—for indeed, he does think that 

his work on Emerson and Thoreau aids the development of a liberal democratic theory. 

Nevertheless, there are examples where the focus on language tends to be exaggerated to such an 

extent that Emerson’s meaning seems lost. For instance, Cavell reads Emerson’s proclamation in 

“Self-Reliance” that you should “do your work, and I shall know you. Do your work, and you 

shall reinforce yourself,” as saying that “your work now, in reading him, is the reading of his 

page, and allowing yourself to be changed by it.”
114

 I will not here contest this particular 

interpretation; I highlight it only to show how constrained a Cavellian reading can be when it is 

forced to suppose that Emerson’s philosophical contribution is focused wholly on the words that 

he uses in the development of reading practices that might offer the possibility of 

transformation.
115

 That is not to say that Emerson isn’t concerned with reading practices that can 

be transformative. However, I do think that for Cavell, Emerson’s pastoral concern—which 

emerges most clearly in the more didactic sermons and lectures—seems to fall away from 
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positivisim—and therefore an Emerson who is about instability and the self-reflexivity of language seems not to fit. 
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Emerson’s philosophical contribution. For Cavell, religion is always “under criticism” in 

Emersonian thought insofar as it is unable to be as endlessly self-critical and “aversive” like the 

philosophical mood.
116

 Religion here becomes one of philosophy’s others: whatever philosophy 

is, it is defined against religion, which is unable to perform as philosophy, because it is unable to 

be endlessly self-critical. For Emerson, though, to cease subjecting religion to verification, free 

discussion, and fair examination is indicative of infidelity, of a lack of true religion.
117

 Despite 

the enormous amount of influential work that has followed in the sea-change that Cavell brought 

about, this aversion to religion has continued.
118
 

Accordingly, in what follows I present Emerson as preacher (or, as will be shown to be 

the same thing, lecturer, as well as theologian) and philosopher, and philosophy as a form of 

preaching, bringing together the pastoral and the philosophical in a way that I believe keeps with 

the spirit of a Cavellian reading, though it departs with some of the substance.
119

 Thus, this is a 

philosophical Emerson that is doing more than writing the philosophical essay. 
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 This is the main topic of Sermon CXXII, where Emerson elaborates on the idea of truth as receptivity, while 

also warning that we must temper our self-trust with a constant reminder that we do not wholly make ourselves, but 

are caused by things out of our control. 

118
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which uses a distinction between revelation (in the form of scripture) and reason, one that he describes as the 

motivation behind Emerson’s resignation of his ministry, to illustrate a dramatic break from Emerson’s “Unitarian” 

period. Paul Grimstad, “Emerson’s Adjacencies: Radical Empiricism in Nature,” in The Other Emerson, ed. Branka 

Arsić and Cary Wolfe (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 251-270.To use Cavell’s phrase, people 

continue to “condescend” to Emerson’s overtly religious views. Transcendental Etudes, 140. 
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 For one of the strongest accounts of Emerson as a “public, national preacher” throughout his career, see Mark S. 

Cladis, “Religion, Democracy, and Virtue: Emerson and the Journey’s End,” Religion & Literature 41, no. 1 (Spring 

2009): 49-82. The conjunction of preacher and philosopher also evokes Bruce Kuklick, Chuchmen and 

Philosophers: From Jonathan Edwards to John Dewey (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985). Although I am 

taking a less historical approach, I am in agreement with Kuklick’s claim that the non-secular/secular distinction is a 

modern imposition on eighteenth and nineteenth century American thought. 
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II. Contextualizing the 1820s and 1830s 

Emerson was employed as a preacher in various roles between 1827 and 1839, from 

ministering to his own congregation at Second Church in Boston to being an itinerant supply 

preacher. During this period he developed many of the distinct ideas that would eventually bring 

him to prominence as public intellectual and popular American figure. Importantly, Emerson’s 

period behind the pulpit did not cease when he resigned his ministry at Second Church in 1832, 

though he gave up the official pastoral duties of the “reverend.” In fact, he continued to preach 

many of the same sermons, sometimes in revised form and sometimes not, that he had written 

during his ministry, up until 1839 when the controversy over the Divinity School Address proved 

to be so toxic that it became problematic for him to continue behind the pulpit. It is worth noting 

that he continued to deliver sermons both while he was developing and writing Nature (1836), 

which extended some materials that originally appeared in the sermons, and while lecturing on 

the lyceum circuit. It would be shortsighted, therefore, to suppose that either 1832 (the 

resignation from Second Church) or 1836 (the publication of Nature) somehow represent periods 

of decisive intellectual break from what came prior. While the importance of these two events for 

changing the circumstances of Emerson’s personal life are surely significant, and they certainly 

had effects on his thought, notions of intellectual discontinuity have been greatly exaggerated.
120

 

In fact, had his delivery of the Divinity School Address in 1838 not caused such a serious 

controversy, one which made it difficult for him to continue preaching in established churches, it 
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 Lawrence Buell in Literary Transcendentalism echoes the general consensus when he calls Emerson’s 

resignation from his pastorate the “outstanding symbolic event in the history of Transcendentalism,” and attributes 

this to a distrust of institutional religion in general. Lawrence Buell, Literary Transcendentalism: Style and Vision in 
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“boredom” he felt towards the rite, “elevat[ing] distaste into a principle of criticism.” This latter view would seem to 

prevent us from seeing any proper theological claim Emerson might be making, instead turning his resignation into a 

mere loss of interest. Packer, “Signing Off,” 9. 
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is possible that he could have continued to deliver an occasional sermon.
121

 Nevertheless, it is 

true, as many critics have pointed out, that the lyceum circuit provided new opportunities for 

Emerson to explore various topics that would not have been as well received within the confines 

of a Unitarian sermon structure, scientific and literary topics especially. Within the sermon 

structure, the set of expectations for him were narrower than in the looser lyceum structure. 

Claiming that the “Lecture Room” would be the “true Church of the coming time,” Emerson 

noted that one of its merits is that the lecture room leaves out no aspect of contemporary life: 

“Here, everything is admissible, philosophy, ethics, divinity, criticism, poetry, humor, anecdote, 

mimicry,—all the breadth and versatility of the most liberal conversation, and of the highest, 

lowest, personal, and local topics—all are permitted, and all may be combined in one speech” 

(LL 1:48). Indeed, though there are references to scientific and literary topics in the sermons (for 

instance, his sermon on astronomy, Sermon CLVII), they are few. Nevertheless, as far as his 

views on religion are concerned, the sermons provide a wealth of insight into how Emerson 

intended to develop his own view of religion, and for my purposes here, provide a stable basis 

for discerning the nature and function of religion and theology when they appear in the later 

corpus. 

What is most striking about the sermons is not their Unitarian orthodoxy, but rather how 

Emerson attempts to negotiate the terms of liberal Unitarianism in ways that are not always 

strictly liberal, but sometimes involve a degree of appreciation for orthodox theological views 

from the past, a topic that I began to develop in chapter one. This methodology is in many ways 
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 For instance, the outline for what would eventually become “New England Reformers,” the final chapter of 
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The Mind on Fire (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 295-300. 
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parallel to Emerson’s understanding of how we ought to view the Jesus of the Gospels: Jesus was 

a teacher of the truth, but that truth is “clothed in the manner of speaking and in the manner of 

thinking of the times,” because without this accommodation to the context of the listener, no 

truth can be heard (CS 4:213). Insofar as the preacher “solicits your attention to truths which 

engage him and therefore should engage you,” he must do so as friend and brother, not as a 

distant oracle that proclaims truth on its own terms in some unique and ahistorical language (CS 

4:247). What we see in the sermons is that there is a great deal of adaptation of the traditional 

images and topics of Christian theology—an engagement that reaches out to the listener as 

brother—while at the same time an effort to radically restructure the meaning of those images 

and topics to fit within a larger understanding of how religion evolves over time.
122

 This is an 

approach that Emerson shares with his romantic predecessors, and it would have been familiar to 

him through their work. For instance, in the supplement to the preface of Wordsworth’s Poems 

in 1815, he explains why the language of poetry is especially suited for expressing religious 

concepts:  

The concerns of religion refer to indefinite objects, and are too weighty for the mind to 

support them without relieving itself by resting a great part of the burthen upon words 

and symbols. The commerce between Man and his Maker cannot be carried on but by a 

process where much is represented in little, and the infinite Being accommodates himself 

to a finite capacity.
123
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 Lawrence Buell has linked this to the methods of Unitarian preaching in general, where a complex form of 

translation was occurring between traditional Calvinist doctrines and Unitarian redefinitions. Buell also links this to 

the emergence of comparative religion. Literary Transcendentalism, 114-117. Neal Dolan makes a similar kind of 
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Levine and Daniel S. Malachuk (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2011), 343-382. 
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 William Wordsworth, The Major Works, ed. Stephen Gill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 644. 
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Wordsworth is here tapping into a traditional apophatic theological paradigm in which words are 

mere attempts to describe that which ultimately eludes their description. This emboldens the poet 

as a generator of new representations, a move that motivates Emerson’s own thinking on how 

religious language ought to meet the listener anew in her situation. 

Consider, for example, Emerson’s preaching on the kingdom of heaven. This is a topic of 

interest for Emerson throughout the 1820s and 1830s. One of his first significant treatments of 

the idea is in Sermon XXXVII, first preached in 1829 and last preached in 1838.
124

 He begins by 

acknowledging to his congregation that all have a vision of heaven, “these glowing pictures of 

future life” which everyone both desires and expects (CS 1:285). In fact, this “onward look” is 

itself a part of human nature, and no amount of reason (or, perhaps more appropriately, 

skepticism) can destroy this vision of heaven and the expectation that it will be achieved, 

however distant that may be. But while Emerson can affirm the vision of heaven for his 

congregation, he brings the kingdom of heaven back down to earth, connecting it to the society 

out of which it emerges: “Heaven is not a place, but a state of the mind. Hell is vice, the rebellion 

of the Passions, the army of cares, the night of selfmade ignorance, the stings of self accusation. 

Heaven is the well ordered, informed, benevolent, self devoted mind when it adopts God’s will 

for its own” (CS 1:287). In other words, it would be wrong to suppose that our visions have some 

metaphysical reality apart from the human mind, but this reorientation makes them no less real. 

Rather, the vision of heaven ought to be understood as an indicator of our very real threefold 

duty on earth at the moment: to acquire knowledge, to act morally, and to experience the 

affections. A proper understanding of these visions as directly related to present duty ought to 
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“Kingdom of Heaven,” which is actually describing human character, has not become clearer over time. 
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lead us to realize heaven in our present state to the best of our abilities.
125

 Or, as Emerson 

concludes: “It is not that I wish to lower your views of the future, but that I would exalt your 

views of what may be done in the present” (CS 1:290). Keeping in mind a vision of the future, in 

which one glimpses a more perfect state, is one of the vital moves in Emerson’s perfectionism. 

Returning to the topic of heaven in another sermon, Emerson will describe it as the “state of a 

holy mind,” one which “consists in making the right choice in all the alternatives that every day 

offers you” (CS 2:99). On this configuration, not uncommon to Unitarianism at the time, 

speculation ought always to remain in the midst of the world, among society and the people of it, 

with a love “of all that is truly lovely” (CS 2:100). The method here is to find the ethical import 

of traditional and seemingly metaphysical claims—or as Emerson will put it, to move from 

external religion to internal (CS 4:87).
126

 This internalization of the vision of heaven is the first 

step in developing an account of the striving for perfectibility that many, most notably Cavell, 

have identified as one of the enduring legacies of Emersonian thought, one that “places 

tremendous burdens on personal relationships and on the possibility or necessity of the 

transforming of oneself and of one’s society.”
127

 Reinterpreting traditional theological concepts 

which would be familiar for his audience, Emerson’s perfectionism can be seen taking shape in 

these earliest sermons through the strong orientation towards a future ideal state that is 
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nonetheless immanent and premised on practical moral activity—a topic that I trace through his 

later career in chapter three, and explore in relation to Cavell in chapter four.
128

  

Emerson’s exit from the ranks of the official Unitarian clergy is often interpreted as a 

signal of his dissatisfaction with the confines of what passed for liberal orthodoxy at the time. 

David Robinson writes that the question confronting Emerson as he was developing his own 

version of a “spiritual religion,” one with similarities to the revivalism of the Second Great 

Awakening, was “would he accept ‘divinity’ as he found it in the church of his day, or would he 

attempt to explore his own belief that divinity lived both in nature and in the human soul?”
129

 

What I believe the sermons show, however, is that the options were not strictly an either/or—one 

could disagree with the divinity of the Unitarian mainstream while occupying a position within 

the clergy and also exploring an alternative theology. What one couldn’t do was object to the 

ritual forms of that mainstream and still be supported by enough of one’s congregation to 

continue as their head. Thus, it was ultimately Emerson’s progressive theological understanding 

of the form of worship that ended his career, even though much of the theology that supported 

that understanding of forms remained relatively cohesive throughout the 1820s and 1830s.  

Even Sermon CLXII (the so-called “Lord’s Supper” sermon, the only sermon published 

in Emerson’s lifetime, albeit in 1876) is hardly the jeremiad against Christian tradition that many 

have taken it to be. Many critics focus on Emerson’s claim that the rite “is not suitable to me” 

and that this “is reason enough why I should abandon it,” which is interpreted as asserting self-
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  In general this can be described as part of Emerson’s development of a religious naturalism. As Jonathan Kahn 

points out, religious naturalism depends on a prior theological understanding as a background, one that isn’t simply 

abandoned, but which is instead reworked into a new naturalistic picture. The naturalist works in and through this 
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reliance in the face of religious tradition.
130

 Whatever his personal decision may have been, his 

stated reason for finding the ritual of the Lord’s Supper unsuitable is that it resembles for him 

more a “stiff sign of respect as men do to those whom they fear” than an inspiration towards love 

of Jesus as “a glorified friend after the free way of friendship” (CS 4:192), a claim which fits in 

with the various uncontroversial Unitarian attacks on Calvinist theology that Emerson routinely 

employs. Furthermore, the above objection is only the third of the four that Emerson supplies: 

the first questions the authority of the rite based on an analysis of the scripture and the context of 

the initial event in relation to Passover (utilizing a Quaker argument); the second asserts that the 

rite leads to a misunderstanding of the authority of Jesus; and the fourth points out that rites 

ought to change, since freedom is the essence of Christianity, and its institutions ought to reflect 

that freedom by focusing on the reformation of the soul and not strict adherence to traditional 

religious forms (CS 4:191-193). Furthermore, the sermon ends on a decidedly untriumphant note: 

“I have no hostility to this institution. I am only stating my want of sympathy with it. … I am 

content that it stand to the end of the world if it please men and please heaven, and shall rejoice 

in all the good it produces” (CS 4:194). With this in mind, Richardson is most correct in his 

commentary on the sermon and Emerson’s subsequent resignation: “It is … untrue that his break 

with the church marked a loss of faith. If anything, Emerson believed too much, not too little.”
131
 

 

III. Theology and the Being of God 
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For many readers of Emerson’s religious thought, the most common question concerns 

his views on the being and personality of God. Indeed, the ontological status of the deity is often 

presumed to be the defining issue for determining what constitutes Emerson’s views on religion. 

Thus, it is often taken for granted by readers that if we are able to determine what it is that 

Emerson understood God to be, we will have gone a long way toward determining how it is that 

something like religion relates to the development of the moral sentiment, and how we ought to 

understand the relationship between humans and the world. Even Lawrence Buell’s otherwise 

excellent account of Emerson’s religious thought begins with the question of the nature of the 

divine for Emerson, and portrays Emerson’s religious innovation, “his most contrarian act of 

intellectual radicalism,” in terms of “his insistence both on a God-in-me and on the 

‘impersonality’ of the divine.”
132

 The problem with readings that suppose Emerson’s religious 

views to be essentially his views on the being of God is that they take Emerson’s religious 

thought to be essentially the affirmation of opposites: God is both intensely individual and 

universally shared; God is both the object of my personal religious experience and the foundation 

of an impersonal shared moral sentiment. In itself, this view isn’t necessarily a contradiction, for 

one might hold that all have an idiosyncratic and personal religious experience of an infinite God 

that can be individual to all. The problem arises when trying to adjudicate between mutually 

exclusive personal experiences without a strong way of deferring to a shared, agreed-upon 

authority—whether that is traditions, texts, institutions, etc. This would be especially 

problematic for Emerson, since in his haste to problematize the universality and immutability of 

traditional religious authority, he seems to lack a strong sense that there is some interpersonal 

collective authority to ensure that an individual’s experience aligns with what are for him 
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universal moral laws. It would seem that we can have either a religion in which God is 

understood through the idiosyncrasies of one’s private experience of God, or a religion in which 

God is understood as a way of understanding universal moral law—the former would incline 

towards a mystical theism, the latter towards pantheism and/or humanism. In fact, one of the 

common ways of understanding this contradiction is to divide the Emersonian corpus into an 

early mystical period, and a later moral or pragmatic period.  

In this section, I take a different path by focusing on the question, what is the meaning 

and function of God-discourse? To phrase it differently, what does a reflective consideration 

about divinity allow the human to achieve, and how does it support the religious goal for 

Emerson of cultivating humans into more complete beings? By shifting the focus on the being of 

God to a focus on the function of how we reflect on God, I am attempting to follow Emerson’s 

own aversion to metaphysics—that it is more productive to examine the function of the language 

of divinity than it is to build a comprehensive theory of divinity. Or as Emerson poignantly puts 

it in “Self-Reliance,” you may have “denied personality to the Deity” in your metaphysics, but 

there may come a time when the “devout motions of the soul” present God “with shape and 

color,” and then you must “Leave your theory as Joseph his coat in the hand of the harlot, and 

flee” (CW 2:33).
133

 I take this to be Emerson’s warning that theories of divinity are at constant 

risk because they attempt to engage in a metaphysics of divinity that seeks to make it stable and 

universal, rather than open and revisable. As we will see, Emerson believes that traditional 

theology has made this mistake, trying to systematize and hold stable ideas that, in reality, should 

be understood as attempted representations of human duty. Consequently, Emerson does not 

believe that entire project of theology is a failure in principle—in fact, there is a way that 
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Emerson leaves room for a certain kind of theology that openly acknowledges that it does not 

seek to hold stable theological representations throughout history. In his alternative, theology 

functions as a site for the production of and reflection upon revisable ideals that drive our moral 

activity in the world. Ultimately, what “religion” is for Emerson is related to what he 

understands God-discourse to be, but “religion” is not merely reducible to any particular set of 

claims about God. In what follows I treat these topics separately, starting first with how Emerson 

treats theology as a language of human duty, and then moving to the common question of 

pantheism and the personality of deity. In the next section, I turn specifically to the topic of 

religion. 

a. A language of human duty 

What, then, does Emerson think about how people talk about God? It is certainly true that 

early in Emerson’s ministry he showed a concern for reflection on the nature and being of God 

that often drew upon a particular version of a design argument, one which was employed 

specifically to instill confidence in the Divine against an atheistic challenge. Although his 

formulation of Divinity in the very earliest sermons had not yet rejected the attempt at finding 

“evidences” that characterizes the period after 1840—such as in 1841 when he declares that 

nature teaches “the lesson of an intimate divinity,” the doctrine of “Supreme Presence” (CW 

1:136)—many of the crucial elements of his mature period were already in place in the late 

1820s, even in his otherwise commonplace references to design.
134

 For instance, in Sermon 

XXIII, Emerson asks whence the idea of God comes to the human mind, posing the question as a 

matter of what would seem more probable: that the natural order that humans experience should 

have come about by chance, or should have come about by design (CS 1:205). This is the 
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common traditional philosophical question about the reasonableness of a faith in God the 

designer, and it certainly would have been a familiar question for nineteenth century Unitarian 

intellectuals, many of whom were attempting to supply a rational basis for belief in God.
135

 Yet 

despite posing this question, Emerson seems less interested in how natural order came about, and 

more in the question of how moral order came about, which marks a shift from the traditional 

questions of natural theology that are focused on material design, to a focus on how one ought to 

understand one’s moral life. The question of chance, then, is more important for how one ought 

to understand the moral sense: could it be that our understanding of duty—which for Emerson is 

a universal sense even if it manifests in different forms, in different degrees, and at different 

places and times—is merely a product of a chance order between the requirements of duty and 

the rewards of pleasure? Or, as he puts it, could it simply be chance that pleasure is distributed to 

virtue, and pain to vice (CS 1:206)?
136

 Already we have left behind the traditional question of 

design as he would have learned it from Paley and the Anglo-philosophical tradition. In fact, 

Emerson viewed Hume as more or less unsurmountable on the question of whether it was 

possible to view the perception of design in the material universe as evidence of a creator.
137

 The 
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question of the reasonableness of claims about God in this sermon turns from a focus on forms of 

evidence to the experience of the moral sentiment, even if the full repercussions of this move 

have not been fully come into view for Emerson. It is because of the presence of virtue within us 

that we “are so formed that all things declare him to us” as we act in the world, a fact about our 

constitution that should be far more convincing than “the voice of thunder, the earthquake, the 

explosion of comets” (CS 1:206).
138

 This position is already anticipating that which will take 

shape in the later sermons, even if at this early point Emerson still presents it under the 

framework of design: the question of how I ought to understand my duty in relation to my 

earthly existence and how the two can be jointly secured. As the nature of humans as moral 

creatures becomes more robust for Emerson, he will shed the talk of design presumably because 

of its relation to the problematic notion of “evidence.”
139
 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
season over the minds & history of men not so much to mislead as to cast another weight into the contrary scale in 

that vast & complex adjustment of good & evil to which our understandings are accommodated & thro’ which they 

are to escape by the fine clue of moral perception” (L 7:140). Mary Moody responds with indignation, reiterating her 

claim about the importance of miracles and the legitimacy of the gospel narrative, which Hume had attacked, and 
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Emerson will occasionally preach a somewhat robust confidence in the nature of divine 

providence, while at the same time showing his awareness of the inadequacy of our means of 

arriving at that confidence by any human effort. He is able to declare that “I believe that God 

hath that interest in every event that it is impossible to separate his part from man’s part in any; 

for our souls grow in him as the oak grows in the globe, or rather as the animal body in the earth, 

made of it, supported by it, yet having an independent will” (CS 2:142). Or, he claims that 

conscience is the aspect of human life “connecting every human soul with God its maker, and 

making it impossible to any to elude for a moment his irresistible dominion,” which thus 

functions as “an overpowering proof of the Being and government of God” (CS 1:195). One may 

be led at this point to conclude that at least in the early part of his ministerial career, Emerson 

was willing to articulate aspects of a somewhat independent and personal deity that mixed 

together parts of Unitarian mainstream with parts of a traditional Calvinist piety which values the 

immediate dominion of God over the evidences of a faulty reason. We might be led to at least 

entertain Robinson’s notion that Emerson considered accepting something like the divinity of the 

mainstream during his day—a divinity that we can witness in ourselves as being the stamp of 

creation. 

But Emerson’s difference from the Unitarian mainstream was his consistent championing 

of the diversity of ways that one can contemplate the nature of the divine—a point which would 

have made it difficult for him to ever seriously pursue the homogeneous depictions of divinity in 

Unitarian theology. That is to say, despite however much weight Emerson places on the internal 

attestations for the being of God, he advocates a great deal of theological exploration that opens 

space for various forms of contemplating the nature of the divine. As he notes in Sermon LXIX, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
2:138). 
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“every mind hath its favourite resorts in the spacious domain of truth, its church of virtuous 

thoughts, whither it repairs morning and evening,” and Emerson’s goal as preacher is “to explore 

the nature of God” while enlarging his congregation’s conception of the divine (CS 2:159-160). 

Nevertheless, Emerson is not advocating that each person has a merely individualized conception 

of divinity that is private to him. If this were the case, a merely inward-turned reporting of one’s 

sentiment as it relates to the being of God (“its favourite resorts”) would make for little more 

than an individualized mystical theology, one that is unable to account for the shared sense of 

moral obligation that is at the core of Emerson’s understanding of duty. If one’s notion of God is 

nothing but the reporting of personal experience, then there would be a substantial problem with 

bringing it into accord with what are interpersonal, and more universal, human duties. 

Nevertheless, it seems that Emerson is after an answer. 

One of the most important sermons for specifying this relation between individual and 

universal God is Sermon VIII, first written in 1827 and preached several times in the late 1820s. 

The sermon begins with a lament that the language of theology, “that important part of language 

in which man’s relations and duties are expressed, partakes of the time from whence it has 

descended; it is gross and erroneous; it is human and bigoted” (CS 1:107). Traditional theology 

has clothed Christ “in a garb of wild fable” and “shrouded in terrible clouds the benign majesty 

of God” (CS 1:107-108). What has amounted to theology in the past, and which Emerson thinks 

has continued in too many places, is “dark blasphemy,” one that condemns human action on 

earth as corrupt (CS 1:110). Such a theology is necessarily in conflict with the purpose of 

religion, which ought to be “cheerful, social, masculine, generous … inquisitive of the ways of 

man, inquisitive of the works of God.”
140

 Part of the confusion of reading this sermon is 
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determining exactly what it would mean to define theology as the language of human relations 

and duties. In characteristic Emersonian style, the facile equivocations of the sermon are striking: 

from the idea that God is love Emerson claims that the character of God is the character of 

religion, which is also God’s law, and therefore pure religion is doing good. By equating the 

language that we use to talk about the character of God with the language that we use to talk 

about human social relations, Emerson should be understood as rejecting metaphysical inquiries 

about the being of God—they are melancholy errors that are the product of earlier “less 

enlightened ages.” These metaphysical inquiries divorce God from the moral lives of individuals, 

who no longer identify themselves with the being of God, but instead see God with a “tinge of 

terror” because God is portrayed as a being distant from the actions of worldly life (CS 1:109). 

The conflation culminates in the finale of the sermon where Emerson, exhorting his congregation 

to action, says that “every moral agent, from the Angel to the child, who gives his strength, much 

or little, to the service of God and man, is an anointed apostle of the cause” (CS 1:112-113). In 

this context, the religious service of God and worldly service of “man” are the same. To suppose 

them different is to misunderstand that the character of God and the practice of religion are 

united in the law of love, which requires that we perform good to our fellows (CS 1:110). The 

joint nature of human and God were clearly on Emerson’s mind, as the very next sermon 

(originally delivered the next week) asserts that, “What is man, is in fact wholly dependent on 

the question What is God?” (CS 2:114). We might be tempted here to add, for reasons that will 

soon become apparent, and vice versa. 

Emerson’s appropriation and extension of the joint notions of likeness to God and human 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Emerson thinks that all humans, whether male or female, are a mixture of these masculine and feminine traits. 

Nevertheless, this has been one of the points that perhaps relates to his lukewarm reception of the women’s rights 

movement in the middle of the century. 
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moral perfection, which he originally received from William Ellery Channing, has been 

extensively explored in the secondary literature.
141

 One of the important aspects of this 

appropriation is the idea that the language that people use to talk about God, and therefore also 

the language of theology, is ultimately a language derived from human moral life. In Sermon 

LXXXVI, Emerson makes this explicit. He begins by noting that the God that we address is not 

experienced in the normal way of sensation, since “our faculties are yet unable to comprehend 

him.” Instead, “we worship him by forming the most pure and elevated conception of which the 

mind is capable,” which, upon investigation, turns out to be “our own soul stripped of all 

inferiority and carried out to perfection, aided by all the images of power which the sight of His 

works can give” (CS 2:243). The contemplation of this idea of God is performed as an effort to 

elevate ourselves, ultimately bringing ourselves nearer to that perfection. The idea that we form a 

conception of God by attending to our own nature and elevating that conception to discover a 

kindred nature is one that Emerson takes directly from Channing. But for Channing, there is still 

a role for revelation in this process. Channing thought that we needed some kind of revelation to 

get to the idea that God is a father who looks down upon us with parental interest and stands in 

direct relation to us. Thus, Channing will still speak of God calling humans by both nature and 

revelation.
142

 In other words, Channing talks about the likeness between God and human, but he 

does so in a way that preserves ontological claims about the being of the deity, and the role for 

special revelation—we might best know God through the particular similarities that we have, 

even as God is still treated as a higher being with a parental interest in humanity. 
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As much as Sermon LXXXVI resembles Channing’s theology in its call to use the vision 

of the perfected human soul as a means to rise toward the Divine, Emerson conspicuously 

removes the parental relation from the schema. Instead, Emerson emphasizes the effects of the 

contemplation of “Him who is Truth and Love,” of attempting to “carry up our mind to a greater 

mind and converse with it as we converse with men” (CS 2:243). As for the object of this 

contemplation and conversation, Emerson eschews the parental relation for the realization of the 

omnipresence of the Divine as a part of all human experience: “his participation in every action 

in life, in every shade of thought, and therefore, in every thing that interests me” (CS 2:244). In 

Nature, Emerson is more explicit about his rejection of the parental relation, saying that “Father” 

is just a way that we express how “Spirit is the Creator,” which has life in itself (CW 1:19).
143

 

Thus, Emerson can conclude by finding the usefulness of prayer—i.e. contemplation of and 

communication with the Divine—in its power “to dignify our life and to connect every action on 

earth with the world of spirits” (CS 2:245).  

This view of prayer is echoed again in Nature, where it is described as “a study of 

truth,—a sally of the soul into the unfound infinite,” one which detaches objects from their 

relation to us (their usefulness) so that they might be considered “in the light of thought.” When 

one engages in this contemplation, one’s “holiest affections” are kindled, and “God go[es] forth 

anew into the creation” (CW 1:44). Accordingly, we can say that the purpose of prayer amounts 

to the following: it offers the potential of bringing together in thought the earthly and the 

spiritual, or what are often glossed as the actual and the ideal. One of Emerson’s essential moves 
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is to take the practice of prayer as having theological import. Prayer is how an individual can 

attempt to think in her own way about the divine by contemplating the spiritual/ideal and its 

relation to the earthly/actual. He is not rejecting that each individual will come upon different 

ideas, since each person has his own idea of God, “which is more pure in one mind than in 

another but is most inadequate and elementary in all” (CS 2:61). Even the “highest” and most 

refined theology, “i.e., our description of God, must be the gropings of infant weakness, when 

compared to God himself,” since our ability to fully contemplate the spiritual/ideal is always 

hampered by the limitations of our actuality. We see our own nature through a “glass” which is 

clouded, and which presents to us only a distorted image—the ideal must necessarily be clouded 

for us as well. 

The idea of being in two worlds is a central part of Emerson’s thought, and the idea of 

God that one develops plays an essential role in how one negotiates the fact of her dual nature, 

the fact that she is drawn to be more than she currently is. Emerson claims that “It is only the 

knowledge of God that unites this bright outward Creation of brute matter to the brighter inward 

Creation of intelligent mind” (CS 4:154). But knowledge here is neither meant to indicate a 

dispassionate scientific pursuit, nor a kind of objective sufficiency. Rather, knowledge involves a 

degree of affection. We are beings made to love, Emerson says, and that which we love 

ultimately governs what we know. We do not have the choice whether or not to love, but only 

the choice of what to love. For Emerson, the object of our most passionate and consuming love 

will take the place of a God for us: “The human heart requires a God. Some god, a true or a false 

one, it must and will have” (CS 4:28). Or, as he writes: “The soul wants a pilot, a star, a 

stronghold amidst the vicissitudes of life to which it can repair continually for refreshment and 

instruction. In short it wants an object as great as its love” (CS 4:31). When this love is set upon 
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infinite goodness and spiritual ideals, it becomes a love of God, which is a part of what Emerson 

frequently calls “true religion.” But when this love is set upon those things which “catch the 

outward eye,” making a partial material object into the highest for oneself, it becomes a form of 

idolatry that stunts one’s movement towards the ideal. For understanding Emerson’s religion, the 

importance of the direction of one’s love is that “the language of love approaches very near to 

the language of worship” (CS 4:29). The emphasis on a rightly directed love will later be integral 

to Emerson’s account of reform in “Man the Reformer,” as will the way in which love can serve 

as a mediation of our dual nature. After noting that “one day all men will be lovers” and equating 

the “finished man” with the image of Jesus that eventually, in some quite distant eschatological 

time, all will approximate, Emerson notes that this finished person will function as the “mediator 

between the spiritual and actual world” (CW 1:159). This “finished man” is equivalent to our 

understanding of full divinity, one which even Jesus only approximates—a position for which 

Emerson will become famous in 1838 when giving the Divinity School address, even though he 

had been preaching the same view for almost a decade. Nevertheless, by early 1832, Emerson’s 

views on theology had solidified around the idea that “right reason and pure love are the most we 

know of him [God], that his right worship consist in the constant acknowledgment that our 

individual life flows from him continually as light from the sun” (CS 4:87). The nature of God to 

which humans are privy is that “God is in our soul,” which is related to the realization that 

“There is something in us which is higher and better than we” (CS 4:175). This something in 

us—in 1841, Emerson will come to call this the “Perfect” or the “Supernatural” insofar as it 

cannot be accounted for strictly on the terms of our worldly life—is the “mysterious fountain” 

that comes to us by way of the moral sentiment, where the presence of this idea of the Perfect is 
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what drives our efforts at reform in the world (CW 1:173-174).
144

 Efforts to speak this Perfect are 

the efforts to speak about the Divine—although Emerson will warn that too much inquiry 

concerning the origin of our idea will lead us to “the inner boundaries of thought, that term 

where speech becomes silence, and science conscience” (CW 1:174).
145

  

In many ways, Emerson’s early understanding of theology culminates in his 

“Demonology” lecture in 1839. Here he does his best to dismiss forms of supernatural 

speculation that are at odds with a naturalistic understanding of the world, or what Emerson 

approvingly calls “spiritual laws.” The “demonological” is what one gets when an individual or 

partial view of the human gets projected onto the spiritual realm—oftentimes indicated by “some 

foreign, unacknowledged element in nature” that is supposed to either violate or be contrary to 

ordinary laws (EL 3:151). These supposed “demonological facts” to which people commonly 

adhere are often misunderstood as theological or metaphysical, the two arenas in which we might 

want to account for “supernatural” violations of the natural. These “facts,” to Emerson’s chagrin, 

form the basis of many religious creeds. Rather than eschew them as simply contrary to our 

knowledge of the whole and therefore unworthy of consideration, they ought to be understood as 

“semi-medical questions, respecting our structure” (EL 3:167). In fact, theological discourse, 

rather than being insulated from natural science, is and should be more closely integrated with 

and changed by the latest revelations of science. In particular, Emerson happily notes that “the 

science of astronomy has had an irresistible effect in modifying and enlarging the doctrines of 
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theology” (CS 4:156). Astronomy has expanded people’s understanding of God, while making 

certain doctrines which inflate the importance of humans, such as the “theological scheme of 

Redemption,” now too incredible to be true (CS 4:157). Rather than viewing science and religion 

as incommensurable, science should be understood as providing “correction” and “purification” 

to views that have always been subject to human error (CS 4:158). Demonological speculations, 

which attack the cohesiveness of natural science, ought to be understood as a fable of human 

imagination; nevertheless, they are not wholly groundless because they arise from sincere efforts 

to adequately express a human condition, even if they fall into error in the process. It is in this 

sense that “demonology is the Shadow of Theology.” It deals with the subject matter of 

theology—“The whole world is an omen and a sign… Man is the Image of God”—but it tries to 

express these relations with partial and inadequate concepts (EL 3:170). The goal, then, is not to 

abandon the effort to speak theologically, but to do so in a way that strives towards a universality 

of the spiritual that is enlarged (not reduced) by advancing natural understanding, rather than in 

the parochial manner of many religious creeds. 

What should be clear from the foregoing section is that Emerson is not averse to 

theology, but he is averse to those forms of theology that aspire towards metaphysical 

universality or which separate the divine from human life. Emerson thinks that theology has 

misunderstood itself, and it ought instead to affirm consciously that it is a partial and ever-

changing language used to express human duty. God functions in this theology as an ideal point 

towards which humans aspire, but a point that is not wholly other from the human. This ideal is 

an object of love, because it is love that orients the person towards an appropriately “spiritual” 

form of moral becoming. How this is achieved will be the focus of the next section. 
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b. Pantheism and Impersonality 

It is tempting to suppose, and many have, that the outcome of Emerson’s theological 

development by the end of the sermons is something akin to pantheism. Van Cromphout offers 

one of the strongest versions of this argument, claiming that Emerson was faced with the choice 

between an anthropomorphism that granted “individuality, awareness, emotions, [and] 

subjectivity” to God at the risk of idolatry, and “a pantheistic denial of personality to God.” For 

Van Cromphout, Emerson would eventually settle on pantheism much in the same vein as 

Goethe.
146

 This picture of Emerson as a pantheist has both benefits and limitations. It is true that 

towards the end of his official ministry at Second Church, his attention turns more to the “one 

great thought of God,” in which God “is immensity and eternity… is Wisdom and Power and 

Love and in him all particular beings are lost as drops in the sea” (CS 4:94). The emphasis on 

immensity and eternity works in conjunction with Emerson’s turn towards using “Unity” as a 

referent for the divine, which can be read as pointing in the direction of pantheism. Nevertheless, 

it is important to note that this “one great thought” is still tied to the “foundation and subsistency 

[sic] and perfection of all the virtues”—i.e. it is not a claim about the being of God, but one 

about God’s function in the development of individuals insofar as God represents a kind of 

idealized virtuous (unified and universalized) character that unites the two natures of the human. 

So while Emerson must reject those aspects of personality that would lower the thought of God 

to idolatry—making God into an all-too-human creature prone to what for him is pettiness and 

selfish earthy motivations—God still has to have enough resemblance to the human to function 
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as a shaper of human will, that humans may become a “refulgent mirror of the presence and 

power and love of God” (CS 4:177). In other words, there must be enough “likeness,” to use 

Channing’s terminology, for the idea of God to stand as an example of a kind of perfect virtue—

that it is not just the idea of a unity, but an idea of the mind or will of God, two expressions that 

Emerson will use extensively, to which one can rightly order oneself and towards which one can 

aspire. This accounts for the claim in Nature that religion and ethics are similar in how they 

introduce “ideas” into life, but that the latter is “the system of human duties commencing from 

man,” whereas the former is from God (CW 1:35). In this way, “Religion includes the personality 

of God; Ethics does not.” Religion, insofar as it represents the spiritual, is concerned with “the 

thoughts of the Supreme Being,” which in Emerson’s formulation of idealism in Nature, are the 

same as the “ideas” that humans are led to upon contemplation of nature (or, “intellectual 

science”).
147

 By coming upon these thoughts/ideas, humans come in contact with “divine 

natures,” and thereby become more divine themselves (CW 1:34). Thus, the divine, at least in the 

late 1830s, while sometimes evoking the language of a natural pantheism, is still composed of 

the ideas that are supposed to be shared with humanity, and insofar as humans continue to 

contemplate these ideas, they continue to become more like the divine. Even in one of his last 

sermons, delivered for the final time in 1838, Emerson describes the purpose of worship as 

contemplating the idea of God, “to ask whence we came and who is that whence” (CS 4:162, 

italics in original).  

Robinson is much more nuanced on this question of pantheism. His portrayal of Emerson 

                                                           
147
 Van Cromphout reads this passage as ultimately placing ethics over religion, as a superior way of considering 

human duties. I have trouble finding evidence for this in the text. Certainly Emerson would put ethics over the forms 

of religion that are manifesting at his historical moment. But in abstract, it is hard to see Emerson making a claim 

about religion as such. Rather, the point seems to be more about the joint nature of religion and ethics—two ways of 

seeing the same—than any hierarchy of them. 



95 

in the 1830s has him moving from a picture of God in which God is an elevated conception of 

character, to a later concept of God “freed from personality.”
148

 For the latter position, which 

Robinson sees becoming prominent around 1836, there is an increased level of mysticism and a 

sense of the nondiscursivity of religious experiences, which makes the idea of God too ineffable 

to retain the elements of personality that seem to be required when God is identified with the 

character and the development of the soul. Thus, for Robinson, as “unity” becomes more of the 

mark of divinity, there is a growing impersonality to the idea of God, and God becomes more a 

direction of the mind than an idea of the mind. Crucial to this development is Robinson’s claim 

that a person is something that can be defined—whereas the notion of self-surrender to the influx 

of divinity, and the affective relation to unity, involves the inability to define divinity, to put it 

into words. Robinson focuses on the “Holiness” lecture, delivered in 1838, to make this claim. In 

the lecture Emerson says that the “moral sentiment” is “wholly impersonal,” but his gloss on 

“impersonal” is revealing: “it refers me to all the world; and is as present to every other creature, 

as to me. It is the law of soul, and not of my soul. It melts all things into itself, for it is itself their 

ground of being” (EL 2:345). “Impersonal” here means to indicate that what is being considered 

is not individual, but universal and shared; or to put it another way, to see every creature 

partaking of and grounded in the same moral sentiment (“our unity with all other beings” (EL 

2:346)), even if that sentiment might reveal itself in different degrees and various 

“exhibitions.”
149

 This is similar to how Sharon Cameron defines Emerson’s notion of 
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impersonality as “the antidote for the egotistical, the subjective, the solipsistic.”
150

 I take 

Emerson to mean the same thing when he turns to the idea of God: he identifies a tension 

between the human need for a “biography” of God in which God has “fingers and head and 

hair,” and the grandness of spiritual truth which is sublime preciously because it is separated 

from a “personal history” (EL 2:354). Giving a “name” to this God is a consequence of the 

human need to “apprehend the relative as flowing from the absolute” even as we strive to elevate 

our conception of God to that absolute. Nevertheless, the elevated conception of God is not 

separate from the effort to elevate one’s character, precisely because “I, the imperfect, adore my 

own perfect.” To be receptive to the “great soul,” he points out, is to become “less and less a 

private will, more truly public and human in my regards and actions” (EL 2:355). This idea 

serves as the culmination of “The American Scholar,” when Emerson concludes: “A nation of 

men will for the first time exist, because each believes himself inspired by the Divine Soul which 

also inspires all men” (CW 1:70). In other words, the social human can only come into being 

when she recognizes herself as partaking in that which everyone partakes in—an oft-

misconstrued idea that one becomes more of an individual when one is able to rise above her 

own partiality. Robinson is right that there is a failure of language to adequately describe this 

unity, but this failure seems to have a deep connection to the character of human soul, insofar as 

that soul is equally difficult to place fully into language, especially as it concerns the growth of 

that soul towards becoming more public and human—and not just, as Robinson puts it, a matter 

of self-surrender. God is the idea attached to the direction of the mind that is indicated by the 
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moral sentiment, but it seems to be no more or less definable than one’s idea of a person: they 

are both in flux.
151

 Therefore, I don’t take these claims about God to be indicative of a form of 

mysticism that requires self-surrender through silence like Robinson does. Rather, I take the 

sense of an elevation of the idea of God to involve more openness to the potential malleability of 

that idea, one that comes with removing it from the biographical theology that becomes another 

form of demonology. The stress here is on seeing oneself as more public by virtue of a higher 

and more unified conception of the perfect that one adores. 

 

IV. A Theory about Religion 

The previous section attempted to answer the question concerning Emerson’s views on 

the being of God by examining how Emerson talks about theology as a language of human duty. 

As I noted at the outset, the question of what Emerson thinks about God is often presumed to be 

the most important question, or even a substitute question, for considering what Emerson thinks 

about religion. In this section, I develop an account of what religion is for Emerson that expands 

upon the claims made above, but which is not tied to the confines of God-talk. Instead, I will 

focus on a somewhat uncommon question concerning Emerson: what does it mean to be 

religious? The answer, for Emerson, has to do with how one orients oneself towards one’s duties 

in the world, and how one’s ideal (God) functions to enable one to better understand and act on 

those duties. 

a. True Religion 

One of the more common problems in reading Emerson is distinguishing between what 
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 David L. Smith has connected this flux of the self to a larger religious project captured by the Emersonian idea 
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Secrecy, and the Self-Reflexive Method,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 71, no. 4 (Dec. 2003): 852. 
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he says about the religions of his day and what he will occasionally but not consistently refer to 

as “true religion.” The former refers to religion as manifested in present forms, while the latter 

refers to what religion could and should be, or, on Emerson’s understanding of the ideal as the 

truly real, what religion really is in its fully realized or essential form. When Emerson writes 

about religion, he is often employing one or the other sense, either religion in its social and 

historical manifestations, or religion in its ideal form. Too often portrayals of Emerson’s 

religious views focus on his condemnation of certain existing forms of religion and suppose that 

these criticisms extend to every possible social and historical form—i.e. that religion in all 

particular manifestations must be left behind, that it is all retrospective and dogmatic and unfit in 

its representation of Reason. This dismissal of all particular, or what Emerson calls “formal” 

religion, often goes hand in hand with the position that is common in the secularization thesis 

(see chapter one), namely, that what Emerson says of “true” or ideal religion is not actually 

religion at all, but a kind of secular or proto-secular ethical project. This is certainly the dominant 

way of reading his work from the 1840s and after (this is the topic of chapter three). Both of 

these views tend to obscure the careful ways in which Emerson tried to present an account of 

religion that would have continuing relevance as religion, preserving certain forms (the “white 

flower” within), and extending what he took to be the essential features of a religious life that 

were first developed in the sermons, but which appear throughout his corpus.
152

  

First, it is important to note that for Emerson the question of religion is not separate from 

the question of the being of God in the earliest sermons, although even in this early work the 
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 This division into ideal and actual forms echoes how Andrew Dole makes sense of a similar phenomenon in 
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existing religion but not to offer an account of how religion should have and could have developed. Andrew C. 

Dole, Schleiermacher on Religion and the Natural Order (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 24-27. 
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elements are in place for the conceptual distinction that becomes more prominent in his later 

established position. At the beginning of his ministry, in a sermon that he preached multiple 

times between 1827 and 1829, Emerson claims that the primary fact upon which all religion 

depends is “that there is a God to whom we stand in the relation of creatures” (CS 1:100). But by 

1830 this relation between religion and God had begun to change. Consider, for instance, the 

somewhat confusing Sermon LXXXV first preached in 1830, in which Emerson rhetorically asks 

himself what is religion, and answers by saying: “It is the knowledge of God. It is to every mind 

the knowledge of God in his connexion with itself” (CS 2:237). He then compares this 

knowledge of God to a belief in the Copernican System, arguing that just as the latter supplies a 

“complete solution” to the observation of planetary movements, a belief in God answers a 

“speculative difficulty” by suppling “a rational and consistent account of the origin and 

destination of our race, of the inequalities of condition and the existence of pain and death” (CS 

2:238). The first half of this sermon is devoted to laying out an answer to the skeptical question 

of how one can have reasonable faith in God on par with any other rational belief, as if this were 

the highest question that religion could ask and on which it depends. The “knowledge of God” in 

this sense seems to be parallel to the kind of theory that one might have with any empirical 

science—it supplies a way of making our observations about the world consistent with each 

other. But around the midway point, the question of a reasonable faith in God is changed to the 

importance of a “rule of life, an unerring standard by which to measure the value of every object 

and the claim of every duty upon us” (CS 2:239). Despite the seeming importance of the design 

argument in the first half of the sermon, God now becomes a way of making sense of the growth 

of our moral nature, for it is because of the “idea of God” in humans that it is possible to separate 

the physical person—where we find all differences of condition, all the inequalities of the human 
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condition—from the moral nature where no such distinctions are possible. It is in the moral 

nature that  

[the human] is the equal of angels, of seraphim, formed of the same spiritual body, 

subject to the same laws, capable of their knowledge and their pleasures, comprehending 

what they comprehend, a spark of the same fire, a ray of the same source of light from 

which they same, mean as he may be, not too low for the power and the love of God to 

stoop, nor too far from him to inhale the breath of an immortal life. (CS 2:240)  

 

If anything, the evidence that one would have for this idea of God is not of the head but of the 

heart; it is not one that needs a Copernican system to justify it, but one that only needs to awaken 

one’s sense of the moral element that reveals a new element of a person, apart from her bodily 

reality. The “knowledge” in this latter instance ceases to be a way of ordering experience, but a 

way of creating a higher kind of human activity.  

In short, Sermon LXXXV seems to supply two different ways of looking at how one 

might think about the essential role of religion. It both supposes that religion is dependent on 

having a faith in God that supplies one with an understanding of the creation of the world and 

humans in it (which he calls its “evidence to our understandings”), and it supposes that religion 

is about the activation of the moral sense in people so that they are able to recognize themselves 

as more than just their material condition (which he calls its “evidence to the heart”) (CS 

2:241).
153

 Despite their presence together in the sermon, and despite the fact that one might want 

to hold these two elements together so that one’s empirical and moral understandings of religion 

fit perfectly into one cohesive viewpoint, Emerson does very little to show how these two views 

do or should align. In other words, there is no explanation of how the understanding and the 
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 The question of the reasonableness of Christianity, represented best by Unitarian arguments concerning the 
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It is often supposed that Emerson doesn’t fully resolve his position on miracles until the Divinity School Address, 

where he clearly rejects them. Yet, it seems clear that he was already well on his way to rejecting the importance of 

miracles in 1830, even if he was yet unable to present the case to his congregation. 
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heart are connected in this view of religion—or whether you need one in order to get the other. 

Instead, they stand unreconciled with each other, as though Emerson had both of them in mind 

but hadn’t figured out the connection between them yet, or if there was one. Indeed, as we follow 

the evolution of Emerson’s thinking about religion from this point in 1830, we find that the 

notion of a belief in God as supplying a rational and consistent system for answering speculative 

questions about the human experience in the world diminishes and eventually disappears, while 

the notion that religion is essentially a matter of how to cultivate a particular capacity for 

elevating human character becomes more prominent, despite his persistent claim that most 

religions have failed to adequately pursue this task. The latter will be the option that Emerson 

explores in the 1830s and after.  

The sermons fluctuate between these different accounts of religion as Emerson questions 

more and more the necessity of “evidences” of faith, and thus begins to reject the dominant role 

that evidence was given by Unitarian philosophers. There are many crucial places in the early 

sermons where we can see Emerson beginning to use language that anticipates the view he will 

come to take on the essence of religion for the rest of his career. For instance, he says that “pure 

religion” consists in doing good, in “accommodating the life of man to his destiny” (CS 1:110); 

“religion is the law of love” (CS 1:111); the “whole” of religion is “in a single moment you do a 

single thing right” (CS 1:175); religion is the “home of the mind” (CS 1:235); pure and 

“undefiled” religion consists in “doing good” (CS 1:253); “there is no ground for the distinction 

that is continually made between religion and morality” (CS 1:295); religion is “our opinion of 

what is the healthy state of the faculties,” and the “religious life” is the “perfection of man” (CS 

2:26). The above are all indications of an account of religion that shows it to be primarily 

concerned with the practical activities of human life in relation to a notion of moral becoming—
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which will ultimately allow him to make both critical judgments on how particular religions 

fulfill what are the essential purposes of religion itself, as well as make normative claims about 

the practice of religion in the present and future. Sermon LVI in particular points in this more 

mature direction as Emerson proclaims that “a religion is a theory of human life,” which can be 

either true or false given what it is meant to explain. Nevertheless, this theory seeks not to supply 

speculative answers, but to serve a moral function by giving “an account of the origin, the duty, 

and the destiny of the human soul” (CS 2:88). Religion in this sense stands in contrast to worldly 

life: worldly life provides a partial account of the soul, one that only addresses particular aspects 

of the human. Religion provides a sense of the wholeness of the soul by giving it a trajectory. 

Furthermore, the objective of any particular religion is “by exhibiting a true account of the soul 

and its relations to induce it to act in a manner agreeable to its whole nature” (CS 2:88).  

In essence, a religion which follows this core objective would aim to educate and grow a 

person so that she is able to recognize herself apart from the value that worldly attributes would 

assign to her, such as “health, birth, gold, popularity, fashion, beauty” (CS 2:89). The wholeness 

which religion should seek to expound is one that is concerned with the future insofar as it 

cultivates a sense that there is an ideal worth pursuing. It is this which Emerson contrasts with 

skepticism—here, the notion that the human is a product of a chance conjunction of forces—

which he supposes has no concrete sense of the future of the human soul, and therefore lacks the 

ability to shape people into better and more whole beings. The skeptic only has the present, 

according to Emerson, and as a consequence he is unable to rise to a view above the partial 

material interests of persons. Without a sense of the whole that would be realized, the skeptic has 

nothing to strive towards but more of the same, to be a good part of the present social system by 

adopting one of the roles that the system supplies—one can be “an excellent sailor, or merchant, 



103 

or public officer, but a very imperfect man” (CS 2:89). Emerson here seems to be expressing his 

dissatisfaction with what he takes to be Humean skepticism, which he misreads as unable to rise 

above the tenets of “common life” to supply a radical-enough philosophical vision of the 

possibilities of human ethical becoming.
154
 

The idea that a religion is a theory of human life that presents it in its wholeness is the 

one that Emerson further develops in his ministry in the 1830s. He will often translate specific 

Christian theological points into this schema. For instance, Sermon CXI claims that the “law of 

the Lord” is nothing but “the moral constitution of man,” which all religions are attempting to 

articulate, although all are necessarily imperfect (CS 3:126). In fact, if one examines each dogma 

“received by multitudes” (meaning one that is formed by a community with a history, not just a 

private individual’s religion), one will find that at bottom they are grounded in “some eternal 

truth in moral nature” however distorted that truth may be (CS 3:127). In a move that would have 

appeared as an unwelcome conservativism to liberal Unitarianism, Emerson argues that even a 

doctrine like justification through faith alone has some moral truth in it: “Now though this 

language is incorrect, the doctrine is bottomed in eternal truth. We must give up our 

selfrighteousness. We can have no merits to plead before God” (CS 3:127). The move is a similar 

one to what we saw earlier: to see the errors of the claim in its misappropriation of language, and 

to find the truth in what motivated that language—here, the truth is a claim about being humble, 

a common topic of his preaching. He speaks of the “law of the Lord” as “obedience to the 

Commandments,” which is another way of saying that all religions supply a sense of what it 

means to be good by doing one’s duty and bringing one to higher virtue, i.e. a view on ”the true 

or right way of living for the creature Man” (CS 3:253). The language Emerson employs here is 
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Christian, but he is explicit that he thinks Christianity is only one particular interpretation of the 

Commandments, one particular interpretation of duty (CS 3:249).
155

  

By 1832, Emerson is calling for a “living religion” that flows from all things and controls 

human life, one in which the belief in the eternity of God is seen for what it really is, a “moral 

doctrine” that has a practical effect on people by animating every aspect of their lives. With this 

comes a continually regenerating worship that matches the continually regenerating creation, 

where people work “to worship more plainly, more directly, with fewer errors, with fewer 

mediums to offer its homage” (CS 4:160-164). Emerson believed that he had gotten to a central 

feature of what all particular religions are attempting to express—that is, they are these theories 

that attempt to specify the moral nature of the individual that give her both a past, present, and 

future that is distinct from a mere material existence. Once one understands this, Emerson thinks 

that we can now talk about the relationship of worship to this understanding of what religion is in 

abstract. In other words, we are in a position to talk about how a changing set of understandings 

about ourselves ought to lead to a more refined sense of the practice of a particular religious 

worship. Thus, a living religion would be one that accords with a proper understanding of what 

religion is in essence. 

 

b. Misunderstanding Religion 

Despite there being so many forms of religion, Emerson notes that most people 

                                                           
155
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misunderstand them both in terms of belief and practice. He writes: “Religion as it respects the 

understanding or Faith is confounded with Credulity; and Religion as its respects the practice is 

confounded with a form” (CS 3:254). In other words, people mistakenly suppose that religion is 

all about the willingness to believe certain propositions, or the willingness to engage in certain 

formal rituals. Instead, a proper understanding of religion ought to include a conjunction of belief 

and practice, when both are understood in their proper normative context as promoting an 

ongoing transformation of the person. One must have belief because one must understand and 

reflect on what one is doing (“Until it is understood, it is not truth to the mind”) (CS 3:255). And 

one must have practice, but only if that practice is more than merely formal, because if a person 

is only going through the motions, the “substance” of the practice of religion is not able to affect 

the heart (CS 3:256).
156

 He often will preach on the relation between forms and substances, 

where the substance is the principle that the form is intended to cultivate: fasting is based on “the 

subjection of the body to the soul;” humiliation
157

 is “the acknowledgment of unworthiness; of 

sin; of being less than we ought;” and prayer is “a constant acknowledgment, which makes a part 

of every thought, that we are wholly [God’s] work, and wholly bound to do his will” (CS 4:111, 

113, 114). Indeed, one of Emerson’s most recognized criticisms of the Unitarians is that far too 

many of them are going through the motions for poor reasons such as social standing or an 

unwillingness to step away from historical traditions. Thus, “pure religion consists in 

understanding and doing the commandments or in doing right from a right motive, but false 
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 As much as Emerson will place value on the performance of certain religious practices (see below), he does 

have a great deal of Augustinian anxiety, using Jennifer Herdt’s definition of the term, about the ability of actions to 

transform the actor without the actor having some virtuous quality of self or motive prior to the action. Jennifer A. 

Herdt, Putting On Virtue: The Legacy of the Splendid Vices (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). 

157
 Emerson’s example comes from the instructions to people with leprosy in Leviticus 13:45. He concedes that 

these are “signs” that have rightly been abandoned, without giving an equivalent example of Christian self-
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religion consists in taking commandments without understanding them and keeping them 

outwardly and not inwardly” (CS 3:254). Insofar as Unitarianism begins to lapse into an outward 

keeping of the commandments, it strays from what religion is supposed to do, and becomes 

false—false because it fails to provide the kind of spiritual elevation and unity that is the 

essential feature of religion. One could say that for Emerson, proper belief is both inward and 

outward, just as proper practice must be both inward and outward—one without the other, for 

either belief or practice, ends up bring a partial and destructive force that only further suppresses 

one’s moral becoming. 

This sense of religion as both inward and outward is often absent in portrayals of 

Emerson. Given his indictment of so many religious forms, it has often been supposed by 

commentators that his ideal religion is an internalized one, that what matters most is the 

particular internal or mental state of the person (his talk of the “soul”), and not so much the 

outward manifestations (the particular rituals or rites) that are traditionally taken to be an integral 

part of religion. For instance, the great historian of Unitarianism, C. Conrad Wright, claimed that 

Emerson has a defective representation of the religious community because he had “no adequate 

doctrine of human relatedness, no doctrine of institution, no doctrine of the Church.”
158

 Certainly 

Emerson does place a great deal of emphasis on one’s individual relation to the spiritual, 

oftentimes speaking of the spiritual as an “internal” nature that is opposed to the external world, 

which would include one’s social relations. Nevertheless, Emerson does warn against a wholly 

private worship, and thinks that formal outward worship is important. He claims that some form 

of public worship is important because public worship engages the senses, which can help 

practitioners to address the “purposes of life” through engagement with these sensuous 
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representations (CS 3:167). In fact, Emerson says that it would be foolish and dangerous to 

suppose that one is all soul, rather than body and soul: “Those who would have the kingdom of 

heaven wholly within, have sometimes exhibited the kingdom of hell without” (CS 3:167). The 

point is that it makes little sense to have a genuine inner spiritual life without that sense of 

spiritually within having direct expression in one’s actions. The “inner” and “outer” are two 

sides of the same thing. Because of this, attention needs to be paid to religious practices because 

humans need a form of outward worship with its shared social representations of religious life, 

one that is integrated with and cultivated by habituation into a right and proper religious feeling.  

The role of habit here is important, and serves as one of Emerson’s important practical 

themes. Because Emerson holds that the nature of humans is not stable but always changing, it is 

our actions that play a significant role in always reshaping us and/or holding us stable as beings. 

He writes: “For every man is what he is, not by original creation, but by his way of living, that is, 

by his habits,” so much so that “Habit sears the Conscience itself” (CS 2:78, 80). Thus, habits 

can be either beneficial or poisonous: they have the ability to shape us into better creatures when 

they are cultivated intentionally for the good, and they have the ability to corrupt the conscience 

when either their importance is neglected or they are cultivated wrongly. We must use our reason 

to inform our habits so that we do not unreflectively slide into habits, but form them deliberately 

(CS 4:74). If public worship is to serve as a positive cultivation of persons, then it ought to be 

such that it habituates certain practices that encourage and develop good religious feeling. 

Without this proper habituation, it is possible that our moral “compass” becomes useless and “we 

should not know the way to right” (CS 2:80). In fact, reformers use this process of habit 

formation to remake society, something which Emerson thinks is especially apparent in the 

religious education of children, since humans tend to take up habits early that are not so easily 
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changed later. This fact can be either good or bad, depending on the specific habits that are 

produced by this education. Thus, education ought to take note that “a habit is stronger than a 

hundred reasons,” and strive to be as intentional as possible with how children are educated, lest 

they be given habits that are nearly impossible to change later (CS 4:96).
159
 

Nevertheless, this sense of public worship informs Emerson’s general reorientation of the 

“church.” As an institution, he thinks that the church has failed insofar as it “is not broad enough 

for man” because it has been confined to too narrow a set of resources, unable to speak in 

anything other than its own “dialect” (EL 3:287). This is why Emerson provocatively flirts with 

the idea of replacing the word “church” with “education,” since the latter might “be as broad as 

man.” While this substitution of words is striking, it aligns with the purpose of the church that 

Emerson had laid out: that it ought to “embody” truths and laws “in outward form, for the sake 

of preserving to the seer himself the remembrance of his vision, and of provoking all men to 

efforts after this beatitude” (EL 2:93). When speaking of the “seer” here, Emerson does not mean 

to indicate the mystic or someone with a special ability. Rather, the “seer” is someone who is 

able to glimpse aspects of the “true Revelation,” which in characteristic fashion, is a term that 

Emerson redefines in thoroughly naturalistic terms as “the aggregate of the truths concerning the 

nature of man and the laws for human life, announced at different times and through many 

media” (EL 2:92).  

These points about church and revelation come from Emerson’s 1937 lecture titled 

“Religion,” the first of a series of lectures with the same title. This particular lecture is important 

as an early formulation of Emerson’s account of religion outside of the sermon structure, one that 
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serves as the groundwork for the Divinity School Address and which contains, in nascent form, 

some of the themes that become more prominent in the work of the early 1840s. This lecture is 

particularly notable for its development of a form of immanent transcendence as a primary 

element of religion. In the lecture, Emerson lays out the importance of the affective dimension of 

religion by stressing that it activates a somewhat unique kind of feeling. He claims that virtue 

consists in bringing one’s individual will into alignment with universal mind, and that “religion 

is the accompanying emotion, the emotion of reverence which the presence of the Universal 

mind always excites in the individual” (EL 2:84). The Universal mind is Emerson’s way of 

speaking about the product of “reason”—the sense of shared nature that transcends the particular 

manifestations of individuals and enables us to act out of duty in accordance with nature to the 

benefit of all, not just individual pursuits (this is a topic that is developed more in chapter three). 

But this form of transcendence does not mean that one leaves this world for some metaphysically 

other world. It is, as David Smith has called it, a “this-worldly” transcendence.
160

 As in the 

question of pantheism, the temptation is to read the universal mind as a metaphysical claim about 

something above or beyond the world in which we are embedded. But as I argued above, the true 

import of these claims about universal mind is not meant to be descriptive of the universe as it is, 

but to describe the moral life of individuals in which there is a sense of shared purpose apart 

from my personal interests. Although Emerson is relying on this idea in the early work, he will 

not fully explicate it until the 1840s, where Essays: First Series, as I will argue in the next 

chapter, can be read as an extended meditation on this idea. Nonetheless, it is clear at this point 

in his career that religion’s particular value—a point that is part of Emerson’s appropriation of 
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Coleridge’s “reason”—resides in the realization that truths about our moral nature are both 

intellectual and affective, and that in that conjunction of the intellectual and the affective one can 

find a form of transcendence that serves practical purposes. Thus, the religious sentiment, or 

religious feeling, is that particular affective faculty of humans that is stoked upon the acquisition 

of a better understanding of, and an elevation of, a shared moral nature. One not only thinks 

herself to be part of something larger than her individual self, but she feels it as well. 

Above I mentioned Emerson’s claim that sometimes silence is the most appropriate 

response to describing God. In the 1837 “Religion” lecture, Emerson writes that we “lie open on 

one side to all the deeps of spiritual nature; to all the attributes of God.” But this is not a part of 

us to which we have constant access, and therefore language cannot always “paint it with his 

colors” (EL 2:85-86). Thus, Emerson gives three marks for knowing that a religious “intuition” 

pertains to “spiritual being”: its universality (that all humans partake in a Unity with regard to 

duty), its usefulness (right actions prove profitable), and its power to exalt (EL 2:86-87). These 

three marks are central to the core of religion: the “perpetual substitution of Being for Seeming,” 

which is a rehearsal of God saying I am (EL 2:95).
161

 They are at the same time thought and felt, 

and in the interplay of thought and feeling, sometimes language fails. The declaration of being, 

which Cavell has written about extensively as it appears in “Self-Reliance” as Emerson’s way of 

reading the Cartesian cogito, is directly related to the voicing of the divine name—with its 

universality, usefulness, and power to exalt. Yet Cavell thinks that for Emerson “there is a sense 
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111 

of being the author of oneself that does not require me to imagine myself God”
162

 Here, at least, 

the substitution of Being for Seeming as a representation of the divine name is clearly positing a 

relationship between human becoming and the sense of being divine—perhaps not that one must 

imagine herself to be God, but must imagine herself to be a participant in a collective divine 

nature. This divine nature, though, is our way of talking about the trajectory of human becoming 

in a this-worldly transcendence. Thus, for Emerson, religion in its essential or “true” form is the 

full realization and affective experience of this divine participation. The best forms of religion, 

he would say, are better insofar as they create forms of worship that instill the kinds of virtues 

that lead to better human becoming, and worse insofar as they distract from it. 

 

V. Interlude on the Divinity School Address 

Having tried to recreate Emerson’s account of religion in the 1820s and 1830s in this 

chapter, I want to turn now to perhaps the most widely read statement of his religious views. I 

will use the Divinity School Address as the culmination of the period leading up to its delivery 

on July 15, 1838, deploying the terms that this chapter has developed to inform the address’ 

theological positions. There is much indication that Emerson worked more diligently on this 

address as a statement of his religious views than he had on any previous piece he had written, 

and he was somewhat surprised at the extremes of the reactions against him.
163

 As Robinson 

points out, the address comes directly after Emerson ended his semi-permanent position as a 

supply preacher in East Lexington, and it can be read as, at least in part, an attempt to justify the 
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decision after the fact.
164

 Although many of the views it presents are not new, it does mark the 

moment when Emerson comes to prominence as a public critic of religion—and by most 

accounts, the adverse reaction of the public caused him great consternation.
165
 

 The address can be divided into roughly four sections. The first, which consists of the 

first three paragraphs, is a brisk summary of the emergence of a human self aware of itself, or 

what can be considered Emerson’s somewhat truncated version of the Fall—it begins with the 

mind’s immediate experience of and in the natural world (para. 1); the mind then becomes aware 

of itself as subject with the questions “What am I? and What is?” (para. 2); and finally it 

discovers that the end of the human is virtue and duty (para. 3). The second section of the 

address is made up of the next nine paragraphs which describe the essence of religion as the 

religious sentiment. The third and longest section looks at the deficiencies of the present church 

and its insufficient attempts to represent the essence of religion with the three marks that I above 

highlighted: it must be universal, useful, and exalting. The fourth section, which consists of the 

final seven paragraphs, is Emerson’s instruction to the young ministers in the room (including 

the established ministers, who were just as numerous) on what can be done to rehabilitate 

Christian practice and the church to better develop religious sentiment and “acquaint men at first 

hand with Deity” (CW 1:90). The first two sections are an account of humans and religion in 

abstraction from the “cultus,” and thus separate from any particular manifestation of a formal 

religion, i.e. Christianity. This is indicated by Emerson’s transition paragraph between the 

sections, which describes the movement of the address as going from “general views” to their 

“administration” (CW 1:80-81). Sections three and four are specific to the Christian cultus, and 
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thus more a question of application than of a general theory of religion. I put it polemically this 

way because there is often taken to be a kind of discord between the high praise of an 

exhilarating religious sentiment and the insistence at the end to breathe new life into “the forms 

already existing” (CW 1:92).
166

 The address is attempting to do something that is necessarily 

tenuous: to say something about the essence of religion even though all attempts to do so are 

incomplete and soon to be superseded, and to describe how formal religion can best reflect that 

essence even though forms are partial and evolving. If we were to state the theological purposes 

of the address as succinctly as possible, Emerson hopes to model the kind of endless self-critical 

reflection that religious leaders ought to embody if they are to prepare the church for future 

religious needs. 

Perhaps the most important aspect of the first section of the address is that it presents the 

emergence of the moral sentiment as a development and maturation of the mind. The first 

sentence gives birth to the mind, as it draws “the breath of life” (CW 1:76). The mind then exists 

in an immediate sensual relationship with the natural world. The next paragraph begins with the 

mind opening to the laws of the universe, before which the world shrinks and the mind inquires 

into its own nature as mind. Here is where the first person pronoun is first used—no longer is it 

an immediate sensation of and delight in the world, but now “I would study, I would know, I 

would admire forever” (CW 1:77). The third paragraph introduces the “ought,” which allows the 

mind to realize that it was born to something higher, that the human is an aspirant after Right, 

Truth, and Virtue. These become the end of creation, rather than delight in the experience of 
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sensuous nature. Importantly, with the moral sentiment, “the soul first knows itself” (CW 1:79). 

Emerson is not taking it for granted that the moral sentiment will be fully present in every person 

alongside the sensuous—rather, work needs to be done, which recalls Emerson’s emphasis on 

the importance of education and habituation in the sermons. The divide between the spiritual and 

the worldly is very much the same as it was before: the spiritual is used to mark off that which 

points toward the cultivation of humanity through the more complete awareness of shared duty. 

It is thus up to Emerson to say what this “intuition” of the moral sentiment amounts to, and what 

it dictates for human becoming. 

But before going too far, we are confronted with the inevitability of silence as the posture 

of true knowing. The project itself becomes tenuous: although we can get a loose grasp of the 

laws of the moral sentiment, and we can relate them to our sense of the spiritual, attempts to fully 

grasp the objects of sentiment through thought, or state them in words, will never prove adequate 

for capturing them. But because religion (both in essence and in form, it would seem) depends on 

saying something about the object of the moral sentiment, we must think and speak it even if our 

efforts are inadequate and always subject to more self-critical inquiry. Since the intuition is 

supplying “an insight of the perfection of the laws of the soul,” it is imperative that we have 

some sense of what the perfection might be—otherwise, human efforts to bring the actual closer 

to the ideal are cut adrift (CW 1:77). God is again our way of talking about this perfect. Despite 

knowing that the idea of God as we formulate it is only tentative, it nevertheless performs the 

work of orienting our becoming. To perform good deeds is to ennoble oneself, and that 

ennobling is an attempt to strive towards the moral ideal that we talk about as God: “If a man is 

at heart just, then in so far is he God; the safety of God, the immortality of God, the majesty of 
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God do enter into that man with justice” (CW 1:78).
167

 We have a “rapid intrinsic energy” that 

causes us to strive towards this figure of absolute goodness, thus making us “the Providence” to 

ourselves (ibid.). We return here again to the image of the kingdom of heaven: insofar as we 

make ourselves good, we surround ourselves with goodness, and thus “of their own volition, 

souls proceed into heaven, into hell.”  

Emerson also gives a version of his notion of what he often calls “compensation”: the 

idea that virtuous action is that which accords with the natural world insofar as it is both 

conspiring with the natural world, and rewarded by it.
168

 I fully explore Emerson’s mature 

understanding of compensation in the following chapter where it becomes a significant part of 

Essays: First Series. Emerson anticipates his fully developed position in the address by using his 

later language of compensation as the product of “one will” or “one mind” that is everywhere 

operative. Echoing the earlier claim in Nature that religion treats duty under the personality of 

God, Emerson makes compensation into a way of viewing moral development in Christian 

terms. This is what Emerson refers to as the “law of laws,” the idea that there is a universality to 

the moral sentiment both as it presents itself in persons, and as it presents itself in the world. 

Importantly, we are also told that the religious sentiment is the affective response to universality 

that Emerson contrasts to “thought,” which “may work cold and intransitive in things, and find 

no end or unity” (CW 1:79). Here again we see Emerson’s concession to the skeptic that her 

                                                           
167
 This is classically one of the unnerving lines for debates about Emerson’s view on God. If Emerson were more a 

theist, he might have said “If a man is at heart just, then in so far is he God-like.” If Emerson were more pantheistic, 

he might have said “If a man is at heart just, then he is God.” Lawrence Buell highlights this passage as one of the 

prime areas where Emerson is trying to make an impression rather than trying to get across a clear truth. Literary 

Transcendentalism, 14-15. While I think that Emerson surely is trying to make an impression, I take his point to also 

be that God-talk is a constant wavering, is always in transition. 

168
 Emerson spoke of compensation often in his sermons, usually to reassure his listeners that they ought not to 

worry about bad consequences coming from good actions (CS 1:78, 197-199, 299; 2:19, 218). The doctrine of 

compensation is also viewed by those who wish to follow a “secular” Emersonian ethics as one of his most difficult 

ideas to overcome. John T. Lysaker, Emerson & Self-Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008). 



116 

doubts about the extent of what we can learn solely from the world are correct, while at the same 

time he rejects the notion that skepticism is conclusive because it does not account for how the 

growth of this moral sentiment is “divine and deifying.” Instead, the religious sentiment is a 

democratizing force, for not only does it show “the fountain of all good to be in himself,” but it 

is also shared “equally with every man” because each is “an inlet into the deeps of Reason” 

(ibid.).  

In fact, religious sentiment presents a guide for public worship: for worship to be 

ennobling, and thus for it to serve in assisting one in moving the actual closer to the ideal, it can 

only be provocation. It can only be provocation because it must honor the way that the affective 

religious sentiment is not something that can be taught. Rather, it must be provoked—or we 

might say, inspired. This is not something that occurs in one’s isolation, though. For one must be 

provoked by others in a social space shaped for that to occur. If one wants to know how to 

evaluate whether forms of public worship are adequate to the religious sentiment, then one asks 

whether or not it can keep “the high ends of being” in sight, that is, if it can continually provoke 

people towards that high and higher end, rather than losing sight of it and resting content in the 

present moment, in the state of beings as they are (CW 1:80). 

Thus, Emerson’s advice is not to sign off—that is, do not remove oneself from the official 

register of the church, as Thoreau famously did, thereby signaling that you are no longer a part of 

your local congregation.
169

 One shouldn’t sign off because the loss of public worship exacerbates 

the problem, because it leads to further fragmentation as the Genius that once found home in “the 

temple” is dispersed into efforts at worldly gain, not lighting the “eye of youth… by the hope of 
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other worlds” (CW 1:89). Critics often point to Emerson’s bold declaration of a solution to the 

decaying of religious sentiment in the church: “first, soul, and second, soul, and evermore, soul” 

(92). The point of soul, though, is bring new life to the existing cultus, not to establish a new one, 

not to contrive new systems. Soul makes these old forms become “plastic and new,” allowing 

worship to go through continual change and regeneration to match the evolving religious 

sentiment. Importantly, I take it that Emerson’s anticipation of the “new Teacher” is itself an 

anticipation for better and more adequate portrayals of divinity (a reformation of theology), 

which are housed in a more refined understanding of religion. The “new Teacher” is that better 

attempt at coming up with a unification of human moral life (the spiritual) with the actual 

circumstances of life, or, as he concludes: 

I look for the new Teacher, that shall follow so far those shining laws, that he shall see 

them come full circle; shall see their rounding complete grace; shall see the world to be 

the mirror of the soul; shall see the identity of the law of gravitation with purity of heart; 

and shall show that the Ought, that Duty, is one thing with Science, with Beauty, and 

with Joy. (CW 1:93) 

 

The new Teacher is a figure that Emerson will come back to again and again in his work, 

presenting it in various guises as the Poet, the Representative Man, and the redeemer/new 

speaker. This new Teacher is essential to the project of moral perfectionism not because the 

teacher somehow presents the ideal in all its specificity so that no further work is needed, but 

because the teacher is a pinnacle in the presentation of the ideal at the moment, to be superseded, 

of course, in the next moment. In this sense, we are always looking for the new Teacher. In the 

Divinity School Address we see how this new Teacher is itself a part of the social community, 

that is, he has a role to play in the public worship in which the church does its work. And as will 

become more apparent in the next chapter, the way that this Teacher stands as an emblem of the 

unity of duty, science, and beauty—or what he will also call moral science, natural science, and 
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art—reveals that this is not a person that we should expect to find, but one that we are always 

looking for. It is a vision of the completeness of character, even as we acknowledge that there is 

no such complete character nor could we hope to become one. In that sense, the teacher is a 

figure that functions only within a kind of perfectionist striving, an ideal that resembles the 

theologically ideal divine, one to be pursued but not achieved, to be recognized as our ideal and 

not an ideal given to us from elsewhere. To make sense of this, we must turn to Emerson’s 

mature period. 
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CHAPTER THREE – DEVELOPING THE MORAL-RELIGIOUS SENTIMENT 

 

We are not strong by our power to penetrate, but by our relatedness. (CW 

7:11.25) 

 

Introduction 

After he delivered the Divinity School Address on July 15, 1838, Emerson was surprised 

by the intensity of the controversy that he had stirred. Surely he knew that parts of the address 

would offend the conservative Unitarians in his audience, but he had been invited to speak—

presumably because of his theological positions, not despite them—and he felt that it would be 

insulting to his audience and intellectually dishonest to himself to do anything other than speak 

forthrightly: “I would not pay the nobleness of my friends so mean a compliment as to suppress 

any opposition to their supposed views out of fear of offence” (L II:150). As part of the fallout 

from the address, Emerson had spurred a public debate about the basis of his supposedly radical 

new religious views, a debate he silently followed with much chagrin.
170

 His longtime friend, 

Henry Ware Jr., began speaking publicly against him in an attempt to incite Emerson to supply 

more substantial arguments for his theological positions. In his correspondence with Ware, 

Emerson made it clear that not only was he unable to do this, but that perhaps there was 
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something wrong with the very prospect of defending one’s theological “thesis” against all who 

challenge it. He wrote to his friend, “I could not give account of myself if challenged[.] I could 

not possibly give you one of the ‘arguments’ on which as you cruelly hint any position of mine 

stands. For I do not know, I confess, what arguments mean in reference to any expression of a 

thought” (L II:167). Emerson’s point was not that one is entitled to believe whatever one wants 

in religious matters; rather, a public speaker is required to say truthfully how he perceives that 

which is around him, and what one honestly declares will ultimately be proved either true or 

false by how it compares to Truth. What this means for Emerson, and what this chapter will 

explore in what follows, is that these theological views are true only insofar as they remain 

supportive of the moral sentiment and the goal of continual spiritual uplift, not only in one’s own 

development, but also as part of a social body to which one is in affective relation and towards 

which one has ethical obligations. Far from being a simple claim that one’s theological discourse 

is true only insofar as it contributes to moral progress, Emerson has a quite distinct 

understanding of the depth to which social ties constitute human persons, which functions in 

conjunction with his concern for the individual. It is through the combination of his concern for 

the social body and the individual that we can understand the religious sentiment as a force 

enabling change through a constant exchange between persons.
171

 Consequently, we can see 
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theological discourse as a way in which the religious sentiment is communicated and duty is 

made explicit. 

One of the primary questions animating Emerson’s mature work is how one makes sense 

of these religious feelings, or sentiments, in relation to the moral project. As Emerson begins to 

speak less on traditional theological questions, he does not abandon the importance of religion 

for the cultivation of a virtuous life. As I developed in the previous chapters, many readers of 

Emerson see him diminishing the importance of religion sometime in either the late 1830s or 

early 1840s. Even the most astute contemporary scholar of Emerson’s religious views, David 

Robinson, begins his influential Emerson and the Conduct of Life by giving a partial repudiation 

of his earlier work, which had portrayed Emerson as building upon the core tenets of 

Unitarianism throughout his career. Thus, Robinson amends his earlier view in Apostle of 

Culture by focusing instead on how “the 1840s saw an acceleration of Emerson’s trajectory into 

secularism, and we find there a figure who seems less a theologian once removed into visionary 

romanticism than a protomodernist, struggling against skepticism for some new form of 

philosophical grounding.”
172

 Despite this change, Robinson does say that what is consistent 

throughout the entirety of Emerson’s career is his faith in the moral sentiment and how this 

moral sentiment figures into the lives of individuals.
173

 However, in Robinson’s examination of 

“Worship,” he is willing to admit that Emerson is trying to construct “religion in a new form,” a 
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claim that seems undeniable given the prominence of religion in Emerson’s thinking during this 

late period of his work.
174

 Robinson’s claim about the secularity of the later Emerson seems to be 

built upon a reading in which Emerson grounds the ethical life in a form of mystical ecstasy 

early in his career, but ultimately comes to change that ground with his later pragmatic concern 

with the conduct of life. Or as Robinson puts it, “the fading of visionary ecstasy as a reliable 

religious foundation eventuated in Emerson’s gradual orientation toward ethical engagement as a 

means of spiritual fulfillment.”
175

 To put it rather simply, as Emerson abandons his mysticism, 

he becomes an ethical pragmatist.  

The problem with this view on the secularization of Emerson is that “religion” seems to 

mean two different things at the same time. Take Robinson for example: when he claims that 

Emerson is progressing into secularism, he seems to be pitting the notion of religious ecstasy 

against secular pragmatism. In other words, “religion” is being construed primarily in terms of a 

kind of individual ecstatic vision or directly experienced revelation that is contrasted with the 

less-ecstatic, mundane notion of a worldly pragmatism. But because Robinson must make sense 

of Emerson’s explicit concern for rehabilitating religion in his later works, he has to read 

“religion” in the later works as no longer primarily defined by ecstasy but by a concern for 

particular forms of religious practice in relation to the everyday conduct of life. Insofar as 

Emerson is concerned with religion in his later career, it becomes a lesser or secularized 

religious interest because it is contained to the more mundane and quotidian practical aspects of 

                                                           
174
 Ibid., 147. 

175
 Ibid., 3. Part of Robinson’s problem here is that he takes mysticism to be a “private” form of spiritual 

experience, and thus it must necessarily differ from the public and social kind of spiritual experience that Emerson 

will also describe. Robinson seems more inclined to call the former religion and the latter ethical pragmatism, thus 

giving him a way to witness secularization in Emerson’s thought. Robinson does highlight the connection between 

the importance of social development in the domestic sphere in the sermons, and how that is present in Society and 

Solitude, but yet not seem to make the claim that this has been essential to Emerson’s “religion” from the beginning. 
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religious life. As I hope was made clear in the previous chapter, my own view is that there is far 

more to Emerson’s understanding of what constitutes “religion” than just ecstasy in the early 

works. The concern for formation, particular practices of worship, the dialectical account of 

theology as a language of duty, and one’s relation to an ongoing tradition all appear to be vital 

elements of how Emerson situates his understanding of his religious thought throughout the 

corpus. Furthermore, when Emerson explicitly details his understanding of “religion,” it tends to 

mean not some form of mysticism but rather the particular faculty—call it religious sentiment or 

the moral part of religion or the spiritual—that has always been central to Emerson’s 

anthropology. This does not mean that Robinson is incorrect to see Emerson as placing more 

emphasis on mystical ecstasy in the early works and more on ethical pragmatism in the later 

works. But we ought not to assume that this transition is in any way secularizing—it isn’t a 

movement to becoming more secular precisely because Emerson’s commitment to understanding 

the religious sentiment is a continuing goal throughout, even if particular aspects of that 

sentiment are emphasized at different points in his work. To put it quite directly, Emerson’s 

religious thought reflects his standing commitment to seeing religion itself as a progressive 

phenomenon that takes different shapes at different times, and it is only the scholar’s interpretive 

commitment to understanding religion as individual mystical ecstasy as opposed to a practical 

quotidian experience that makes it seem as though Emerson is becoming more secular. 

By paying attention to Emerson’s specific conception of religion, we can see how 

dynamic his religious thought truly is, and how it should be a read as a continuous project of 

trying to hold the religious and the moral together. One of the recurring ways of doing this is by 

reflecting on the quotidian practices of common life as the primary site of religious sentiment. In 

effect, I am taking Emerson at his word that there are certain foundational claims about religion 
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that have informed his entire corpus.
176

 Robinson does a better job than most of allowing 

Emerson’s late thought to be essentially informed by his desire to establish a new kind of 

religion—even if, ultimately, it seems that Robinson thinks this makes him more secular. My 

goal in this chapter is build upon Robinson’s insights, but to forefront the religious sentiment as 

a continuing thread throughout in a way that does not read its concern for the non-ecstatic 

ordinary as a move away from religion. 

Some critics have not allowed Emerson any amount of continuity in his religious thought 

on this point, reading his later period as expressing of a proto-modernism in which he rejects his 

early view that the moral/religious sentiment is built upon an a kind of transcendence (and thus 

provides an escape from the confines of the natural world), thereby accepting a naturalistic and 

secular understanding of human morality. The crisis that causes this conversion is a skeptical one 

according to this story, one inspired by Emerson’s growing awareness of the natural sciences that 

show that our world is all there is—in essence, making the late Emerson an early Nietzsche. 

Very few have dissented from this paradigm because it makes up one pillar of a dominant 

metanarrative about American literature in which the middle of the nineteenth century represents 

the emergence of a non- or irreligious literature out of the previous period of pervasively 

religious literature. Very few have taken the view which Rene Wellek polemically made in 1965 
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that “Emerson was no mystic, except in the very loosest sense of the term, though he agreed with 

the mystics in seeing God in nature and nature as an emblem of God.”
177

 Accordingly, my 

account of Emerson looks more like Wellek’s than much of the literature written since. The 

previous chapter attempted to show how Emerson’s early work is social and ethical because 

Emerson often showed some skepticism about the metaphysical moves that the mystic must take, 

moves which stand in some conflict with his concern for the universality of the ethical. I explore 

this concern about the metaphysical and the mystical in more detail in this chapter. My own 

account echoes perhaps the first retrospective treatment of the Transcendentalist movement, 

Octavius Brooks Frothingham’s Transcendentalism in New England printed in 1876, which 

claimed that “Transcendentalism in New England was rather spiritual and practical than 

metaphysical.”
178

 This chapter seeks to show that the continuing development of the religious 

sentiment in its spiritual and practical form falls in line with the trajectory set out in his 

“religious” writings of the earlier period, and continues to build a philosophical view on the 

nature of religion that sees it as a central aspect of modern ethical life.  

In what follows, I attempt to show the nuances of Emerson’s account of the religious 

sentiment through the development of the moral, or what I have been calling the essence of 

religion for Emerson. That is, religion is both that aspect of individual human life or the human 

person and the practices of cultivation that surround and develop it, which together allow her to 
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elevate herself out of her individual, partial, and private self to consider herself in relation to that 

which is universal, whole, and public. In this sense, the “religious” is determined by what it does, 

not by a kind of connection to a transcendent realm. The elevation that occurs with religion is 

primarily a moral elevation because it pertains to the development of character, or as Emerson’s 

will put it, “shar[ing] in the life of things” (CW 3:54). As an interpretation of Emerson, my claim 

is that he consistently uses the religious aspect of a person to refer to her ability to see both her 

life and the shared life of humanity as it functions within the world of concrete interaction 

between persons, and between persons and nature, from a calmer height of love and wisdom—

which, when occupied, gives intimations, or what he calls dreams and prophecies, of an ideal 

wholeness and soundness (CW 3:66). But, necessarily, this religious or spiritual part of a person 

must be connected in some way to a religious form—that is, it is not a mystical detachment from 

the natural and/or social world, but rather a more intense turn towards the world as the site where 

the religious operates. It must result in and come out of concrete practical action, or what 

Emerson will call “performance.”  

I trace this trajectory in four sections. The first examines the lectures that Emerson 

delivered in 1839-40 which lay the groundwork for what “religion” will mean for the rest of the 

chapter. The second section turns to Essays: First Series to explore the language of unity, the 

universal, and the variety of terms of oneness that Emerson sees as vital to the ethico-religious 

project, especially insofar as they emphasize affection and relation. The third section takes up the 

skepticism about the moral that appears in Essays: Second Series, and it tries to show how 

Emerson reaffirms the ethico-religious project in the face of skepticism, harnessing it to deepen 

and intensify the project. Lastly, the fourth section reads The Conduct of Life as modeling the 

kind of reflection that characterizes the moral and religious sentiment, in which one views the 
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universal in the particular, taking oneself to the “calmer height of love and wisdom.” 

Throughout, my aim is to continue the project laid out previously: to read the Emersonian corpus 

as delivering a structured statement intended for an audience to receive and interpreting that 

statement in light of its theological and philosophical import. 

 

I. Reformulations: Lecturing After the Address 

In the winter of 1839-1840, Emerson put together a series of lectures that he titled “The 

Present Age,” in which he sought to delimit the “Character, Resources, and Tendencies” that 

make up the current “Epoch,” while at the same time looking forward to the future (EL 3:186-

187). One lecture is devoted wholly to religion. This lecture is tellingly sandwiched between 

“Reforms” and “Education,” both of which can be understood as ways that religion manifests in 

human history: reform movements are instantiations of the religious impulse to improve the 

world, and education is the process whereby religious sentiment is intentionally cultivated. The 

“Religion” lecture is important because it is the first thorough treatment of religion after the 

Divinity School Address, and because it stands as a further development (and sometimes 

revision) of the “Religion” essay in “The Philosophy of History” lectures, which I addressed in 

the previous chapter. Passages from this later “Religion” lecture were used extensively as 

material for Essays: First Series in 1841, especially “The Over-Soul,” “Self-Reliance,” and 

“Spiritual Laws,” thus both thematically and quite tellingly using “Religion” as a major 

constituting element of these oft-celebrated essays.
179
 

The lecture begins with the distinction between “the formal church” and the “real,” which 

mirrors the distinction between formal religion and its essence that I developed in the previous 
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 Spiller and Williams make this connection in their introduction to the lecture (CW 3:271). 
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chapter, but which goes further by addressing the ways that a particular (Christian) church is 

formed. Emerson here uses the distinction to explain how it is that Christianity began with a 

revelation of the moral sentiment with “depth and tenacity” to “ten or twenty persons”—i.e. the 

original followers of Jesus—but how this original revelation, through the corrupted 

understanding of its essential moral core by its later inheritors, has been turned into a “formal or 

peculiar” kind of religion (EL 3:272, 272).
180

 Emerson is careful not to praise the expressions of 

these early Christians as somehow more genuine or more properly religious than any later 

Christian expressions. Although their writings express a truly religious “humility and … trust in 

the eternal,” they are just as “local and limitary,—narrow, provincial, levitical” as any 

contemporary Christian doctrine (EL 3:272). Admittedly, Emerson’s version of the early 

formation of the Christian Church is idealized and not particularly attentive to the actual history. 

Nevertheless, Emerson is trying to give an account in which he can value what he sees as a 

legitimate spiritual perception that early Christians articulated to the best of their abilities, while 

distancing that perception from its institutionalization in both textual and ecclesiastical structure. 

In this way, the early Christians were no different from any other people in any other historical 

situation: they had to speak in the relative idiom of their day. Importantly, although Emerson can 

value this nascent Christian spiritual perception, it was not brought about by, nor did it bring 

about a “new state of things,” but was only a finer perception of things, one that any soul, at any 

time, could see if “at the same elevation” (EL 3:273).  

The point is not that we ought to denigrate early Christians for failing to recognize that 

                                                           
180
 Emerson, unfortunately, labels this formal or peculiar kind of religion “Jewish.” Although he is generally 

pluralistic with his view that the moral core of religion can manifest itself in a variety of different religious 

traditions, he is unusually harsh with his descriptions of Judaism, which he unfortunately sees as too formal and too 

particularistic for the needs of the moral sentiment. It is in this way that Emerson continues a generally 

supersessionist current in liberal American Christianity, viewing Jesus as a reformer of a Judaism that had lost its 

way. 
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they are historically situated actors just like any other; rather, Emerson is suggesting that we 

ought to expect that they should speak in the parlance of their own time, using the symbols and 

forms of thought available to them. It is rather the fault of subsequent theology and ecclesiastical 

doctrine that they are treated as more than historical actors, as opposed to something inherent in 

the utterances of early Christians. In the subsequent lecture Emerson comes to name this way of 

understanding how one speaks theologically as his version of a “natural theology,” in which 

“conversation, fiction, proverbs, and the very thoughts of men at the present day” are seen as 

attempts at embodying theological concepts that necessarily fail to be fully contained by these 

thoughts and expressions because they are always conditioned by one’s historical location (EL 

3:286-287). The project of those who wish to reflect on natural theology, then, is to examine and 

put into perspective how these historically and culturally conditioned thoughts and expressions 

seek to indicate something beyond them. This exploration of conditioned thoughts and 

expressions is, for Emerson, prompted by the religious sentiment, in which all equally partake. 

What is “natural” about natural theology is not that it seeks to read divinity in the natural (that is, 

non-human) objects of the world, although this is part of it; rather, the essential “natural” part of 

this theology is the way that humans live in and comprehend their world, themselves, and each 

other through conversation, fiction, proverbs, and their particular thoughts. In his lecture on 

“Natural Religion” in 1861, Emerson expands what counts as “natural” to include the negative as 

well, saying that God “meets us in humble ways” so that “Opposition, poverty and insult, 

caricatures, nicknames, and abuse are his angels, and our instructors, not less than statehouses, 

politics, universities, galleries, and literature” (LL 2:181). What natural religion is supposed to 

affirm, according to this late lecture, is fourfold: that the world contains “beneficent 

inevitabilities” towards the good; that reason leads towards a shared existence; that personal 
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integrity is what is most important for the individual; and that love is the sentiment of the healthy 

mind, which has the power to “move the world” (LL 2:185-190). Although not articulated until 

this late period in his career, these four pillars of natural religion are compatible with the earlier 

account: that is, that the world is oriented towards the good (compensation); our higher faculties 

lead us to be more public (reason over understanding); completeness of character is an 

individual’s goal (the ideal); and the affective dimension of the human is integral to moral uplift 

(love). To do natural theology, or to have a natural theology, is to be able to see these 

affirmations in the particular expressions of the day. 

Despite this noble theological goal, Christendom has been diverted from a proper 

understanding of theology in relation to religion because it has separated “the utterances and 

actions” of early Christians from the spiritual perception on which they were based, making “the 

letter and circumstance” of the scriptures “superstitiously sacred” (EL 3:273). As Emerson 

pithily notes, once one realizes this distinction and the way in which the religious sentiment is 

not specific to the revelation of a time and place, one is “pained by this poor, cramp, degrading 

picture of the heavenly law as if it were a history of England or of Judea.” Emerson thinks that 

we are currently in a “transition state” where increasing numbers of people are coming to realize 

that the “mythical” character of formal Christian religion no longer holds any relevance for their 

lives, a position that he will reiterate in greater degree in 1860 with “Worship” (CW 6:6.9). 

Nevertheless, he had already come to see this state as a precarious one in 1840, because it has 

had the unfortunate consequence of causing many “cultivated” minds to abandon entirely the 

“happiness and dignity of the religious sentiment” (EL 3:274).
181

 For him, the religious sentiment 

                                                           
181
 It is hard to know how much Emerson knew about Schleiermacher at this point in his career, but this is one of 

the points where they seem to be making similar claims. Schleiermacher’s On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured 

Despisers makes a similar kind of argument about how the “cultured” have misunderstood the true nature of 

religion. Wellek, probably correctly, notes that Emerson had little exposure to Schleiermacher early in his career 
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was only truly being expressed in those reform movements that “preach Peace, Temperance, the 

freedom of the servant and the slave” (EL 3:275).  

Nevertheless, it would be wrong to suppose that the religious sentiment simply awaits its 

next in-breaking revelation, one which would tell us what we are supposed to do and which 

would answer our questions about how we ought to live. Expecting a deity to answer our 

interrogatories is indicative of a “degraded” understanding of revelation, since as Emerson 

stresses, “Never a moment did that sublime spirit speak in such patois” (EL 3:276-277). We 

cannot expect our questions to be answered, so we must accept “the tide of being which floats us 

onward, work and live, work and live, and unawares we are already renewed and raised and the 

question and answer are one” (EL 3:277). This double exhortation to work and live will 

eventually become the central feature of “Worship,” where the attention to one’s daily activities 

is the primary way in which to live the religious life.  

Without looking ahead to the late essays where the exhortation to work and live is 

developed to a much more significant degree, it is tempting in these earlier essays to read the 

command to practical activity as an evasion. In other words, a less charitable reading might 

suppose that Emerson doesn’t have an answer to the silence that people confront when asking 

essential religious questions, and therefore he appears to advocate a quietist resignation in the 

face of the possible nihilism of unanswered questions. But I think Emerson is doing something 

more subtle here. On the one hand, his aim in these passages is to attack those philosophical and 

theological portrayals of religion which depend upon what Emerson refers to as “argument and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
outside of reading his works on Plato and what he had heard from Hedge. Wellek 195-197. Robert Richardson, 

while acknowledging that Emerson most likely did not read much Schleiermacher, especially early in his career, 

nonetheless makes the case for a broad array of similarities between the two thinkers that seem more than just a 

coincidence. Robert D. Richardson, Jr., “Schleiermacher and the Transcendentalists,” in Transient and Permanent: 

The Transcendentalist Movement and Its Contexts, ed. by Charles Capper and Conrad Edick Wright (Boston: 

Massachusetts Historical Society, 1999), 121-147. 
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speculation” (EL 3:278). In his immediate context, this is an attack on Unitarian orthodoxy as 

well as the tradition of philosophically justifying religion through the various traditional 

arguments (usually cosmological and teleological) that dominated among liberal Anglo-

American intellectuals. His practical response to religious questions is a criticism of the vacuity 

of the Unitarian intellectuals’ speculative answers to our most serious spiritual concerns. On the 

other hand, to limit it to just a warning about argument and speculation would be to limit the 

ambitions of the proposal. The goal here is to understand the religious sentiment as concerned 

with the particular ways in which one lives one’s life. It is to understand spiritual laws 

themselves as not assertions of codes written in the heavens, but as essentially a single-word 

command: “Do” (EL 3:278). As Emerson puts it, “The whole course of things goes to teach us 

faith. We need only obey” (EL 3:281). “Faith,” in this context, is what one receives from acting 

in accordance with the “soul at the centre of nature,” which is Emerson’s way of describing how 

it is that the order of things that is experienced as itself a form of soul inspires right moral action. 

We receive a form of ethical cultivation from being overpowered by the “inevitable nature” of 

soul, which guides our will and which supplies the framework in which we operate in the world. 

The nature of this soul or order now becomes Emerson’s primary concern, and it becomes one of 

the dominant themes of Essays: First Series. 

In the next section I take up the question of soul and why a particular natural order of 

things has moral authority for a person’s life. For now, I note that the invocation of “natural” in 

this context is a reference to a kind of right ordering between one’s innermost person and the 

world in which she lives, an ordering that is brought about by a right perception of the world as it 

is in quotidian, non-exceptional experience.
182

 This is why asking for miracles as a form of proof 

                                                           
182
 David Greenham’s account of “nature” is particular instructive in this regard: “Nature,” in Ralph Waldo 

Emerson in Context, ed. Wesley T. Mott (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 84-91. 
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of revelation is such an absurd proposition for Emerson. Miracles ask for a violation of the world 

as proof of something greater than the world. Emerson has no need for miracles to guide the 

moral life, for it is virtue itself that is a kind of miracle: “open my eyes by new virtue and I shall 

see miracles enough in this current moment of time” (EL 3:278-279). Emerson understands the 

religious sentiment as raising one up to a higher form of perception, one in which the unity of 

things, and not the lack thereof, is both visible and indicative of divinity. This is the purpose of 

Emerson’s invocation of the soul of a person as the central locus of the religious sentiment, 

which is meant to indicate that everyone is in the state of becoming, and as such, no fixed human 

form is suitable. The soul allows one to affirm that we have no “great” or exceptional people, 

and that there is “no history, no record of any character or mode of living that entirely contents 

us” (EL 3:283). Even those “great men” that are the focus of Representative Men exist only so 

that their individuality—our belief that they contain an “original force”—can point towards a 

more “catholic existence” for all (CW 4:19-20).
183

 It is in this sense that we have neither 

exceptional states of nature, nor exceptional people in that nature. 

It is important to note how the following essay, “Education,” completes the picture given 

in “Religion.” It is in this subsequent essay that Emerson contrasted the contemporary church 

with his understanding of natural theology. The problem with the church is that it had become 

too narrow, narrower than a natural theology should be: “It speaks in a dialect. It refers to a 

narrow circle of experiences, persons, and a literature of its own” (EL 3:287). This is not a 

problem only for the church, Emerson notes, because one sees the same kind of problems with 

                                                           
183
 The soul is that part of the human that contains the idea of the Perfect which continuously offers “a fairer 

possibility of life and manners, which agitates society every day with the offer of some new amendment” (CW 

1:174). But “soul” here is doing even more, and it ultimately will be developed into a clearer notion in the “Over-

soul,” where the moral implications of the oneness and wholeness of Soul, in which everything is of the same, and 

wherein everything contains every other, are more clearly presented. 
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Swedenborgianism and phrenology: they develop a narrow system of legitimate and appropriate 

expressions that intend to make all aspects of human existence coherent and manageable. The 

alternative, Emerson is suggesting, is that we think about the church not as systematizing life and 

the world through its own particular and narrowly circumscribed way, but as a project of 

“Education” that strives to be “as broad as man” (ibid.). Rather than imposing its “dialect” on 

learners, good education should seek to “foster and demonstrate” the vastness which 

characterizes the “being” of a person, recognizing that each is a “magazine of unexhausted 

resources” (EL 3:287-288). Emerson thought that systems of education among his 

contemporaries, which included those systems of religious cultivation that failed to adequately 

address the nature of the human, “aim[ed] not to retrieve but to conceal; to save appearances; at 

best to solace him” (EL 3:299). If this is put in contrast with Emerson’s natural theology, the 

picture becomes clearer: natural theology aims to read the high aims of humans in an open-ended 

set of cultural and intellectual expressions that are constantly being newly generated, whereas the 

church (and other forms of bad education) uses a narrow and static system of cultural and 

intellectual symbols to order human life into a coherent whole. Natural theology inspires new 

cultural and intellectual expressions that would enable ever better and higher aims, whereas the 

church seems content with a continued application of its retrospective system, “amusing the man 

with this show of accomplishments instead of exposing him to his fatal want” (ibid.). The former 

inspires hope insofar as it strives to see the Perfect that accompanies all new events, whereas the 

latter tends towards despair insofar as it removes divinity by always tending backwards (EL 

3:290-292). Thus, a “true church,” an idea which Emerson will play with throughout this period 

and which will become vital to “Worship” (1860), is one that fosters a right education by seeking 

to develop an individual’s ability to strive after, and hope for, a more excellent and more divine 
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life. 

It is this vision of hope that becomes central to the account of the moral sentiment and its 

connection to the religious life of a person. It is a hope that will continue despite challenges 

against it because it is premised on the formative structures of a religious life that raises one out 

of the merely prudential and material circumstances of one’s life to make one a moral being. 

Thus, it is hope that affirms the moral sentiment despite its skeptical challengers: “Let us be 

unhappy, let us be unquiet, ashamed, and always tormented by riddles we cannot expound, if this 

is all the price we pay for docility and intimacy with an Excellence which abashes us by its 

splendors” (EL 3:293). Thus, it is a hope that can withstand skeptical scrutiny by deploying that 

skepticism to gain a more advantageous position from which to see oneself and one’s world.  

 

II. One Mind, Universal Mind, and the purpose of Unity 

Essays: First Series begins with the following, which, as Emerson so often did with his 

opening paragraphs, should be understood as orienting the rest of the book that follows:  

There is one mind common to all individual men. Every man is an inlet to the same and 

to all of the same. He that is once admitted to the right of reason is made a freeman of the 

whole estate. What Plato has thought, he may think; what a saint has felt, he may feel; 

what at any time has befallen any man, he can understand. Who hath access to this 

universal mind, is a party to all that is or can be done, for this is the only and sovereign 

agent. (CW 2:3) 
 

The doctrine of one mind is vital for Emerson’s religious thought because it is one key to the 

perfectionist idea which Cavell has shown to be so central: the power of witnessing in others 

one’s own idea of “his unattained but attainable self” (CW 2:5). In short, the doctrine of one 

mind provides the linkage between one’s own ideal and one’s identification with the character of 

others. In isolation, each of these parts would be problematic. On the one hand, having one’s 

own ideal without a relation to others would lead to a solipsism counter to Emerson’s overall 
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democratic social vision. On the other hand, identifying with the character of others without 

realizing one’s own ideal apart from that identification would limit one’s ethical becoming to the 

authority of the social body, a problem that Emerson sees as all too common in his 

contemporaries. To have one mind common to all, and for that mind to be freely accessible by all 

regardless of time or place—and, we should add, regardless of race, class, or gender—becomes 

the core idea of intellectual equality that permits for individual cultivation from within a 

collective social body. Although it would be a stretch to label Emerson a radical reformer when 

it comes to race and gender equality, he does become more vocal about each as his career 

progresses, and he should be considered a progressive even if he was not as progressive as many 

of his closest friends and fellow Transcendentalists. It is within the notion of one mind that there 

is a form of collective equality for all members of the social body.
184

  

While the purpose of the unity of mind is fairly straightforward insofar as it aims to 

promote individual cultivation in social relations, how we ought to understand the basis for such 

a claim is highly contentious—in other words, there is a great deal of debate about the 

ontological and/or epistemological status of what seems to be a strong realist claim about this 

shared mind. Furthermore, what one makes of the universal mind seems to bear a great deal upon 

how one views Emerson’s religious thought, which interchanges “mind” with “God” and the 
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 Emerson’s notion of race has been well developed in the secondary literature, as well as his account of gender. 

For a charitable reading of Emerson on race, see Len Gougeon, Virtue’s Hero: Emerson, Antislavery, and Reform, 

(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1990), 178-85; “Emerson, Self-Reliance, and the Politics of Democracy,” in A 

Political Companion to Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Alan M. Levine and Daniel S. Malachuk (Lexington: The 

University Press of Kentucky, 2011), 185-220; and Eduardo Cadava, Emerson and the Climates of History 
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“Divine” as though provoking us to think that it should be natural to see them as equivalent. 

Thus, it is imperative to make sense of Emerson’s often opaque assertions concerning the 

universal if we are to understand how they relate to his religious thought.
185
 

In the previous chapter I addressed Emerson’s views on the nature of God by arguing 

against those who would read him as primarily a pantheist, and those who, in a related but 

slightly different way, see Emerson’s God as a negation of human individuality. My approach 

was to interpret what Emerson says about God not as a kind of realist metaphysical 

proclamation, but as a way of speaking theologically for clear ethical purposes. This way of 

speaking for Emerson is a provisional way of speaking, and it is through this provisionality that 

Emerson understands it to be different from metaphysics. This is not an assertion of a hard 

idealism that divides the human from the world; rather, it is an expression of the primacy of 

ethics as providing the fabric of our lives in the world, but one that is tentative and always 

shifting. In fact, if his lecturing on metaphysics late in his career can be understood to illuminate 
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 For many readers of Emerson who are interested in the political side of his thought, the relation between the 

particular and the universal is the question of the place of Emerson’s “religiousness,” to use Kateb’s wording, in a 

democratic society. According to Kateb and many who follow his political reading, Emerson’s religion dictates the 

following: “Anything in the world—whether a particular thing or a general idea or a durable phenomenon—matters 

and is beautiful or sublime only if seen and thought of as part of a designed, intentionally coherent totality; indeed as 

an emanation of divinity.” George Kateb, Emerson and Self-Reliance (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 

2002), 65. I agree with Kateb’s claim that “the ‘All’ or the ‘Whole’ is perhaps only a name for the world’s overall 

moral nature, which can be seen only when everything is properly interpreted” (68), but I do not think that this 

“religiousness” makes the world “safe or safer,” nor is Emerson’s focus on the “meaningfulness” of the world when 

properly interpreted. Ibid., 68, 71. As many commentators have pointed out, the wedge that Kateb drives between 

thought and action, which allows him to affirm “mental self-reliance” as an ideal, is unable to account for Emerson’s 

political vision, especially in relation to the question of slavery. Jack Turner, “Self-Reliance and Complicity: 

Emerson’s Ethics of Citizenship,” in A Political Companion to Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Alan M. Levine and 

Daniel S. Malachuk (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2011), 125-151; and James H. Read, “The 

Limits of Self-Reliance: Emerson, Slavery, and Abolition,” in A Political Companion to Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. 

Alan M. Levine and Daniel S. Malachuk (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2011), 152-184. My 

emphasis on Emerson as concerned with the practical ethical lives of people leads me to read the moral nature here 

as not an attempt to find intellectual safety, which for Kateb is the purpose of the metaphysical language, but as an 

idealism that inspires practical ethical becoming by acting in the world. In this, my position is closest to Jeffrey 

Stout’s, wherein the struggle with inward experiences is in service of a return to the public world—to transform 

genius into practical power. Jeffrey Stout, “The Transformation of Genius into Practice Power: A Reading of 

Emerson’s ‘Experience’,” American Journal of Theology & Philosophy 35, no.1 (January 2014): 3-24. 
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his earlier underdeveloped position with regards to metaphysics, then we can understand the 

“use” of metaphysical language to be Emerson’s primary concern, and not the potential 

exactness of the description. As he makes clear late in his career, “My metaphysics are to the end 

of use” (W 12:13). This is what I read as the meaning of Emerson’s startling line in “Self-

Reliance”: “In your metaphysics you have denied personality to the Deity: yet when the devout 

motions of the soul come, yield to them heart and life, though they should clothe God with shape 

and color” (CW 2:33). Although the “you” in this passage is undefined, it seems to indicate both 

the little minds (mainly, “little statesmen and philosophers and divines”) who are accused of “a 

foolish consistency” in the next paragraph, as well as probably Emerson himself, who can feel 

the pull of a metaphysical doctrine of impersonal and abstract deity even if he cannot fully 

adhere to it. Emerson makes a similar kind of move in “Nature,” where he presents a fictitious 

debate between “the astronomers” and “the metaphysicians,” in which the metaphysicians seem 

to be the more skeptical of the two because they are concerned merely with the reasonableness of 

postulates. The point of the passage, though, is for Emerson to conclude that nature has not 

“waited for the discussion, but, right or wrong, bestowed the impulse, and the balls rolled.” By 

this he means that nature acts in ways that are not determined through the rational calculations of 

either scientific or metaphysical inquiries, because there is some “exaggeration” in all things 

(CW 3:107). The point is that, for Emerson, metaphysics as has been practiced by philosophers 

has been concerned with a form of rational and systematic coherence that tries to contain nature 

in a way that always fails. For the type of metaphysics that makes up a traditional view of 

philosophy of religion, Emerson wants to urge that whatever divinity is, it will also not be 

contained by the rational methods of the metaphysicians. Their method is not one that the soul 

obliges, because the soul is interested only in the ethical becoming of the person—an ethical 



139 

position which, in an anticipation of pragmatism, he can separate from metaphysics.
186

 And if 

that ethical becoming requires the personality of the Deity, despite all his warnings against 

reading the “biography” of Deity,
187

 Emerson thinks that one must be prepared to yield to that 

God.  

However, this view of the failure of metaphysics as has been practiced by philosophers 

does not mean that has no interest whatsoever in metaphysics. For, indeed, late in his life 

Emerson began the process of articulating his “new Metaphysics” that tries to do justice to the 

openness that has often been taken to be excluded by philosophical metaphysics. Indeed, it is 

possible to argue that Emerson, especially during the early 1840s, is invested in a metaphysical 

view about both the relation between humanity and nature, and about the relations between 

individual humans. This view becomes especially prominent in the essays where both love and 

nature are concrete realities for human life, and because of our inextricable place in these 

relations, they are more than merely discursive formations. It might then be appropriate to call 

Emerson a realist in that sense, but yet skeptical about the methods of the traditional 

metaphysical project which Emerson sees as too concerned with certainty and a kind of rational 

mastery. If the late lecture series on the “new Metaphysics” is given weight here—the 

appropriately titled Philosophy for the People and Natural History of the Intellect—Emerson is 

interested not in the “logic” of metaphysics, but in the “power” of it, by which he means its 

potential ability to speak truthfully in a systematically unsystematic way about the relation 

                                                           
186
 Metaphysics, for Emerson, is the most absolute of philosophical statements. The value of the essay form tends, 

as Van Cromphout puts it, in the opposite direction: “One should accept one’s own statements or texts as always 

tentative, inchoate, provisional. Every statement has instrumental rather than intrinsic value: its function is not to say 

anything final but to provoke a new utterance. True essayists maintain their authorial integrity by avoiding 

dogmatism and embracing instead a ‘position or perpetual inquiry’.” Emerson’s Ethics, 160. 

187
 See the previous chapter’s discussion of these warnings about “biography” and the simultaneous acceptance that 

he might be wrong. 
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between human structures of thinking and the world in which we are ensconced. The goal of 

such a project is not to arrive at an ultimate description of the cosmos, but to prompt moral 

becoming in relation to the cosmos (W 12:13-14). This final unfinished project seems to have 

been vitally oriented toward finding the means by which to illustrate a way for the truthful, the 

metaphysical, and the ethical to come together in ways that were perhaps unstated in the mature 

period—and to show how the poet will ultimately supersede the philosopher in seeing the whole 

of things. 

For my purposes here, it is important for Emerson to appreciate that existing in the 

present anticipates a becoming that is not fully legible to the past or present. Existing in the 

present does not negate the need for historical consciousness, that is, it doesn’t annul the fact that 

we are what we are because we are beings that exist in history. Clearly, Emerson’s investment in 

understanding historical figures as presentations of types in Representative Men, as well as his 

claim in the late essay “Quotation and Originally” that to be human is essentially to be a 

“quoter”—i.e. a being constructed through a particular discourse that has developed in time, and 

therefore one is not a wholly “original” being—shows how invested he is in seeing history as an 

important determinant of virtue.
188

 Nevertheless, one has to approach this history in the right way 

so that one does not become dangerously retrospective. Thus, as Emerson had been 

experimenting with, he uses the saying of the Divine name (which, as Cavell has pointed out, is 

also a modification of the Cartesian cogito), as a way of existing with God in the present, as 
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 In this I agree with Cornel West’s portrayal of Emerson as the “organic intellectual” of his day, “a cultural critic 

who devised and deployed a vast array of rhetorical strategies in order to exert intellectual and moral leadership over 

a significant segment of the educated classes of his day.” I take West’s claim that Emerson has more of a “historical 

consciousness” than many have recognized to be opposed to the “intuitionist” reading of him, even if West 

ultimately sees a great deal of mysticism in Emerson’s idea of receptivity. Cornel West, The American Evasion of 

Philosophy: A Genealogy of Pragmatism (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), 10-11. 
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being above time as the rose is above time (CW 2:38-39).
189

 Or as he will conclude in “Spiritual 

Laws,” virtue comes from acting in accord with the “nature of things,” which is also “a perpetual 

substitution of being for seeming” that mimics God saying “I AM” (CW 2:92). It is only from 

this posture of the present that one can overcome his consistency with the past, that one is able to 

share in Divinity, and allow the soul to become (CW 2:40). 

My goal now is to continue in this same mode as the previous chapter by showing how a 

similar understanding of religion characterizes the mature period starting with Essays: First 

Series, which, contrary to the analysis I give, is often understood as the period where Emerson’s 

convictions about divinity begin to wane. Throughout, my hope is to give an account of Over-

Soul or Unity that shows Emerson not to be sacrificing individual difference for the sake of 

avoiding egotism, a move that Sharon Cameron has accused Emerson of making.
190

 As I read 

him, Emerson’s goal is to unite the individual and universal, in which “all public facts are to be 

individualized, all private facts are to be generalized” (CW 2:12). Essays: First Series sets up this 

overarching theme of the universal and the individual in its first two essays (“History” and “Self-

Reliance,” from which I have been quoting above), before exploring the specific ways in which 

we might understand their joint relation (“Compensation” and “Spiritual Laws”). Then it turns to 

four essays that are often disregarded in the secondary literature, but which are vital because of 

how they describe the particular aspects of human life in which virtue needs to be cultivated 

                                                           
189
 Although Cavell’s analysis of this passage shows an extraordinary level of connection to the western 

philosophical tradition, Cavell neglects that the source for the rehearsal of the Divine name is most directly from the 

two “Religion” lectures. In the latter “Religion” lecture, the saying of the Divine name is in the middle of an 

analysis of the reliance on authority in matters pertaining to religion, and in which the failure to say “I am” is 

indicative of the “decline of religion” and “the withdrawal of the Soul” (EL 3:282). In “Self-Reliance,” the aspect of 

religious authority is still present—in reference to those who “speak the phraseology of I know not what David, or 

Jeremiah, or Paul”—yet the emphasis is placed on living with God in the present to a much greater degree (CW 

2:39). 

190
 Cameron, Impersonality, 2007. 
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(“Love,” “Friendship,” “Prudence,” and “Heroism”). Then we return to the idea of the moral 

sentiment as a way of elevating ourselves and becoming more universal (“The Over-Soul”), 

immediately express doubt about our ability to think universally (“Circles”), and end with two 

essays on human creativity (“Intellect” and “Art”).  

If there is a linchpin for my account of Essays: First Series, it would be the revelation 

that Emerson presents in his discussion of the doctrine of compensation, which he claims to have 

learned at a young age: “Life was ahead of theology, and the people knew more than the 

preachers taught” (CW 2:55). He expands on this view at the beginning of “Spiritual Laws” when 

he proclaims that “Our young people are diseased with the theological problems of original sin, 

origin of evil, predestination, and the like. These never presented a practical difficulty to any 

man,—never darkened across any man’s road, who did not go out of his way to seek them” (CW 

2:77-78). The antidote for these speculative diseases is given in various formulations, all of 

which make some claim about living the life of nature in which one finds a kind of practical 

wisdom. This is why Emerson sees such value in the proverbs of the “markets and workshops” 

which are denied by “the pulpit, the senate, and the college” (CW 2:63-64). What he is aiming 

for is the wisdom of common people, a wisdom that expresses the “transcendentalism of 

common life” (CW 2:187). The difference between proverbs and the theological speculations that 

disease young minds is that proverbs are written as they are “because it is thus in life” (CW 

2:64). Emerson’s endorsement of the power of “practical life” to guide us towards virtue is not 

meant to indicate that he believes our innate or instinctual life—that is, some pre-discursive, 

almost animal or intuitional aspect of humans—is the guiding voice by which we ought to live. 

Rather, the point is to realize that we are governed to some extent by laws of nature that are out 

of our control, and when we attempt to fight against them, especially intellectually, we are 
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attempting to fight against the very conditions of our existence. Emerson reiterates the claim that 

he made above in “Religion,” that “the whole course of things goes to teach us faith;” but in the 

context of “Spiritual Laws,” this faith takes on the role of affirming a sense of duty in accordance 

with the natural world (rather than in a discussion of miracles in “Religion”). This does not 

obviate the need for the development of one’s character, for it still remains that “what a man 

does, that he has” (CW 2:83). In other words, our cultivation is not entirely passive, even as it 

might require a certain amount of passive reception to laws out of one’s control. To make this 

clear, Emerson reiterates the conception of heaven that he had first developed in the sermons: 

what he calls “heaven” is that which he “inwardly aspire[s] after, is the state of circumstance 

desirable to my constitution” (CW 2:82). It is to aspire after that for which one is being 

constituted. 

What we get from “Compensation,” then, is not a statement of faith that God has 

preordained a structured world in which moral actions will be rewarded, and immoral actions 

punished—as some, like Lysaker, have seen—but instead a rejection of the notion that because 

the wicked sometimes prosper, the system of punishments must be out of this world. This was an 

idea that Emerson had so boldly stated in his sermons, where he was emphatic that his 

congregation not defer the consequences of actions to some alternate life. The idea that moral 

action is required now is why Emerson is at such pains to show that there is no division between 

sentiment and law—that is, between our subjective experience of the moral rightness of actions 

and our witnessing those actions in the world (CW 2:60). Likewise, he has to argue that one 

cannot separate the sensual from the moral, even though humans have spent so much energy 

trying to separate them, especially in their theology. One cannot “detach the sensual sweet, the 

sensual strong, the sensual bright, &c. from the moral sweet, the moral deep, the moral fair,” 
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because no matter the effort to keep them apart, “the parted water re-unites behind our hand” 

(CW 2:61). This is the main force of the language of unity in “Compensation,” which becomes 

specifically translated into the theological claims of the omnipresence and omnibenevolence of 

God: the universe itself is wholly moral, and within it is contained both good and evil, both 

affinity and repulsion, both force and limitation (CW 2:60). This, Emerson is subtly claiming, is 

what the “true doctrine of omnipresence is;” it is a way of coming to understand that there is only 

one universe, and it is wholly moral. Understanding divinity this way makes sense of Emerson’s 

enigmatic claim at the end that there is an “aboriginal abyss of real Being” that underlies all 

circumstance, that “Essence, or God, is not a relation, or a part, but the whole,” and that “Being 

is the vast affirmative, excluding negation, self-balanced, and swallowing up all relations, parts 

and times, within itself” (CW 2:70). This should not be taken as a quasi-mystical claim about 

being, but rather as the culmination of a kind of ethical reasoning that Emerson has been 

building: that our lives are wholly contained to this moral world, and even those concepts which 

point towards some other world, like heaven, really are to be understood in light of what they 

inform us about how to live our lives ethically.
191

 It is for this reason that “Spiritual Laws” 

directly follows “Compensation” in the book, because it attempts to reinforce the claim that our 

world is moral, and to do so by means of the nature of human character which is always 

“publishing” itself. As Emerson writes, “If you act, you show character; if you sit still, if you 

sleep, you show it” (CW 2:90). 

Thus having established the unity of moral lives (along with the unity of Being itself), 

                                                           
191
 My reading of “Compensation” connects it to the sermons, which insist that there is only one world because it 

enables moral action, as well as Emerson’s statement in 1862 in response to the “ardent missionary” whose creed 

applies to the “other world”: “Other world! There is no other world. God is one and omnipresent: here or nowhere is 

the whole fact. All the universe over, there is but one thing,—one creator, one mind, one right” (LL 2:269). It also 

reiterates what David Smith has called a “this-worldly” transcendence (see previous chapter). 
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Emerson can tell us better how to cultivate our moral lives through particular practical relations. 

The two essays that follow, “Love” and “Friendship,” are built on the principle that “our 

intellectual and active powers increase with our affection” (CW 2:113). The point, again, is that 

the sensual and the moral must be one, and the cultivation of our affective ties to others not only 

makes us better ethical beings, but also increases our “intellectual” understanding of the world. 

And, furthermore, these affective ties are only possible because of the “divine affinity of virtue 

with itself,” in which “the Deity in me and in them derides and cancels the thick walls of 

individual character, relation, age, sex, circumstance, at which he usually connives, and now 

makes many one” (CW 2:115). “Heroism” will call into question this connection for certain 

individuals who “seem … not to know that other souls are of one texture with [them]” (CW 

2:148). The point is not that we ought all to be extreme individuals, but that at certain moments, 

there is a need for a heroism that supersedes our affinity with others, that friendship and love 

sometimes must be tempered by heroism. We ought not to forget, though, that heroism also 

serves the purpose of acquainting the observer of that heroism with himself by seeing that the 

hero he admires “is only a projection of his own soul” (CW 1:103). “Prudence” admits that our 

efforts at “securing a present well-being” in the world of immediate appearances sometimes must 

come at the expense of our higher “spiritual” aims (CW 2:141). The immediate necessities of our 

material well-being are vital, and thus prudence requires that we attend to them. But prudence 

cannot dictate the entirety of our practical concern.  

Accordingly, the “Over-Soul” provides a way to understand ourselves as not just beings 

of immediate appearances and necessities, for a being that is only prudent is not a moral being.
192

 

                                                           
192
 It is in this sense that Emerson is carrying on a tradition of moral philosophy that begins with Aristotle and 

carries through to Kant: individual prudence is not enough to found a moral philosophy that seeks to instill 

obligations on the self against the self’s own wishes and desires. To be a moral self then requires that the self 

recognize some form of moral obligation imposed on it against its own desires. This is also a point where Emerson 
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Thus, Emerson attempts to explicate how we can live above the world of sensation—or, in 

Emersonian terms, the world of the understanding—by seeing it as symbolic. Those with 

“common sense” live by “the utility of the symbol”; those with “taste” live by the “beauty of the 

symbol;” but those with “spiritual perception” live by “the beauty of the thing signified” (CW 

2:132). This is Emerson’s adaptation of a Platonic picture of beauty, but one that he uses not to 

come to knowledge of the true nature of the world, but rather to come to an understanding of 

ourselves as more than prudent beings who are concerned with their own material well-being.
193

  

One way of reading the “The Over-Soul” is to see it as developing the account of how we 

can see ourselves as moral beings. The essay begins by observing that our past experience in the 

world does not seem sufficient to warrant our hopes, and yet we do hope, because within us 

resides a “universal sense of want and ignorance” that orients us toward something more. 

Emerson’s way of understanding this hope unwarranted by the world is to see it as a product of 

the soul—the soul which is a “residuum” that philosophy cannot resolve because humans are a 

“stream whose source is hidden” in some “higher origin” that natural science and philosophy 

have proved unable to fully explain (CW 2:159). This is the negative sense of philosophy that 

Emerson will often attack—usually a form of empiricism that Emerson sees as limited to a 

narrow set of materialist experiences of the world. In his essay on Plato, the representative 

philosopher, he says that “philosophy is the account which the human mind gives to itself of the 

constitution of the world” (CW 4:27-28). Emerson will praise those forms of philosophy that 

enable a kind of integration of unity and the many, or a kind of balance between religion and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
stands at some distance from the British sentimentalists, even as he seems to be appropriating some of the language 

of sentiment from them. While he finds the sentiment to be the site where moral knowledge happens, his idealism 

causes him to use the sentiment as a counter to egoism precisely because the sentiment’s concern is not individual 

well-being but one’s obligations to a social body and laws higher than the self. 

193
 For an account of Emerson’s early thinking about the Greek moral tradition, see Van Cromphout, Emerson’s 

Ethics, 7-27. 
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intellect, that allow for a continually open grappling with how to understand the world, which 

one must acknowledge is “a thing of shreds and patches” that can never be disposed of (CW 

4:43-44). The appropriate stance towards the canon of philosophy, then, is not to look for who 

has gotten things right, but to “exhaust” and “wrestle” with philosophers until their influence 

withdraws and they become “but one more bright star shining in your heaven, and blending its 

light with all your day” (CW 2:203).  

In “The Over-Soul,” this higher origin—or “common heart” and “Supreme Critic,” terms 

which emphasize both the idea of unity and the sense of dissatisfaction with partiality—is the 

over-soul: it is what Emerson calls the “impersonal” element that is shared between persons (our 

“common nature”), which, as I developed in the previous chapter, is Emerson’s way of talking 

about what is larger than any individual interests (CW 2:164). As I noted previously as well, 

although he describes the over-soul as impersonal, this does not mean that it is thoroughly unlike 

all persons, since the very fact that it is shared between persons means that it has affinities with 

persons (usually, thought and will) that express a kind of higher human ideal. Additionally, this 

“impersonal” or “God” is what enables a “higher self-possession” insofar as it is a kind of 

wisdom at which all humans are capable of arriving. Far from being a pantheistic claim about a 

God that is physically present in things, or a mental monism that there is only one actually 

existent mind, the point of the over-soul is to formulate a way in which individuals are able to 

connect with each other through something that is higher than their individual self-interests and 

experiences, and through connecting with this “impersonal” (i.e. not a person) and shared 

common heart, to advance in virtue (CW 2:163). It is because of this impersonal divine that 

Emerson is able to redefine revelation as the “manifestations of [the soul’s] own nature” (CW 

2:166) and “the disclosure of the soul”—disclosure both in the sense of a revealing, but also in 
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the sense of an opening up (”we must pick no locks”) (CW 2:167, 168). It is both a revealing of 

the true nature of what we are as connected moral beings with a duty to a higher law than our 

self-interest, and an opening up for a further development of ourselves in light of the recognition 

of this joint moral life. A revelation is thus the realization of one’s individuality in relation to a 

common humanity that exists above the individual, that places responsibility on the individual, 

and which is brought about through an emotional experience or “enthusiasm” that unites seeing 

and doing, or “obedience” and “perception” (CW 2:167). We are, in a sense, reiterating what was 

implicit in the essays on love and friendship—the affective connections between us are what 

grant us entry into a broader understanding of the common ties between individuals both 

affectively and intellectually, and it is love of another that begins the process of revelation that 

leads one out of oneself. But one does not simply go out of oneself through affective connections 

by sacrificing oneself for another, but ultimately one returns to oneself with the realization that 

“the Highest dwells with him; that the sources of nature are in his own mind, if the sentiment of 

duty is there” (CW 2:174). 

This movement, brought on by a recognition of the over-soul, is what Emerson calls 

religious and it is what he connects back to “genius”—i.e. impersonal truth. The religious here is 

specifically used to reference the process of becoming more human: “It is a larger imbibing of 

the common heart. It is not anomalous, but more like, and not less like other men. There is in all 

great poets, a wisdom of humanity, which is superior to any talents they exercise” (CW 2:170).
194

 

Indeed, the essence of the “religious” is that it makes one less “anomalous.” Or as he sometimes 

puts it, “the religious sentiment is a domesticating sentiment” (LL 2:141). It is important to 
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 In 1859, Emerson describes the moral sentiment thusly: “It puts us in place. It centres, it concentrates us. It puts 

us at the heart of nature, where we belong; in the cabinet of Science and of Causes; there, where all the wires 

terminate which hold the world in magnetic communication, and so converts us into universal beings” (LL 2:133). 
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connect these not always overt elements of the essay because it illuminates the triumphant 

theological anthropology that one needs if we are to understand how the moral and the religious 

hold together, which I here quote at length: 

Ineffable is the union of man and God in every act of the soul. The simplest person, who 

in his integrity worships God, becomes God; yet forever and ever the influx of this better 

and universal self is new and unsearchable. It inspires awe and astonishment. How dear, 

how soothing to man, arises the idea of God, peopling the lonely place, effacing the scars 

of our mistakes and disappointments! When we have broken our god of tradition, and 

ceased from our god of rhetoric, then may God fire the heart with his presence. It is the 

doubling of the heart itself, nay, the infinite enlargement of the heart with a power of 

growth to a new infinity on every side. (CW 2:172-173) 
 

It is the “infinite enlargement of the heart” that is most important here; the “idea of God” is an 

idea that stands in service of this opening of the heart to the infinite on every side. In 

characteristic fashion, Emerson doesn’t reconcile the apparent incompatibility of the God that 

“[fires] the heart with his presence,” and the following line, where the heart is doubled but the 

agent of that doubling is left unstated. Perhaps Emerson merely means “the idea of God” 

throughout, and not a being that acts to change the human. However, the intention seems to be to 

leave open the agent in this picture. What seems most important is the posture of awe and 

astonishment, however one arrives at it—it is a position that one must affectively inhabit. 

In “Circles,” which immediately follows, Emerson explores the expansion of this heart—

we might say, the expansion of the moral life of the individual—through a process of continually 

redrawing the horizon of what we know and are. The essay quite literally begins with the image 

of God as “a circle whose centre was everywhere, and its circumference nowhere,” which 

Emerson falsely attributes to Augustine,
195

 and ends with the notion of a hope that comes only 

                                                           
195
 It is unclear how Emerson came to attribute this view to Augustine, who surely would have been a strange ally, 

though it would be understandable that Emerson would want to legitimate a canonical Christian conception of God 

while at the same time reinterpreting it for his own purposes. As David Mikics helpfully notes, the idea that 

Emerson is expressing actually shows up in Hermes Trismegistus, Alain de Lille, Nicholas of Cusa, and Blaise 

Pascal. Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Annotated Emerson, ed. by David Mikics (Cambridge: The Belknap Press, 

2012), 187. 
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when people are in a position of being perpetually unsettled (CW 2:179, 189).
196

 Many 

commentators have read this essay as being an important statement of Emerson’s early 

skepticism, which anticipates the even more skeptical mature period that follows. But this 

skepticism, as will be shown for the later work as well, is put in service of a clear moral 

project—that is, the specific movements of “Circles” are meant to get from the idea that there is 

“no end in nature, but every end is a beginning” to the position in which character itself depends 

on the perpetually unsettled openness in which one can be the “advancing man” who puts being 

before knowing (CW 2:189). It has not often enough been noted that the skeptical movements of 

the essay, in which one comes to find no permanence in what one knows or who one is, depends 

on the “fact” that there is no end in nature, which “symbolizes the moral fact of the Unattainable, 

the flying perfect, around which the hand of man can never meet, at once the inspirer and the 

condemner of every success, [which] may conveniently serve us to connect many illustrations of 

human power in every department” (CW 2:179). In other words, the skeptical movements of the 

essay only make sense if one begins with the moral ideal, which although it is not fully 

graspable, serves as the grounds to connect the various abilities (or “human powers”) explored in 

the essay. The importance of this beginning is revealed towards the end of the essay, when 

Emerson notes:  

Yet this incessant movement and progression, which all things partake, could never 

become sensible to us, but by contrast to some principle of fixture or stability in the soul. 

Whilst the eternal generation of circles proceeds, the eternal generator abides. That 

central life is somewhat superior to creation, superior to knowledge and thought, and 

contains all its circles. Forever it labors to create a life and thought as large and excellent 

as itself, suggesting to our thought a certain development, as if that which is made, 

instructs how to make a better. (CW 2:188)  
 

As I read this passage, Emerson is reiterating his early commitment that there is an idea of an 
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 This same form of hope shows up in “Experience,” where succession plays an integral part in human life 

because “Dedication to one thought is quickly odious” (CW 3:32). 
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ideal, which he puts in terms of divinity, that serves as a principle of fixture. It is an ideal that 

leads us towards an ethical becoming, “to create a life and thought as large and excellent” as it is. 

We believe that we have a “greater possibility” because we sense the ideal, that we “rest at last 

on the divine soul,” which no matter how hard we strive to properly enumerate, “there is always 

a residuum unknown, unanalyzable” (CW 2:182). But it is not an ideal that we fully grasp—it is 

the flying perfect “around which the hands of man can never meet”—but of which we perhaps 

only have dreams and prophecies (CW 2:179; 3:66). In the context of “Circles,” one way to put 

this is as the outcome of idealism. When idealism “shows itself ethical and practical,” as opposed 

to the more “crude” idealism of Berkeley—i.e. a metaphysical idealism—this is when “we learn 

that God IS; that he is in me; and that all things are shadows of him” (CW 2:184). What one 

learns, Emerson says, is that “all nature is the rapid efflux of goodness executing and organizing 

itself” (CW 2:184). This is Emerson’s form of theism that counters theism in its “crude, objective 

form;” the latter, crude form, ultimately leads to a kind of Promethean desire to steal the fire of 

the Creator in order “to live apart from him,” and ends in skepticism (CW 2:17-18).  

The book ends with the role of the artist, whose task is to express the “spiritual character 

of the period” through her work, and to inspire in the “beholders” of her work the “universal 

relation and power” that inspired her, all in order to make new artists (CW 2:210, 215-216).
197

 It 

is the role of the artist to use her “religious heart” to take the material apparatus of modern 

human living, “the railroad, the insurance office, the joint stock company, our law, our primary 

assemblies, the galvanic battery, the electric jar, the prism, and the chemist’s retort,” raise them 

out of their strictly “economical use,” and put them in service of a “divine use”—that is, to make 
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 In this sense, the artist tries to escape the limitations of the intellect which can make us “prisoners of ideas” 

where one is unable to realize that ideas are good only insofar as they are prospective (CW 2:195). Whereas the 

intellect can be at its best when it is “receptive,” and therefore silent, the artist is able to represent “the Unknown, 

the Inevitable, the Divine” in a way that the intellect seems enable to do (CW 2:202-203, 210). 
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them instruments of the revelation of universality and love, rather than tools of economic 

servitude. It is the artist who can see universality in the finite, and in so seeing, lead others to the 

same vision. It is the artist, then, who can exhibit to others the book’s opening line, that there is 

“one mind common to all men” (CW 2:3) by working within the world of culture and 

representation. The artist then becomes an agent of natural theology insofar as it is a reflection 

upon the apparatus of culture in an attempt to read the higher ideals that that culture instantiates. 

 

III. The Possibility of Moral Failure 

Having established what Emerson means by speaking of the universal as part of the moral 

sentiment by examining his development of the topic in Essays: First Series, I want now to 

consider the possibility of a failure of the moral. To do so, I turn to Essays: Second Series, in 

which, among many other topics, Emerson grapples with the possibility of skepticism about our 

moral progress, either because we fail to properly imagine a true ideal, or because the world 

itself is anathema to our progress. As has already been mentioned, the pairing of skepticism and 

the moral was a common topic for Emerson throughout his career. In 1843, Emerson lectured on 

the religious character of New England, which, according to him, is built upon a history of 

people who were “the most religious in a religious era,” even as their particular understanding of 

religion, along with the body of “sermons and practical divinity” that they have handed down 

through many generations, is now “unreadable and consigned to remediless neglect” (LL 1:11). 

In fact, precisely because of its blend of Calvinist piety and Lockean philosophy, New England 

had become “at once religious and skeptical—a most religious infidel” (LL 1:14). Emerson fairly 

clearly laments this slackening of what was once an intense religion, even if he realizes that it is 

no longer tenable in the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, he wants to preserve something of the 
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religious spirit that characterized early New England divinity because he sees value in its ability 

to give “an upward look to every hour and every action,” an upward look that reiterates the 

central feature of Christianity that Emerson identified in the Lord’s Supper Sermon, that it 

provides “the persuasion and courage” needed “to lead me upward and onward” (CS 4:193). This 

religious spirit can ultimately serve as the “antidote to the spirit of commerce and of economy;” 

or, in other words, it can provide a counter force to an increasingly materialist and capitalist 

culture (LL 1:14, 17).
198

  

This pairing of skepticism and religion will play a major role in Essays: Second Series, 

where, as I will read him, Emerson wants to take on the possibility of skepticism, see its role in 

furthering the moral development of persons, but ultimately not succumb to it because of his 

commitment to the power of the religious sentiment to elevate people out of their partial 

concerns. For, as he claims, the new “doctrine of life” which posits an ever-new ideal will 

“comprise the skepticisms, as well as the faiths of society, and out of unbeliefs a creed shall be 

formed” (CW 3:43).
199

 And, in fact, it is the spiritual person who is the most skeptical, Emerson 
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 In the introductory lecture to the “Lectures on the Times” in 1841, he describes the present as a time when the 

“terrors” of old Calvinist piety have “lost their force,” so that now “our torment is Unbelief, the Uncertainty as to 

what we ought to do; the distrust of the value of what we do, and the distrust that the Necessity (which we all at last 

believe in) is fair and beneficent.” Furthermore, this skepticism is intimately tied to a new form of religion: “Our 

Religion assumes the negative form of rejection. Out of love of the true, we repudiate the false: and the Religion is 

an abolishing criticism. A great perplexity hangs like a cloud on the brow of all cultivated persons, a certain 

imbecility in the best spirits, which distinguishes the period” (CW 1:179). Emerson’s point is that this new religious 

skepticism is continuous with the old Calvinist piety, even as it rejects much of the certainty of that piety. It is thus a 

local phenomenon, although not limited to the local, as well as one that characterizes the times. The idea of 

distrusting the value of what we do, along with the idea that this distrust is integral to the new religion, is the central 

feature of my account that follows. John Michael’s classic account of Emerson’s skepticism takes this passage to be 

offering a definition of skepticism, but Michael reads him as posing these problems “for the author.” My account 

differs from Michael’s in that I read Emerson as characterizing and offering an outline for the society in which he 

lives, rather than reading the essential aspect of this commentary as him enumerating his concerns as an author who 

grapples with his own skepticism. Michael, xii, 4-5. 
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 On this point I agree with Alan Levine who argues that Emerson’s skepticism has been too easily equated to that 

of Montaigne and Nietzsche by many contemporary commentators invested in the philosophical Emerson. As 

Levine notes, although Emerson shares much with Montaigne and Nietzsche, his skepticism is “always bounded by 

both a moral concern for others and what Emerson deems to be a higher universal reality.” Nevertheless, I differ 

with Levine in that, unlike him, I don’t read Emerson as invested in the project of metaphysical truths, especially a 
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would claim in the early 1840s, because he must deny so much of what people typically affirm. 

In his discourse at Middlebury and Wesleyan Colleges in 1845, he describes the scholar as the 

“spiritual person” because he must always side with truth out of an honesty and sincerity of 

character: “Great believers are always reckoned infidels; impracticable, fantastic, atheistic, and 

really men of no account. And, truly, the spiritualist ever finds himself driven to express his faith 

by a series of skepticisms” (LL 1:98).
200

 In a way, this is a stance that Emerson shares with 

Nietzsche, who at the end of On the Genealogy of Morals declares that the atheists—those who 

simply deny what the Christian ascetic ideal confirms—still have a faith in “the absolute value of 

truth” that is guaranteed by the ascetic ideal. They are, in this sense, not without a faith that 

prevents them from being truly free.
201

 Like Nietzsche, for Emerson the true inheritors of 

skepticism are those “spiritual” people who are able to affirm life in the face of skepticisms, and 

these spiritual persons only appear to be atheistic because they must question so much of what 

has been taken for granted by both the Christian traditionalist and the atheistic materialist. And 

for Nietzsche and Emerson, the proper response becomes a question of character rather than 

metaphysical truth, a question of “self-overcoming” rather than the submission to skepticism. 

In this section I focus on Essays: Second Series to explore two interrelated skeptical 

doubts about the moral and the religious for Emerson, doubts which are brought about by 

Emerson’s work up to this point. First, we can wonder whether the models of complete character 

or the ideal truly live up to their supposed moral function, or whether they are nothing more than 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
kind of traditional theistic picture grounded on the being of God, but rather as confined by what he takes to be the 

moral imperative supplied by the core function of the religious sentiment in a kind of public and social life. Alan M. 

Levine, “Skeptical Triangle? A Comparison of the Political Thought of Emerson, Nietzsche, and Montaigne,” in A 

Political Companion to Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Alan M. Levine and Daniel S. Malachuk (Lexington: The 

University Press of Kentucky, 2011), 226. 

200
  Additionally, “reformers” tend to be skeptical because they show “the faults of the old” (LL 2:131). 
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fantasies and delusions. Nature will play a part in how one responds to this skeptical doubt, 

because it is one’s concrete grounding in a particular space that prevents the ideal from 

becoming a total fantasy, and keeps us from getting out of step with the world.
202

 Second, we can 

doubt the possibility of moral improvement by supposing that there is no progress or reform in 

character, just a ceaseless substitution of like for like. Emerson must acknowledge that we may 

often have the experience of inhibited growth with no forward focus, and then he must find a 

way to legitimate that experience without sacrificing the moral to the material. Entertaining these 

skeptical questions is Emerson’s method of making philosophical progress, of “comprising” the 

skepticisms by putting them in service of ever-new moral formulations—or, as he says, giving 

“full swing” to his skepticism by “dip[ping] my pen in the blackest ink, because I am not afraid 

of falling into my inkpot” (CW 6:6.2). My point is that these skeptical moves, rather than 

showing a weakening of the religious sentiment, actually show an intensification of it by further 

elaborating on the influence of character, “which will be the religion of the coming age” (LL 

1:38).
203

 

 

a. Incomplete Models, Private Laws 

Essays: Second Series begins with the question of whether our ideal of the complete 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
201

  Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, trans. Walter Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1989), 3:24. 

202
 I choose the language here carefully because I do not want to propose that Emerson has a solution to skepticism, 

but following Cavell, to express Emerson’s respect for skepticism as itself an aspect of human experience, one that 

he shares with Kant and Wittgenstein: “I think of it as their recognition not of the uncertainty or failure of our 

knowledge but of our disappointment with its success.” Or as he puts it elsewhere, “Here my thought was that 

skepticism is a place, perhaps the central secular place, in which the human wish to deny the unsettled condition of 

human existence is expressed, and so long as the denial is essential to what we think of as the human, skepticism 

cannot, or must not, be denied.” Transcendental Etudes, 35, 118. 

203
 In this sense my reading differs from those who would follow in the general outlines of Whicher by seeing 

Emerson as eventually succumbing to skepticism and therefore offering a more chastened view in the 1840s. 
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human is adequate for the purposes of ethical becoming, framing the question around the role of 

the poet. The special function of the highest poet, in distinction to intellectuals, theologians, and 

those poets who are only concerned with expressions of “the fancy,” is that the true poet “stands 

among partial men for the complete man, and apprises us not of his wealth, but of the 

commonwealth” (CW 3:3-4).
204

 The poet or “complete man” must express himself; he must be 

able to speak, not just have his private experiences. The poet thus is a further elaboration of the 

artist, in that both are seeking after expressions that have an influence on others by apprising 

them of that in which they all partake. It is in the necessity of social “conversation” that the 

picture of the completeness of the human reveals its public component. The poet both speaks and 

acts, because “Words are also actions, and actions are a kind of words” (CW 3:6). And yet most 

(perhaps even all) of us have some “obstruction” or “excess of phlegm in our constitution” that 

prevents us from achieving this completeness—that is, we cannot adequately speak as we might 

hope we could. Emerson gives his model poet a theological form by likening it to the trinity of 

“the Father, the Spirit, and the Son,” which might be properly called a representation of “the 

Knower, the Doer, and the Sayer,” which map onto the love of truth, the love of good, and the 

love of beauty (CW 3:5). Knowing, doing, and saying comprise the three components that make 

up a complete picture of the human, a unification that is seemingly only possible in the poet—

who, importantly, is not just creating poetry, but offering “new thought” and “a new scene” in a 

                                                           
204
 In “Circles,” the poet is tied to the writing of a literature which is an alternative to other forms of wisdom: “All 

the argument, and all the wisdom, is not in the encyclopedia, or the treatise on metaphysics, or the Body of Divinity, 

but in the sonnet or the play” (CW 2:185). Emerson here raises literature (or, at least, a certain body of poetic 

literature) above science, philosophy, and theology. It should be noted, though, that these are particularly 

problematic types of each field for him: thus, the encyclopedia is that comprehensive account of scientific 

knowledge that forms a coherent and complete system; the treatise on metaphysics is a philosopher’s attempt to 

make concrete and permanent that which is not; and the Body of Divinity is precisely the wrong kind of divinity, 

namely the personality of God, for the theologian to focus on. The drive for an encyclopedic style of knowledge, in 

which one simply adds all one learns into a single comprehensive account of everything (“a mechanical whole”), is 

also dismissed as one of the intellect’s characteristic failings, because the world resists such intellectual projects, 

leaving them always incomplete (CW 2:201). 
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larger sense that is analogous to the founding of new religions (CW 3:19-20). It is in this way 

that the poet is both a creator of the future and a representative of the present. 

Rather than viewing “The Poet” as describing an actual person, it is better to read it as a 

kind of ideal type, one that individual persons may approximate, but which is always beyond 

their reach. Emerson indicates as much when he says that “the experience of each new age 

requires a new confession, and the world seems always waiting for its poet” (CW 3:7). The 

anticipation for the new poet had already appeared with the expectation of the new “teacher” in 

the Divinity School Address, the “redeemer” who is characterized as the “new speaker” in 

“Circles” (CW 2:184), and who becomes the “timely man, the new religion, the reconciler” in the 

form of the poet (CW 3:21).
205

 This is an anticipation that is never wholly fulfilled, but is 

intended to inspire an ever-better series of approximations. The poet is the one (or, perhaps more 

properly, would be the one) who is able to reconcile the ideal and make it real, to make the actual 

world “fall like summer rain, copious, but not troublesome, to thy invulnerable essence,” which 

has been, and continues to be, the central function of religion in Emerson’s corpus (CW 3:24).  

The problem that comes to the forefront here is whether or not the “symbolic language” 

that we use, and which the poet is constantly recreating to represent nature, actually represents it; 

or if, conversely, our infatuation with symbols is nothing but an infinite string of iteration that 

has no grounding other than the endless march of symbolization. The poet may be the herald of 

new religions, but how would one know that these religions are in any sense normatively better 

at getting to the ideal? In other words, can Emerson stave off the Derridean position that he is 

                                                           
205
 By 1848, Emerson had begun to put the Poet’s duty in terms of the moral demands of the present, where the poet 

still aims to articulate the reconciliation of God and the world, to “propitiate against this duality in Nature,” but also 

to speak directly to present moral needs: “It is the office of the poet to justify the moral sentiment and establish its 

eternal independence on demoniacal agencies. It is the merit of New England that it believes and knows, that 

Slavery must be abolished. That faith and the expression of it, we demand of the poet” (LL 1:168). The poet must 

speak to slavery because it is “the greatest calamity in the universe,” which would seem to indicate that morality 

must deal with it first, before anything else (LL 1:263) 
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only offering a continuous string of new signification? Emerson comes close to saying as much 

in his criticism of the mystics who are unable to realize the instability of their symbols and thus 

see the multiple ways in which symbols can signify: “For all symbols are fluxional; all language 

is vehicular and transitive, and is good, as ferries and horses are, for conveyance, not as farms 

and houses are, for homestead” (CW 3:20). If symbols are merely vehicular, then the road might 

potentially lead only in circles. A similar point came up in “Self-Reliance” where Emerson was 

challenged to show that the impulses he follows are from “above” rather than “below.” Self-

reliance seems to show little hesitation with the question, though, as Emerson notes, “if I am the 

Devil’s child, I will live then from the Devil.” (CW 2:30). Of course, this reflexive answer only 

further incites the skeptical question that I am exploring here, since he hasn’t been able to show 

that he is not acting from the devil. 

This point about the potential uncertainty of our notions of the ideal is put rather starkly 

in “Nominalist and Realist,” where Emerson notes that “there are no such men as we fable; no 

Jesus, nor Pericles, nor Caesar, not Angelo, nor Washington, such as we have made. We 

consecrate a great deal of nonsense, because it was allowed by great men” (CW 3:134). The 

worry would be that if individuals are only ever “relative and representative,” then the models of 

“soul” that we build according to our examples might not be sufficient for orienting our moral 

lives—they might include all sorts of superfluous content that is heralded not because it is 

indicative of the ideal “symmetrical” man, but because of the way that we tend to idolize and 

misunderstand “great men.” This is a worry that is much more tempered in Representative Men, 

where Emerson depicts his “great men” as “inhabit[ing] a higher sphere of thought, into which 

other men rise with labor and difficulty: he has but to open his eyes to see things in a true light 
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and in large relations” (CW 4:5).
206

 Emerson’s way of approaching this as a skeptical worry to be 

addressed in “Nominalist and Realist” is to focus on a person’s “habit” rather than particular 

words or acts—that is, to examine whether it is in fact possible to witness the “universals” that 

an individual represents over the “poor empirical pretensions” (CW 3:135). Emerson begins with 

these passages on great men because they establish his anthropology of humans as “amphibious 

creatures” who are attuned both to the particulars of our existence, as well as the “atmospheric 

influence” that cannot be accounted for when merely enumerating the particulars.
207

 The abrupt 

transition in the text between this anthropology and the discussion of the traditional 

philosophical debate between the nominalist and realist positions has to be taken not as one of 

Emerson’s infamous disjunctions, but instead as an elaboration of this amphibious nature that we 

witness in the actions of individuals, making the discussion of the existence (or lack thereof) of 

lawlike relations essentially an attempt by Emerson to grapple with the stability of our moral 

reasoning as creatures with a dual nature—born both to a world of concrete particular individual 
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 There is perhaps no more strident declaration of doubt about the ability of the ideal to manifest itself in 

individual lives than in Emerson’s various addresses on slavery. Although not necessarily raising the specter of 

doubt about the ideal itself, his vastly under-appreciated “‘Address to the Citizens of Concord’ on the Fugitive Slave 

Law” in 1851 makes sweeping claims about the moral failure of a large number of American citizens who enabled 

the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act. In the address he assumes the most pessimistic tone of any of his writing: 

“The popular assumption that all men loved freedom, and believed in the Christian religion, was found hollow 

American brag. Only persons who were known and tried benefactors are found standing for freedom: the 

sentimentalists went down stream. I question the value of our civilization, when I see that the public mind had never 

less hold of the strongest of all truths. The sense of injustice is blunted,—a sure sign of the shallowness of our 

intellect. … Nothing proves the want of all thought, the absence of standard in men’s minds more than the dominion 

of party” (EAW 55-56). But here, Emerson’s confidence in the “primal sentiment of duty” does not wane, even if he 

can admit that he had thought that all people were “sharers of a certain experience” that revealed to them the unity of 

persons through the moral sentiment and drew them up towards virtue, whereas now it appears that few were so 

impacted by these higher moral laws (EAW 58). 

207
 There are parallels here with the much discussed “double consciousness” that Emerson developed at various 

places in his work, including “The Transcendentalist” and “Fate.” As many commentators have noted, this idea of a 

double consciousness has connections with W. E. B. Du Bois’ development of the same term in The Souls of Black 

Folk: “It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the 

eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever 

feels his twoness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals 

in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.” W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of 

Black Folk (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2009), 7. 
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concerns and having the ability and obligation to see ourselves from a higher perspective as 

moral creatures.
208

 This position then is continuous with “Spiritual Laws,” where laws are 

understood as the way in which nature reigns over “will in all practical life”—that is, how we 

govern our actions in the world towards the good, and away from evil (CW 2:78). This 

understanding of law was present in the earliest sermons, where laws were understood as the 

means by which God “guides every moral being to his happiness” through doing one’s duty (CS 

1:175).
209

 In “Nominalist and Realist,” though the focus is on the nature of what we identify as 

“laws,” the most salient “particulars” in the essay are actual persons, and nature itself rushes into 

particular persons to disrupt the other parts (persons) in order to rebalance the whole (CW 3:139). 

Thus the somewhat opaque statement, “You are one thing, but nature is one thing and the other 

thing, in the same moment,” is meant to underline the way in which nature is a door to a more 

public and less particular understanding of persons (CW 3:139). The point seems to be that 

nature itself, by distributing genius into individual existing humans, provides for “thousandfold 

occult mutual attractions among her offspring” so that “this wash and waste of power may be 

imparted and exchanged” (CW 3:140).  

Emerson’s tactic for combating skepticism about the efficacy of the ideal for prompting 

                                                           
208
 I agree with Joseph Urbas’ reading of this essay as Emerson’s endorsement of both the Nominalist and Realist 

position, and that such a dual affirmation is, contra Goodman, not a position of unstability, but one of an affirmation 

of the dual nature of humans. But I disagree with Urbas that this position is ultimately grounded on metaphysical 

and ontological positions on causality. My own account tries to keep the moral sentiment separate from “natural 

beliefs” in a metaphysical order, which Urbas explicitly conflates. My worry is that Urbas makes Emerson’s moral 

sentiment too intellectual, which tends to skew it towards the stability of metaphysical beliefs in a way that 

explicitly evoking “sentiment” seeks to mitigate against. If sentiment is meant to “vindicate” beliefs, it is not clear to 

me how moral sentiment is supposed to be anything different from moral belief. Urbas, 78-105. 

209
 This is an area where Emerson differs from Kant in that he does not make a hard distinction between “laws of 

freedom” and “laws of nature,” where the former, for Kant, deal with what ought to happen, and the latter deal with 

what does happen. For Emerson, the prescriptive and the descriptive versions of law are united in the practical lives 

of individuals—nature contains both the account of what does happen and, by bringing yourself more in accord with 

these laws of nature, you determine better what ought to happen. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. 

and ed. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), A802/B830. 
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moral improvement thus begins to emerge: he embraces a kind of pluralism that sees divergent 

“ways of living” as complimenting each other in such a manner that it enables individuals to 

better identify the divinity or genius present in each. As he remarks, “Why have only two or 

three ways of life, and not thousands?” (CW 3:141). We are, for Emerson, both universalists and 

partialists—liable to understand ourselves at any given moment, depending on our mood, as 

either an element of a really existent whole or as a profoundly individual being (CW 3:144). The 

skeptical worry that I am exploring here is that the moral ideal would fail to fulfill its promotion 

of a more just and public life, dooming one to a morally nominalist solitude. But as Emerson 

notes, nominalist solitude works to the opposite of religion and science, which are both ways in 

which an individual draws out of himself to see and feel himself to be related to, and part of, the 

universal. In essence, what prevents the skeptical worry from having too much effect is that our 

ability to stand in relations to others puts a check on our tendency to function as morally 

autonomous individuals. Though we acknowledge that we can be inclined towards understanding 

moral laws after a kind of nominalism, we are always tempered by an equal tendency towards 

realism. As the last paragraph of the book highlights, to suppose that the answer to the nominalist 

and realist dilemma can be resolved through forms of philosophical speculation is to neglect that 

this is not a philosophical problem but a description of our condition. As such, the dilemma 

cannot be resolved by speculations that prove one or the other thesis.
210

 Like Nietzsche, it would 

seem that philosophical speculation reiterates the problem rather than resolving it. 

This becomes most evident in his final example. Emerson describes a conversation that 

                                                           
210
 My position here is similar to Robinson’s, but reads the final statement of “Nominalist and Realist” as a stronger 

move towards an affective relation, rather than just a chastened intellectual relation. Robinson writes: “Although it 

does not abandon the universal, the direction of ‘Nominalist and Realist’ is to suggest that theory and generalization, 

albeit necessary and inevitable, must always be taken with some reserve of skepticism. That skepticism represents 

the recognition of the inevitable changes of perception that experience will generate, and if we remain open, the 

essential ability to adapt to experience, an adaptation that is crucial to the transformation of theory into practical 

power.” Conduct, 76. 
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he had with the “pair of philosophers” in which he reveals his failure to communicate his 

position to them.  His failure here seems to be a discursive failure to get the central heart of the 

problem. Instead, he shifts his strategy to put his position in affective terms: he endeavors to 

show them what he “liked,” “loves” (twice), “revered,” and “was glad” about (CW 3:145). What 

Emerson wants to convey to them is that “I loved to know that they existed, and heartily wished 

them Godspeed,” but is unable to give them a “word or welcome,” perhaps because he finds 

himself to be an incapable approximation of the poet. For, indeed, the Poet is fully able to speak, 

to give words a transformative power, to engage in unlimited “conversation,” and thus to fully 

represent the moral sentiment. Presumably the poet would be able to answer the philosophers 

who seek after an intellectual expression of the true nature of that truth which “sits veiled there 

on the Bench” (CW 3:145). But since there is no complete person, that truth is obscured.
211

 

Emerson’s solace is found in those words of sentiment that he hopes to convey to them through 

his affection for them, despite not being able to solve their philosophical problems. His move is 

to see their relation through the power of sentiment, to see in them what is indicative of 

something higher, and to use that to enable better constructions of the ideal. The point is to 

reaffirm again that the ideal is shifting, and we cannot be discouraged in this. Eventually, this 

will reaffirm Emerson’s concern for the practical places in which these ideals emerge.  

 

b. Moral Conservatism, Ethical Stagnation 
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 My reading that Emerson is intentionally distancing himself from the poet, or the redeemer/teacher/reconciler 

explored above, differs from those who would read these figures as self-referential for Emerson. That would be to 

see him as describing aspects of his own project with these terms. For instance, Len Gougeon in Emerson & Eros 

consistently refers to Emerson using these terms, calling him variously the prophet, oracle, poet, redeemer, or 

“harbinger of divinity,” among other terms used by Emerson. A central feature of my account, as I have been 

developing it, is to claim that Emerson intentionally makes this figure an ideal that is never actual precisely because 

it is meant as a figure to anticipate and towards which we aspire, rather than one that we could expect to find. Len 

Gougeon, Emerson & Eros: The Making of a Culture Hero (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007). 
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This brings me to the second of the skeptical worries: that moral progress might not be 

possible, but only a stasis that has no end. As readers of Emerson have often noted, there is no 

stronger statement of this form of skepticism about the moral than the often heartrending essay, 

“Experience,” in which it seems as though even the most devastating of our experiences in the 

world, the loss of “sons and lovers,” either seems unable to prompt us for uplift, or entirely 

inhibits the uplift that the essay gestures towards at the end with its self-assuring words, “up 

again, old heart” (CW 3:29, 49). The invocation of the empiricist term “experience” is intentional 

on Emerson’s part, but characteristically, he gives it his own valence. The question is not, then, 

what knowledge one can have about the world through experience, but rather what one can know 

about oneself and one’s moral nature through experience.  

“Experience” famously begins with a sense of dislocation, of being “on a stair” from 

which we are unable to see where we came or where we are heading. Thus, we glide “ghostlike” 

through nature without a proper awareness of our place. The skepticism in this first paragraph 

echoes Emerson’s understanding of skepticism as a disorientation from the moral—it indicates a 

lack of the kind of forward-looking or higher vision that one needs to be more than just an 

iteration of the current prevailing order. The problem of skepticism as it is laid out here is not 

that we lack “health and reason,” but that we perhaps lack the “affirmative principle” or the 

“superfluity of spirit for new creation” (CW 3:27). This is not a skepticism about the reality of 

the objects of our knowledge—although it can include that—but primarily a skepticism about the 

trajectory of our practical moral activity in the world, which Emerson explicitly describes as 

concerning “what we are doing” and “where we are going” (CW 3:27).
212

 This movement from 

                                                           
212
 Robinson reads the essay as “a struggle for a truce with knowing that will make action possible,” one that begins 

with epistemology and ends with the possibilities for action. Although I take Robinson’s point that there are 

epistemological concerns in the first two “lords,” I do think that it is warranted to put the stress on the status of 

moral activity at the beginning, where the loss of identity that occurs in the opening pages seems clearly to indicate a 
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the more traditional skeptical question about our knowledge of the physical world to Emerson’s 

skeptical question about knowledge of our moral nature is one that we saw very early in his 

sermons, and which I traced in the last chapter in terms of how Emerson read the design 

argument. The skeptical worry for this essay is that it can often appear to us, especially at those 

moments when we are most challenged, that “our life looks trivial” (CW 3:28). We should expect 

that those experiences we have in the world, especially those which cause us trauma like the loss 

of a son, should have some bearing on who we are as moral creatures: “something which I 

fancied was a part of me, which could not be torn away without tearing me, nor enlarged without 

enriching me, falls off from me, and leaves no scar. It was caducous” (CW 3:29).
213

 If it turns out 

that we are just the “Para coats that shed every drop,” then it would seem that the moral 

sentiment has failed to do its work; it has failed to advance the individual upwards and onwards 

towards a more complete human existence. We should expect that those people most dear to 

us—those who we love most strongly—would have the greatest impact on this moral 

development, for they are so near to us that our very identity seems to be in part determined by 

our relationship with them; but, if it turns out that they are unable to “touch” us, and we lose the 

person with whom we most closely feel an identity but suffer no effects on our character, then 

the project of striving towards moral perfection is doomed from the start. Our affective ties 

would fail to promote any growth in our character—they might be distractions, rather than 

prompts for growth. Love played such a large part in my account of the universal above—now it 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
loss of one’s sense of being a moral creature with a trajectory, not just a loss of one’s knowledge about the world or 

herself. Conduct of Life, 59. 

213
 This is certainly the most famous line of this essay, if not perhaps the entire corpus. Often commentators 

suppose that it is the most important sentiment of the essay. On my reading, it is the entry point to a larger 

meditation not the endpoint, similar in many ways to the moment of mystical transcendence that begins Nature, but 

which the book looks to supersede. If one is supposed to have an experience of reading “Experience,” then it must 

be read not as a proof-text for certain philosophical positions, but as itself a movement that one has to undergo, in 

which case the entry point is only a first step, so to speak, and not the final. 
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seems to be brought to doubt. Put in the terms of the Poet, without this moral growth there would 

cease to be any new creation, but only a rehearsal of and stagnation in the present.  

The goal of “Experience,” then, is not to delegitimize this experience of moral dislocation 

and hopeless isolation, but to try to understand better why it happens so that we can be in a 

position to re-affirm the importance of character—which, crucially, is the subject of the 

subsequent essay. As Jeffrey Stout helpfully points out, commentators have tended to focus on 

the moments of despondency in the essay to the detriment of the movement of the whole, which 

when viewed from beginning to end, should be seen as “Emerson’s journey, and ours, into hell 

and out again.”
214

 Thus Emerson supplies the “lords of life,” which Stout appropriately labels 

“standard[s] of knowledge and action”—Illusion, Temperament, Succession, Surface, Surprise, 

Reality, Subjectiveness—which is Emerson’s attempt to detail those sometimes contradictory 

frameworks of our human experience, those that both lead and mislead us towards an 

understanding of our place in a process of human becoming.
215

 To suppose that any one of these 

lords is somehow a truer or more accurate position from which to understand our condition is to 

overestimate our ability to understand nature, which “does not like to be observed” (CW 3:29). 

Or, as Barbara Packer notes, Emerson’s goal in the essay is not to find order in the variety of 

ways that we might experience, but rather to “exploit its ironies.”
216

 The importance of religion, 

divinity, and the spiritual, ideas which are interspersed throughout the essay, have led many 
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 Stout, “Transformation of Genius,” 6. 

215
 Ibid., 7. Daniel Malachuk rightly notes that the various moods have varying degrees of skepticism. The point of 

this skepticism, though, is to “dramatize … the main kinds of struggles the transcendentalist must work through,” 

not because this skepticism is Emerson’s conclusion, but because it must be passed through en route to the 

conclusion in the final three paragraphs. Malachuk, 288-289. 

216
 Packer, Emerson’s Fall, 162. Robinson makes a similar kind of claim: “The lords of life cannot be mastered, but 

they can be seen to work against each other, freeing us successively from the control of the last. Thus one section of 

the essay yields to the next, as one mode of experience grows out of another.” Conduct of Life, 60. 
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commentators to see Emerson’s skeptical stance here as ultimately casting doubt on the 

importance of the religious for his project, thus viewing “Experience” as indicative of the 

movement away from religion that is supposed to occur as Emerson leaves his earlier religious 

phase. These religious references therefore warrant a closer look because they ultimately weigh 

upon the question of whether Emerson’s support for the religious life and its project of moral 

uplift has waned to such an extent that, as Robinson would put it, he now embarks on a secular 

and pragmatic path. 

The first two sections, Illusion and Temperament, present the steepest challenge to the 

prospects for a religious sentiment that would attempt to take us out of the cycle of illusion in 

which “Dream delivers us to dream,” or the prison of moods that make up the inescapable 

temperament of an individual (CW 3:30). For, we can wonder along with Emerson, “What cheer 

can the religious sentiment yield, when that is suspected to be secretly dependent on the seasons 

of the year, and the state of the blood?” The worry here is that the religious sentiment is 

reducible to some scientifically or materialistically explainable factor, and if so reduced, it would 

cease to function as providing a way of seeing oneself apart from a bare physicalist existence. In 

other words, reducing morality to temperament explains it away. This is Emerson’s problem with 

certain forms of materialist science—they would reduce the individual to temperament and thus 

“[put] all divinity to rout” by making spirit just another form of matter “reduced to an extreme 

thinness” (CW 3:31). And once one has accepted the premises of this materialist science, 

Emerson claims, there is no escape from physical necessity, and, consequently, there is no way 

to imagine the kind of creative power that is supposed to join to sentiment.
217

 As much as the 
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  One is reminded here of the contemporary project to form a science of happiness, one which promises to 

describe the particular things that one ought to do in order to seek after happiness. Not only does this reduce the 

human to a set of quantifiable factors that can be measured and compared, but it also seems to destroy the kind of 
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sections on illusion and temperament develop this skeptical worry, they end by not affirming the 

worry, but instead reaffirming those powers of the intellect and the heart which are 

uncontainable by any theory of physical necessity. They are, for Emerson, powers that are not 

reducible to physical sciences and their methods of materialist explanation. In the end, “We hurl 

it into its own hell, and cannot again contract ourselves to so base a state” (CW 3:32).  

Succession presents Emerson’s longstanding view that too much permanence in life or 

thought becomes debilitating, and therefore continuous expansion depends on instability. 

Emerson here, also, briefly reiterates the view I established above that symmetry is only found in 

the whole of society, rather than in any given person (CW 3:34). But skepticism catches up to 

such a notion, because “Life is not dialectics,” and the intellectual must always be superseded by 

“muscular activity.” This emphasis on work and labor in a practical sense is not new for 

Emerson, but it has been too often neglected by the secondary literature that depicts Emerson, 

especially during the 1830s and early 1840s, as unconcerned with the particularities of ordinary 

human experience because he is almost wholly focused on a realm of transcendent universal 

ideals.
218

 What I have tried to show in this chapter and the previous is that Emerson often 

showed a concern for the ordinary practical activities of individuals as presenting an opportunity 

for moral and religious improvement, and that, as he described in 1837, it is work or vocation 

“which makes the globe a workshop wherein every man, every woman drives his or her own 

trade in companies or apart, [and] teaches the other law of human nature, virtue. It not only gives 

man knowledge, and power which is the fruit of knowledge, but it gives man virtue, and love 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
creativity that Emerson thinks is vital to human flourishing. For once we are so reduced, we cease to be interested in 

creativity that would unsettle the paradigm. 

218
 For an example of this, see Shannon L. Mariotti, “Emerson’s Transcendental Gaze and the ‘Disagreeable 

Particulars’ or Slavery: Vision and the Costs of Idealism,” in A Political Companion to Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. 

Alan M. Levine and Daniel S. Malachuk (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2011), 305-342. 
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which is the fruit of virtue” (EL 2:124).
219

 The importance of acting thus informs a further lord, 

Surface, which rather than being a reiteration of Illusion—“we live amid surfaces”—is meant to 

reinforce the idea that life itself is “sturdy” in a way that doesn’t depend merely on intellectual 

analysis, which tends away from action in the present. Instead, the emphasis is on what one can 

do in the present: “but do broad justice where we are, by whomsoever we deal with, accepting 

our actual companions and circumstances, however humble or odious, as the mystic officials to 

whom the universe has delegated its whole pleasure for us” (CW 3:35). What we ought to seek 

after is the “middle region of our being” in which philosophical and scientific speculation is 

brought in accord with ordinary sensuous experience (CW 3:36). Emerson’s way of making this 

more acute is to contrast scholars with farmers: the former are concerned with the universal, the 

latter with partiality. Either can tend towards excess and therefore lead to “ruin.” Scholars can 

tend to become “victims of expression,” because of which their work is liable to become a 

“disease” (CW 3:38). As Emerson noted in the “American Scholar,” farmers, at their worst, sink 

into being merely farmers, rather than “Man on the farm” (CW 1:53). Thus, the moral of Surface 

seems to be that an “unmixed” focus on the expression of the universe is harmful. Everyone must 

find the “mid-world” in which the concrete partiality of the farm (here, with its emphasis on very 

real practices of work and labor) informs and is informed by a concern for the universal. This is a 

theme that Emerson first developed in his sermons, where he was very much concerned with 

how he could inspire non-intellectual laborers to think more ideally about their moral cultivation. 

For instance, in 1830, he preached that all laborers have a duty to cultivate themselves which 

begins in family life, but also extends to “the exercise of his trade” which he ought to make “the 

school for the increase of his knowledge.” This is because “[t]he universe is full of knowledge. 
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 For a look at the importance of work and vocation, see Cladis, 49-82. 
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Every place, every event, every man, every conversation, every action are stores of truth” (CS 

2:230).
220

 To skate along surfaces, therefore, is to be tempered and to focus on one’s modest 

activity.  

Surprise follows Surface, though, because it is precisely the incalculability of experience, 

with the creative newness that it brings, that forces our modest activity into doubt. In other 

words, Surprise upends our work and shows its inadequacy in ways that are wholly 

unpredictable and which, therefore, make the quotidian life of work unstable. The section on 

Surprise also intensifies the rejection of reductionist accounts of human moral life by developing 

the idea that there is an element of the incalculable in our lives, always an element of newness 

that cannot be anticipated (CW 3:40). This is directly tied to the moral sentiment and our 

religious lives, the places where “action” is integral. It is here, too, that “the coldest skepticism” 

and “the ardors of piety” come together for Emerson in the idea that “nothing is of us or our 

works,—that all is of God” (CW 3:40). What he means here is that both skepticism and religious 

piety annul the moral agency of the individual, and place this agency somewhere else. Soon 

after, this conjunction of skepticism and faith serves as the grounds out of which a new ways of 

thinking must emerge: “The new statement will comprise the skepticisms, as well as the faiths of 

society, and out of unbeliefs a creed shall be formed” (CW 3:43). They are, in other words, 

positions to be accounted for in a new kind of religious formation. 

The section on Reality expands beyond Surface, but in a way that makes Surprise less 

traumatic. It attempts to declare, in perhaps the most hopeful tone of all the sections, the return of 

the ideal that lies “Underneath the inharmonious and trivial particulars,” which ultimately 

                                                           
220
 Robinson calls “Surface” a “tour de force of triumphant pragmatism,” which teaches indifference to skepticism 

as a way to move beyond it. But, as he points out, the seeds of this pragmatism’s destruction are implied in the very 

terms that he uses to establish it—mainly, its unthinkingness. Conduct of Life, 64. 
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inspires the “Onward and onward!” that anticipates the final sentence of the essay (CW 3:41, 43). 

Reality, thus, tends towards the Realist view in “Nominalist and Realist”—that moral laws are 

themselves etched upon the fabric of the universe. If Temperament and Illusion had put into 

question whether we ever get an accurate representation of the relationship between ourselves 

and the world, and Succession, Surface, and Surprise are modest in their claims, then Reality 

boldly supplies the connective tissue for our “flux of moods”: there is “that in us which changes 

not,” which Emerson will call an “unbounded substance” or “ineffable cause” or “Being” (CW 

3:42). From the perspective of this Being, we see “interminable oceans,” or “vast-flowing vigor,” 

which are metaphors intended to highlight the openness of a “prospective” gaze that reiterates 

the beginning of the essay where we find ourselves on a stair and cannot see where they lead. 

This “prospective” gaze, though, now becomes an “expectation”—which Emerson equates to “a 

religion”—that was not present at the beginning of the essay, abandoning the sense of dislocation 

that had earlier come with the openness of looking forward and bringing it back together with his 

understanding of the religious sentiment as a hopeful upward and onward. 

But before the reader can get too comfortable with the Ideal, Emerson gives his final lord, 

Subjectiveness, which brings back the “Fall of Man”—his way of formulating the subjectivist 

turn in which one realizes that the subject has no unmediated access to reality, that we see 

through “colored and distorted lenses” that are prey to skeptical challenge.
221

 As I highlighted in 

the previous chapter, this fall in the context of the Divinity School Address was meant to indicate 

the emergence of a moral self that begins in immediate sensual experience, distinguishes itself 

                                                           
221
 In Barbara Packer’s now classic book on the various versions of the “fall” in Emerson’s corpus, she says that 

this version differs from early ones in that it is much more pessimistic in its implications and the evidence for it is 

more shocking. Packer connects this focus on the fall to broader Romantic narratives that reinterpreted the Genesis 

story to contemplate an “unfallen” state, one that we ought to aspire after, seeing as how this “fallen” state is 

somehow deprived of the vigor or unity of our prior or original state.  
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from the world by asking about itself, but only comes to know itself once it fully takes account 

of its moral sentiment. The “Fall of Man” is here doing a similar work when it is used to describe 

how the subject realizes that “the eye … makes the horizon,” which prompts the “great and 

crescive self” to understand that it is “rooted in absolute nature” and not in any of the partial and 

relative relationships that it might have in the world (CW 3:44).
222

 The intellect fails to capture 

this because it is only present in an affective sense: “The subject is the receiver of Godhead, and 

at every comparison must feel his being enhanced by the cryptic might.” From the perspective of 

subject, it is a God; it has all creative power and subsumes all things into itself. If the main thrust 

of Reality is the reality of the ideal which seems to exist apart from whatever an individual may 

think of it, Subjectiveness appears to give the definition of that ideal back to the individual, who 

seems neither substantially connected to anyone else, nor grounded concretely in any shared 

concrete endeavors, like those in Succession. Each has the “key” to his own facts, and he must, 

through “vigorous self-recoveries” and “sallies of action” pursue his own facts (CW 3:46).
223
 

So what then are we to make of these various directions in which we are pulled, the lords 

of life that can variously present us with skepticisms about our ability to go onward and upward, 

or fortify us against them? The solution seems to be somewhere in the final three paragraphs, 

where Emerson pulls back from the lords of life to speak about where this meditation has left us. 

First, Emerson wants to reaffirm the value of reception, which in stark contrast to the opening 
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 Both “falls” have resonance with Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. 
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 The temptation would be to see this final lord as somehow the ultimate position—a position that seems to 

reaffirm an individual and idealist picture, in which truth is the product of an individual’s effort. Robinson seems to 

indicate this is his reading: “If Descartes conquered epistemological doubt with the naked fact of consciousness, 

Emerson overcame moral paralysis with a similar recognition that subjectivity generates ‘self-trust,’ which is 

valuable finally in insulating us from the imperatives of others. His final gamble is that the acts of the self-trusting 

individual will cohere with the larger good more closely than those of the imitative or unoriginal individual. This is 

an affirmation of his old doctrines of instinct and intuition, but a somber one, because Emerson has to accept the 

irreducible fact of an illusory world as the price of self-affirmation.” Conduct of Life, 69. 
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skepticism about the value of experience for providing growth, seems to be the primary basis for 

how an individual grows. In response to the skeptical question about the efficacy of our 

experiences—“where is the fruit?”—Emerson is willing to see a “private fruit,” that is, the 

effects of these experiences are as “deep and secular as the cause” (CW 3:47-48). Fortune and 

Genius here return: they inspire “gifts” beyond what can be made determinate (one cannot make 

“the account square”), and beyond that which can be essayed—even if one must, in a sense, 

collect them and try them, such as Emerson has here been assaying.
224

 Furthermore, one cannot 

“urge doing” at the expense of “knowing and the intellectual life” (CW 3:48). Some have taken 

this to be a mystical retreat from a potential focus on practical action—that Emerson is urging an 

intellectual, and therefore inward and mental, form of self-removal from the needs of practical 

action.
225

 But, I think it would be better to stress that there is an intellectual dimension to all 

doing, and that Emerson’s criticism here is actually of those “practical” utopian movements that 

presume all spiritual peacefulness must come with the control of one’s “doings”.
226

 So Emerson 

is able to say: “Life wears to me a visionary face. Hardest, roughest action is visionary also. It is 

a choice between soft and turbulent dreams” (CW 3:48). The criticism here is with those 

“manipular attempts to realize the world of thought”—i.e. by trying to remake the world by 

taking one’s intellectual understanding of it and forcing the world to conform. There seem to be 

two main problems. First, living itself contains a kind of opportunity for intellectual reflection—

it is itself visionary—a point which was above reflected through the image of work and the 

farmer. One must do, but with the proper posture of reflection that allows one to see what is 
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 Stout, “Transformation of Genius,” 23. 
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 This is somewhat integral to Kateb’s advocacy of “mental” self-reliance. Kateb, xlii. 

226
 For an in-depth look at one of these movements and Emerson’s tenuous relationship to it, see Sterling Delano, 

Brook Farm: The Dark Side of Utopia (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2004). 
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being reflected in the doing. There is a mid-world that one must occupy in which doing and 

thinking can be brought together. Second, one must be receptive to that which disturbs one’s 

intellectual attempts to make the world. In other words, one must be open to the religious 

sentiment as a disruption and not just a comfort. I take this to be the point of the penultimate 

sentence: “We dress our gardens, eat our dinners, discuss the household with our wives, and 

these things make no impression, are forgotten next week; but in the solitude to which every man 

is always returning, he has a sanity and revelations, which in his passage into new world he will 

carry with him” (CW 3:49). It is the return of revelation which is striking here—and it is 

revelation which connects the ending of “Experience” to the religious thought which would seem 

to have been left out. In other words, the version of revelation that Emerson had been developing 

throughout the corpus, which pertains to the moral sentiment as the moment of higher perception 

of the soul’s true nature, is what allows him, then, to finally reaffirm the heart amid ridicule and 

defeat, and to hold out hope that genius can be transformed into practical power.
227

 This, I am 

claiming, is not different from his claim that “Character is the true Theocracy,” which “will one 

day suffice for the government of the world” (EL 3:276). The picture of the divinity of Character 

is the focus of the essay immediately following “Experience,” where again we stand in 

anticipation of some divine person: “A divine person is the prophecy of the mind; a friend is the 

hope of the heart. Our beatitude waits for the fulfilment of these two in one. The ages are 

opening this moral force. All force is the shadow or symbol of that” (CW 3:66). 

For Emerson, one important element of his attempt to combat this form of skepticism is 

to consider the place of nature in the development of human spirit. We might worry, after all, 
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 This ending also shares, I would argue, with the ending of “Character,” particularly when Emerson again 

reiterates, albeit in stronger terms, the “holy sentiment”: “Is there any religion but this, to know, that, wherever in 

the wide desert of being, the holy sentiment we cherish has opened into a flower, it blooms for me? if none sees it, I 

see it; I am aware, if I alone, of the greatness of the fact” (CW 3:67). 
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that nature is not supportive of our moral cultivation—that, our models are unrelated to the world 

in which we exist, and possibly antagonistic to these models. This worry is addressed in many 

places throughout the corpus. It is put rather acutely in terms of the infamous “crack” that many 

have pointed to as one of Emerson’s frustrations over the inability to properly join nature and 

spirit in his first book.
228

 Similarly, in a lecture on “Love” that Emerson gave multiple times 

between 1838 and 1840, he makes the distinction between the idealist’s “strict philosophy,” 

which treats nature and other people merely as “phantoms,” and the perspective from which one 

treats “Human Life and its several departments,” the latter being the proper position from which 

to understand the operation of a love in which the natural world itself becomes “sympathetic” to 

him (EL 3:56-58). One can also think of this in terms of the doctrine of Compensation that I have 

discussed already, in which our moral efforts are intimately tied to the structure of the world that 

supports and enables those moral efforts. 

This is most clear in the essay “Nature” in Essays: Second Series, whose prefatory poem 

reiterates this sense of love or the heart as the primary means by which one brings oneself in 

accord with the natural world: “Throb thine with Nature’s throbbing breast, / And all is clear 

from east to west.” When one has this heart, it eventuates in a forward look: “Self-kindled every 

atom glows, / And hints the future which it owes” (CW 3:97). This sense of intimacy with nature 

in which the future becomes apparent is developed in uncharacteristically flowery descriptions of 
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 The much debated “crack” occurs in a letter to Emerson’s brother William directly after Emerson’s high praise 

of Margaret Fuller’s intellect and powers of conversation: “The book of Nature still lies on the table. There is, as 

always, one crack in it not easy to be soldered or welded, but if this week I should be left alone after the probate 

affair I may finish it” (L 2:32). It is difficult to read this passage without seeing a bit of sarcasm, with Emerson 

referring to his book Nature as the “book of Nature”—that is, the idea, with which Emerson would have been well 

acquainted, that nature itself is a language that must be interpreted and deciphered, or as Hodder puts it, nature is “a 

set of signifiers.” The idea that Emerson might “finish” the “book of Nature” this week if he should get some time 

alone would surely have been meant as a bit of humor for his brother, especially since the rest of the letter focuses 

on just the kind of practical monetary and business affairs that would have kept him from “finishing” this persistent 

philosophical conundrum. For an excellent discussion of this tradition of interpretation and Emerson’s appropriation 

of it in his first book, see Hodder, Emerson’s Rhetoric, 12-22. 
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the natural world as an “old home,” one in which we “nestle” and “draw our living as parasites 

from her roots and grains, and we receive glances from the heavenly bodies, which call us to 

solitude, and foretell the remotest future” (CW 3:100).
229

 For Emerson, the worry is not about 

whether nature can give us a sense of the moral ideal because of our intimacy with it, but that 

nature will “lead us on and on” without actually taking us anywhere (CW 3:110). If such is the 

case, then the supposed “ends of nature” would only create “an aimless society” or “aimless 

nations”; we would be “fools of nature” (CW 3:111, 112). But for this, Emerson has a 

explanation: “The uneasiness which the thought of our helplessness in the chain of causes 

occasions us, results from looking too much at one condition of nature, namely, Motion” (CW 

3:112-113). We see Motion when we focus on the particulars of nature, when we become 

“enslaved to them.” But nature is also governed by Rest, which we see only when focused on 

“innate universal laws,” which exist in our minds as ideas, but which can be witnessed 

“embodied” in nature (CW 3:113). Emerson’s examples for a focus on Motion are telling, since 

they are all technological inventions (the locomotive, the balloon, the new engine, electro-

magnetism) that are supposed to make life easier and faster. Thus, Emerson can return to the idea 

of “divine circulations” at the end of the essay, for which “The world is mind precipitated, and 

the volatile essence is forever escaping again into the state of free thought” (ibid.). One must find 

the wisdom that is “infused into every form” not by retreating from the world of particulars 

(here, the world of Motion), but by being able to see in those particulars more than just the 

succession of particulars. “Experience” gestures in this direction, but doesn’t ground itself so 

strongly in the experiences of ordinary human practices because it is concerned with experiences 
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 Emerson also puts it thusly: “A man is made, at one point, coincident with the axis of things. There is somewhat 
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which nature backs him in doing.” Asking about the “truth” of this working for the good “sounds a little cold and 

scholastic;” the solution is to work for the benefit towards which all things aim (LL 2:133-134). 
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that trouble the paradigm of moral uplift. But the attempt to find the universal in the particular, 

which “Nature” uses to move beyond skepticism, has been Emerson’s longstanding commitment, 

even if it isn’t until Conduct of Life that it gets its fullest expression. 

 

IV. Reading the Higher in the Now 

 

The account that I have been developing of Emerson as a philosophical and theological 

thinker has, for the most part, taken a decidedly abstract turn as it worked through the 1840s. By 

turning to The Conduct of Life, my hope is to follow Emerson as he reaffirms a commitment that 

was central in the sermons, that is, seeing the practices and context of ordinary life as the site of 

ethical cultivation, rather than seeing one’s removal from that context as a necessary condition 

for ethical reflection. By removal I do not mean that Emerson relinquishes the importance of 

times of solitude; rather, even solitude is ultimately aimed towards giving one the space to reflect 

on ordinary life without, in a sense, leaving it. The emphasis on daily cultivation through living a 

religious life is most evident in “Worship,” which I will read in conjunction with Emerson’s 

lectures leading up to the publication of The Conduct of Life. In doing so, my aim is to further 

develop the claim Emerson made in “Circles,” but which I have deferred until now, that there is 

a wisdom contained in the “transcendentalism of common life” (CW 2:187). In this way, I follow 

Barbara Packer’s commentary on The Conduct of Life where she notes that “Emerson always 

believed that philosophy should transmute the local and temporary into the universal and 

eternal.” This method rarely led him to specify in his texts the historical occasions or 

circumstances that prompted his philosophical statements. He does this, Packer points out, not 

primarily because he is trying to protect himself from criticism by assuming a posture of “literary 

decorum,” but because it is Emerson’s “expression of faith that thoughts arising from the 
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confusion of experience could still arrive at the timelessness of truth.”
230

 This philosophical 

method goes hand in hand with the project of the moral sentiment, which, as I have been 

developing, allows a person to rise above his material circumstances to consider himself as more 

than just those circumstances, that is, to see himself as part of a universal humanness and to be 

able to act out of obligations to others beyond his personal interest.
231

 Or as Emerson says 

specifically about religion in 1843, it has the ability to raise “every trivial incident to a celestial 

dignity,” thereby “[consecrating] the nearest objects” and “refining men” (LL 1:11, 14).
232

 The 

point of this section is to lay out this philosophical method as itself a further development of the 

moral sentiment, and as such, to see it as an essential feature of any religion that is properly 

moral. Here, though, “religion” will take on its most concrete and formal structure—Emerson 

will give an outline of the practice of religion must be in order to realize the essence of religion, 

which is the moral sentiment.  

 

a. Idealism and Compensation 

The idea that individuals are more than merely an iteration of their circumstances shows 

up in numerous places throughout The Conduct of Life. In a discussion of “riches and poverty” in 

“Illusions,” Emerson uses the human ability to reflection on ourselves to show how both in 

thought and in action we are able to regard ourselves apart from the capitalist-materialist 
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 Barbara Packer, “Historical Introduction,” in The Conduct of Life, vol VI of The Collected Works of Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, ed. Douglas Emory Wilson (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003), 
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 The moral sentiment, as Emerson developed it in the 1840s, was such that it overcame distance between people 

and made them not strangers: “And though a man should go among strangers or to the antipodes and find himself 

among just men, he would at once find himself more at home than among his acquaintances and kindred” (LL 1:71). 
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 Compare this also to a lecture from 1854: “Religion is the perception of that power, which constructs the 

greatness of the centuries out of the paltriness of the hours” (LL 1:363). 
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mentality that would reduce humans to a commodity: “For we transcend the circumstance 

continually, and taste the real quality of existence; as in our employments, which only differ in 

the manipulations, but express the same laws; or in our thoughts, which wear no silks, and taste 

no ice-creams. We see God face to face every hour, and know the savour of Nature” (CW 

6:9.18).
233

 In another essay, “Considerations by the Way,” Emerson ends with a return to the 

figure of the farm as one of the places of “employment” that can serve as the basis for reflection 

that leads to the cultivation of oneself, but he now adds the city as well: “The secret of culture is 

to learn, that a few great points steadily reappear alike in the poverty of the obscurest farm, and 

in the miscellany of metropolitan life, and that these few are alone to be regarded …” (CW 

6:7.30). In “Wealth,” the point of reflection on material wealth is to witness how the economic 

models of wealth are themselves symbolic of something higher—that “wealth is moral,” and thus 

can be regarded as an extension and expression of our moral life, especially when that life puts 

wealth to immoral uses. One sees this moral side of wealth when inquiring into the “generals” 

instantiated by particular employments: “The comptingroom-maxims liberally expounded are 

laws of the Universe. The merchant’s economy is a coarse symbol of the soul’s economy” (CW 

6:3.23, 3.47). Emerson’s point is not to offer an apology for the economic system as though that 

system is somehow spiritually grounded in the laws of the universe, but to use the economic 

language with which people would be familiar to drive home his final metaphor: “The true thrift 
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 The proximity between “savour” and “saviour” seems to be intentional here: that is, the power or quality that 

nature has to excite us is also the power that functions as a saviour, which we realize through the revelatory “face to 

face” encounter. The reference seems to be to 1 Corinthians 13:12, a passage on which Emerson preached multiple 

times in the 1830s: “Now we see through a glass darkly, but then face to face; now I know in part but then shall I 

know even as also I am known.” Emerson uses this sermon to speak against the view that God would provide 

knowledge of a future life, and thus we should not seek out revelation that assures us of a future life of goodness. 

Instead, one ought to prepare oneself to receive goodness in this life: “Keep the commandments and you shall reap 

their fruit. Do God’s will, you shall enter into his rest.” Importantly, for the “nature of heaven” to be opened to the 

mind, it must be revealed through “seeing,” which involves “the actual presence of the heart itself with all its love 

and the obedience of all its powers”—i.e. “it must be present within you” (CS 2:180). A similar kind of position is 

being evoked in the passage from “Illusions”: it is the “seeing” of God that is the transcendence of circumstance, but 
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is always to spend on the higher plan; to invest and invest, with keener avarice, that he may 

spend in spiritual creation, and not in augmenting animal existence” (CW 3.48).
234

 The terms 

“thrift,” “spend,” and “invest” are being deployed to augment an economic system that is too 

easily enamored with “animal existence.” In doing so, these terms are loaded with a moral value 

that points beyond animal existence, hoping to find in them a way of seeking after spiritual 

laws.
235

  

This current of idealism runs throughout the book, promoting that which is “spiritual” as 

the “real”—i.e. “that law which executes itself, which works without means, and which cannot 

be conceived as not existing”—while always tempering the prospects of any certain knowledge 

of these spiritual laws with the realization that we are beings who “see” mediately, that there is 

“interference from our organization” (CW 6:9.6; see also LL 2:134 where the spiritual is “the 

moral” which is both of nature and pertains to our “universal motives”). There is no clearer 

presentation of this than Emerson’s candid inversion of Plato’s cave metaphor at the beginning 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
it is a seeing that is as much an affective position, performed with love, not just intellect. 
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 Neal Dolan has very helpfully explored Emerson’s usage of the language of property to both invoke the 

tendency of the people of his day to reduce all relationships to “marketplace calculation” while he simultaneously 

hopes to disrupt that particular way of thinking. In doing so, Dolan treats Emerson’s usage of the language of 

property (or, here, the language of wealth) in a similar way that I treat Emerson’s theological language in his 

Sermons in the previous chapter. Dolan explains: “Emerson used the language of property in part to appeal 

affirmatively to his postrevolutionary audience’s hard-won, proudly held legal right to own things. He used words 

like ‘own’ and ‘profit’ and ‘pay’ at once to recognize and to keep the attention of notoriously busy folk by referring 

to an intimate and pressing aspect of their ordinary daily experience. But at the same time, Emerson inflected this 

economic idiom in distinctive ways in an attempt to raise his audience’s understanding of their rightful property, and 

thus of their rightful selves, to a yet higher, more spiritual, and more ecstatic plane. Dolan, “Property in Being,” 344-

345. 

235
 ”Wealth” marks one of the major differences between Emerson and Thoreau, even as they both share a general 

stance of antagonism towards the American economic system. Emerson begins his essay with the observation that 

one cannot remove oneself from the concerns of the economy: not only must one pay his debts, adding to the 

“common wealth.” But Emerson also observes: “Nor can he do justice to his genius, without making some larger 

demand on the world than a bare subsistence. He is by constitution expensive, and needs to be rich” (CW 6:3.3). The 

reference to “bare subsistence” would seem to be Emerson’s counter to those transcendentalists like Thoreau who 

would try to remove themselves from any concern for wealth, and who, like Thoreau, would perhaps have viewed 

Emerson as living a bourgeois lifestyle. Robinson, Conduct, 140-145. 
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of his final essay, “Illusions.” Whereas for Plato one must escape the cave in which one sees 

illusion in order to behold the sun, for Emerson one enters the cave from the sunlight in order to 

discover, in its deep recesses, that all has been an illusion. Emerson is rather blunt about what 

this inversion of Plato reveals: “Once, we fancied the earth a plane, and stationary. In admiring 

the sunset, we do not yet deduct the rounding, coordinating, pictorial powers of the eye” (CW 

6:9.5). In other words, there is no moment in which one escapes one’s subjectivity to witness 

some true reality—even Plato’s beholding of the sun is not the unmediated beholding of some 

independent reality. Nor is there much hope for a sublime or ecstatic moment that could escape 

illusion and reveal some eternal truth, for it is just as much the case that we give joy “to the 

circumstance” rather than the circumstances giving us joy (CW 6:9.6). Science provides no 

escape, for the scientific project is as subject to “whim” as any other kind of activity, which 

Emerson describes as akin to having all of the fancy pears at a State Fair picked by someone who 

has “a whim for a particular kind of pear;” therefore, the picker only cultivates that particular 

variation of pear in his orchard (CW 6:9.9). Our thoughts themselves are not secure, nor are our 

selves, both of which are prey for illusion—Emerson’s way of seeming to abandon the grounds 

of intellectual foundation for both Descartes and Kant in one swift move.
236

  

Given the seemingly inexhaustible possibility of illusion, what are we then to do? For 

Emerson, no matter what our stance is towards the ultimate status of our thoughts, there will 

always be the common and quotidian aspects of human life which require our attention.
237

 For 
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 The passage reads: “And what avails it that science has come to treat space and time as simply forms of thought, 

and the material world as hypothetical, and withal our pretension of property and even of self-hood are fading with 

the rest, if, at last, even our thoughts are not finalities; but the incessant flowing and ascension reach these also, and 

each thought which yesterday was a finality, to-day is yielding to a larger generalization?” (CW 6:9.14). I read the 

reference to space and time being forms of thought as an allusion to Kant, and the claim that even thoughts are not 

finalities, and therefore unable to ground the self, a reference to Descartes. 
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 As Robinson has helpfully elaborated, this focus on “solid human living” is pronounced in Representative Men 

as well. For that reason, the book expresses a kind of circular thought that “our dependence on others arises from our 



181 

him, “We must work and affirm, but we have no guess of the value of what we say or do” (CW 

6:9.15). The lack of security concerning what we do is no reason not to work and affirm, and 

though we might demand of the gods that we get some “great task” for ourselves, all we receive 

is the command to attend to those most simple of household dealings: “plod and plough, vamp 

your old coats and hats, weave a shoestring” (CW 6:9.15). When we think that we have some 

greater perspective, that “the mist rolls up,” it is only still the succession of dreams—even if we 

have gotten some new perspective on those dreams. The only foundation left to us is “strict and 

faithful dealing at home,” in which we can find “honesty and truth” (CW 6:9.17). Emerson’s 

security is to content ourselves with relations: “At the top or at the bottom of all illusions I set 

the cheat which still leads us to work and live for appearances, in spite of our conviction, in all 

sane hours, that it is what we really are that avails with friends, with strangers, and with fate or 

fortune” (CW 6:9.17). This attention to the grounding of living one’s life and the particular 

virtues that one can find in this living—here, honesty and truth—is the antidote to the potentially 

debilitating prospect of illusions. Or as Emerson quotes: “Fooled thou must be, though wisest of 

the wise: / Then be the fool of virtue, not of vice” (CW 6:9.20). As much as the image of the 

“snow-storms of illusion” lifting at the end of the essay seems to indicate the possibility of an 

escape from illusions, Emerson’s inability to say any more of this, placing it at the very end of 

the book without comment, seems only to hold out the possibility of the absence of illusion, not 

to see the lifting of illusion as a readily available experience. Nor does this final possibility, 

“there are the gods still sitting around him on their thrones,—they along with him alone” prove 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
ultimate independence.” This turn to the individual in social context, with its attendant requirements of human 

living, is often easily missed when the book is taken to be about a set of heroic individuals who are able to rise 

above their circumstances to achieve greatness. Robinson’s point, one with which I concur and have tried to trace in 

my presentation here, is that Emerson is actually quite critical of those ways that his “representative men” fall short 

of representing the “actual life of contemporary men and women.” Robinson, Conduct, 91-93. 
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to be particularly comforting, especially since we are not told whether that experience would 

even be comforting to us. These gods pour on a person “benedictions and gifts” and beckon “him 

up to their thrones”—an image that reiterates the upward movement of the religious sentiment 

and the figure of the ideal that sits at the heart of it—but there seems to be some doubt about the 

value of actually being with these gods “alone,” which seems to leave behind all the moral 

sentiment is supposed to stand for, that is, the more public and therefore more connected and 

loving character (CW 6:9.21). 

Robinson sees “Illusions” as Emerson’s attempt to present the “potential tragedy of the 

everyday,” that is, if illusions seem to be so ever-present that we concern ourselves only with a 

routine of the everyday, then there is the chance of entirely losing the ethical to our concern for 

the trivial.
238

 Whereas “Fate” seems to threaten moral life by supposing that moral action cannot 

be premised on the freedom to act rightly, but is ultimately superseded by a sense of power in the 

everyday, Emerson seems to leave the tragedy of the everyday as always a potential for us—to 

let it linger, just as the final image of standing before the gods lingers in a kind of tension against 

the ethical promise of social affective ties. What Robinson helps to show, and which I think is 

Emerson’s intention, is not that we are in this state of tragedy, but that the potential of the 

tragedy keeps one from becoming too content with the ways that she lives at the moment. The 

lingering image works much the way that skepticism has been working—as a tool for moral 

cultivation, not debilitation. To show that this final figure of illusion ought not to be taken as 

pessimistic, and to show that it actually affirms, rather than denies, the importance of the 

particular manner in which we live as a site of philosophical reflection, we must turn to how the 

doctrine of compensation gets figured in The Conduct of Life, and the particular way that religion 
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 Robinson, Conduct, 156. 
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is reframed as a public and social power for the betterment of individuals in “Worship”.  

The interplay between the first two essays, “Fate” and “Power,” has been well examined 

by Emerson interpreters, especially in the last quarter of the twentieth century.
239

 While “Fate” 

sets out the guiding question for the book, “How shall I live?,” it also offers up an initial answer: 

by the “laws of the world” (CW 6:1.2-1.3). To live by the laws of the world is to see that one is 

“hooped in by a necessity” to such an extent that one begins to question her ability to act out of 

her own freedom (CW 6:1.25). In his address on the Fugitive Slave Law in 1854, fate and 

freedom took on a concrete political role as a way of negotiating between the Whig and the 

reformer. Emerson’s point is that for us, this is not just an abstract philosophical question, but 

cuts to the very core of how one acts morally in the world through the particular political 

allegiances that one forms.
240

 The implication is that if reform is possible—or, put more 

generally, if moral growth is at all possible on a large scale—then freedom must be a coherent 

notion. “Fate” does allow the moral sentiment and “thought” to have some ability to stand 

against fate, but neither is left on particularly firm ground. The will is described as being driven 

by the combination of insight and affection, but most in society lack the energy of will to 

properly act according to their will (CW 6:1.39). In fact, the seeming freedom that one might 

have in the will turns out to be only another form of fate, the knot between freedom and fate 

being so tied together around the idea of an “ascending effort” that it seems unclear how to 

separate the two (6:1.49-1.50). This knot is a reiteration of the “double consciousness” that 
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 These essays have been central to the “de-transcendentalized” Emerson of that period. See Buell, “The Emerson 

Industry,” 117-136; Michael Lopez, “De-Transcendentalizing Emerson,” ESQ 34, no. 1-2 (1988): 77-139; and 

Malachuk, “Emerson’s Politics.” 
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 “There are two forces in nature by whose antagonism we exist: the power of Fate, of Fortune, the laws of the 

world, the order of things, or, however else we choose to phrase it,—the material necessities, on the one hand; and 

Will, or Duty, or Freedom, on the other. May and must. In vulgar politics, the whig goes for what has been, for the 

old necessities, for the musts; the reformer goes for the better, for the ideal good, for the mays” (LL 1:340-341)  
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Emerson had evoked elsewhere, in which humans are by nature both private and public, and thus 

seemingly both free and fated—with a foot on the back of one horse, and the other foot on the 

back of another.
241

  

The subsequent essay, “Power,” starts where the conclusions of “Fate” left us, but takes a 

turn towards the doctrine of Compensation—“that nothing is got for nothing” (CW 6:2.3). Just as 

the doctrine had done in Emerson’s earliest writings, the point is to view oneself as very much in 

this world and therefore to expect that one’s actions have their moral value only in this world: 

here, “All power is of one kind, a sharing of the nature of the world. The mind that is parallel 

with the laws of nature will be in the current of events, and strong with their strength” (CW 

6:2.6). Emerson specifies two techniques for how to exert power in the face of what we are by 

constitution and by necessity: concentration and drill/use/routine. It is through concentration that 

“You must elect your work; you shall take what your brain can, and drop all the rest. Only so, 

can that amount of vital force accumulate, which can make the step from knowing to doing” (CW 

6:2.28). This step from knowing to doing recalls the finale of “Experience” where genius must 

be converted into practical power. The suggestion here is that practical action is achieved 

through the concrete domain of “work”—not the domain of idle thought, which the artist may 

have, but the domain in which that thought is turned into “fruitfulness.” This is how Emerson can 

speak of the poet and the artist alongside politics, war, trade, and “all management of human 

affairs”: they all share in the need to concentrate on one domain and exert some force for good 

(CW 6:2.29).  

The second technique is often given short shrift, but is in fact vital insofar as it recalls the 

importance that Emerson placed on both habit and education. Indeed, the power of habit/routine 
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 This seems to be a reference to Plato’s chariot allegory in the Phaedrus, in which the charioteer is driven both 

by a rational/moral horse, and by an irrational/hedonistic horse. 
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for cultivating oneself (here, as a “substitute for temperament”) is somewhat crudely called 

“husbandry,” giving the notion a connotation that invokes the reproductive forces of nature (CW 

6:2.31, 2.34).
242

 Emerson coyly notes that there are powers that are being left out here (“I know 

what I abstain from”), which would leave open the possibility of an ecstatic rupturing—possibly 

the kind of experience that is left open at the end of “Illusion.” Nonetheless, this notion of 

intentional and habitual cultivation in “the work of the day” stands as an essential feature of what 

it means to be a moral being (CW 6:2.33). Emerson notes that he is unable to do full justice to 

this notion at the end of “Power,” and thus will defer the topic until “Culture” and “Worship,” 

the two essays where it becomes clear that religious practices and institutions are one of the main 

sites for this particular form of cultivation through habit. Or as Emerson connects them, using the 

language of “flowering” that evokes husbandry and cultivation: “the whole state of man is a state 

of culture; and its flowering and completion may be described as Religion, or Worship” (CW 

6:6.6).  

Before turning to the religious life, it is important to say a bit more about Compensation. 

As before, Compensation is one of the ways that Emerson rebuked a pernicious form of 

skepticism, which Emerson often described in a Humean way as “unbelief in cause and effect.” 

But just as Emerson did in the sermons, as well as a variety of essays that followed, skepticism is 

reinterpreted not as a claim about the knowledge of things, but a claim about our moral lives. 

Skepticism in this sense would be the doubt that “we are the builders of our fortunes,” which is 

another way of describing the doubt that “As we are, so we do; and as we do, so is it done to us” 

(CW 6:6.22). This is the “law” at the heart of both the human mind and Nature—in that way, 

Emerson glosses it as the “moral sentiment.” Here, a thorough “skepticism” indicates that one 
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 Robinson calls this second technique “persistence,” a term that I avoid because it lacks the implication of 

cultivation that habit and routine imply. Conduct of Life, 139. 
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lacks “any sense of greatness,” which Emerson equates to “atheism” because, for him, to lack an 

ideal towards which one aspires is precisely to lack a god (LL 2:3-4). For this strict skeptic, there 

is no sense that one aspires towards something higher because there is no sense in which moral 

action is firmly tied to good consequences. Whether or not we have good fortune, in other words, 

does not depend for the skeptic upon what one does in the world—it is all a matter of luck. This 

“eclipse” of the “light of the mind” is precisely the situation that Emerson believes America has 

found itself in the 1850s—and it is because of this conception of God as an ideal that Emerson is 

able to claim that the Fugitive Slave Act denies any higher law in the universe. In a striking turn, 

he even connects the law to the pervasiveness of skepticism because it “uprooted the foundations 

of rectitude and denies the existence of God” (LL 2:7).
243
 

In “Considerations by the Way” the law is explored by means of a theodicy. Emerson 

admits that there are far more “malefactors” in the world than “benefactors,” and that “the 

majority are wicked,” a fact which is represented often by Emerson in his addresses on slavery 

(CW 6:7.3, 7.7; LL 1:262, 335). To make sense of this, Emerson turns to a natural metaphor: 

“The frost which kills the harvest of a year, saves the harvests of a century, by destroying the 

weevil or the locust. Wars, fires, plagues break up immoveable routine, clear the ground of rotten 

races and dens of distempter, and open a fair field to new men” (CW 6:7.8). Reading this 

passage, it is hard not to see it as Emerson’s attempt to justify the increasingly likely physical 

conflict between the north and south—the “rotten system” that is to be shattered by “war or 

revolution or bankruptcy” seems to be the rotten system of chattel slavery. Emerson’s increasing 

sympathy for violence has been well noted, and his speech on John Brown, which was delivered 
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 Emerson makes the passing of the act analogous to a French mockery of reason, where mocking reason is 

presented as a form of atheism: “In the French Revolution, there was a day when the Parisians took a strumpet from 

the street, seated her in a chariot, and led her in procession, saying, ‘This is the Goddess of Reason’.” (LL 2:7) 
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in 1860 (the same year that The Conduct of Life was published), makes it a point to see him as a 

religious man, informed by “Orthodox Calvinists” who served humankind by living toward 

“ideal ends,” and preparing all for a “higher world” (EAW 122). In his not so veiled attempt to 

justify physical conflict, Emerson came to see that evil could be necessary for the project of 

reform because sometimes only evil can shatter an evil system. Just as plants are “fed from 

manure,” “We only insist that the man meliorate, and that the plant grow upward, and convert 

the base into the better nature” (CW 6:7.13). Evil becomes justified in the present as necessary 

for the achievement of the good, as being the only thing powerful enough for melioration to 

occur, and thus for the possibility of uplift. Whereas in the past Emerson perhaps had other 

grounds for his doctrine of compensation, it seems clear that compensation is here a necessary 

prerequisite for potentially immoral acts against the calamity that is slavery. One has to have a 

hope the one’s actions will ultimately bring about a more moral world, and that an evil will 

ultimately led towards the good. Without this, a moral revolution seems impossible. 

 

b. Religious Life 

My claim up to this point has been that The Conduct of Life, together with a good deal of 

Emerson’s work in the 1850s and 1860s, was an attempt to focus on how the way in which one 

lives in and through daily tasks can both serve as a site for ethical growth, as well as a site for 

ethical reflection. The goal, ultimately, is to arrive at “culture” which “redresses [a person’s] 

balance, puts him among his equals and superiors, revives the delicious sense of sympathy, and 

warms him of the dangers of solitude and repulsion” (CW 6:4.10). It is in this notion of “culture” 

that we find Emerson developing the importance of social ties (“A great part of our education is 

sympathetic and social”), as well as the capacity to transcend oneself to achieve the “loftiness of 
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thought and power to marshal and adjust particulars, which can only come from an insight of 

their whole connexion” (CW 6:4.25, 4.35). The culmination of these two points occurs in 

“Worship,” where the “flowering and completion” of one’s intentional cultivation becomes 

“religion” (CW 6:6.6). 

A good chunk of “Worship” was taken, word for word, from the third lecture of 

Emerson’s Mind and Manners of the Nineteenth Century lecture series, “The Tendencies and 

Duties of Men of Thought,” first delivered in 1848. In modified form, this lecture also came to 

be the final lecture in a series that he titled, “Natural History of the Intellect.” Both this lecture 

and “Worship” reiterate the claim that was central to the Divinity School Address, that is, that 

the mid-nineteenth century is a “transition period” where those former faiths which “have made 

the nations” have “spent their force.”
244

 This has left people in search of something to replace 

faiths which no longer seem viable (LL 1:188; compare to CW 6:6.9). The disorientation and 

skepticism that comes from this loss of the old faiths is so pervasive that “the question of 

Religion” has now become that “universal question of modern times” (LL 1:188). The strategy in 

both texts is similar: the loss of the old faiths does not mean that religion is somehow absent 

from modern life—that is, it is not the case that one is entering a new secular period—but that 

religion is taking on new “forms,” ones that are perhaps not recognized as such because they are 

still in the earliest stages of formation. Indeed, the greatest “believers” are always viewed as 

atheistic infidels (LL 1:98). For Emerson, “there is as much [religion] now as ever there was,” a 

point which people have failed to see because they tend to promote one “element” of religion 

over all other elements, distorting what the essence of religion is, and thus presuming to see the 

disappearance of religion itself in the disappearance of a particular form (LL 1:109). This, I take 
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 Emerson, of course, held that we are always in a transition period. It just so happens that his transition period 

has presented itself as a particularly acute crisis of religion. 
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it, is also symptomatic of the “fatal trait” that is dooming many particular forms of religion for 

him, that is, “the divorce between religion and morality” (CW 6:6.9). Understanding religion in 

its moral form thus allows one to see how people have “run mad for the pronouncer [of a 

religion], and forgot the religion;” in other words, the popular opinion is that once the particular 

“holy person” is forgotten, then the religion has disappeared (LL 1:189). Both texts end with the 

vision of “a new Church founded on moral science,” which is supposed to serve as a potential 

answer to the “question of Religion” and its prospects of a morally aimless society (LL 1:189; 

CW 6:6.52). 

What is interesting about the earlier lecture is that it is focuses more on reworking the 

idea of inspiration in a way that is not central to the later essay. This can be partly attributed to 

the lecture’s context within a discourse about the intellect, whereas “Worship” is a central piece 

of Emerson’s examination of practical morality in the conduct one’s life. In the former, 

inspiration is intended to do much of the work that the moral sentiment is supposed to do: to 

provide “a public or universal light” by being “the continuation of the divine Effort that built the 

man” (LL 1:178). Inspiration, for this lecture series, is closely grounded in the identity between 

the intellect and nature (LL 1:155-156). Once one recognizes this identity, one can attempt to 

bring one’s life “into union with nature,” which will make “his thoughts run parallel with the 

creative law” (LL 1:162). This way of understanding the intimacy of human and nature was one 

of the strategies for facing skepticism about the moral that I explored in the previous section. 

Here, Emerson seems to take it a further step by elaborating this identity through the theory of 

Omoiomeria, that all things are composed of the same stuff (Emerson sees that this need not be 

atoms). The identity between human and world is parallel to the identity between intellect and 

nature: even that “act of Imagination is the sharing of the ethereal currents” (LL 1:162).  
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Practically, Emerson thinks that he can find this identity through the idea of “instinct.” 

For him, “the Instinct begins at this low point on the surface of the earth, and works for the 

necessities of the human being, then ascends, step by step, to suggestions, which are, when 

expressed, the intellectual and moral laws” (LL 1:177). Furthermore, inspiration is instinct “at 

last put in action.” By grounding inspiration in instinct, Emerson is making the connection 

between our most abstract and universalized forms of thinking and the very concrete and 

practical ways that we must act in and with the world. For modern readers, this invocation of 

instinct should seem quaint and simplistic—it is at once glaringly optimistic in its universality, 

while at the same time reductive in a way that seems at odds with Emerson’s concern for the 

irreducible complexity of both persons and nature. These concerns, at least, don’t make their way 

into the lecture. Instead, Emerson wants to use this basic activity to reaffirm his insistence that 

“we have a higher than a personal interest”—which had been expressed as the moral and the 

religious, but here takes on a sense of universality through adherence to nature—by making that 

higher interest an outcome of our very being as creatures (LL 1:182). In doing so, he finds an 

“ethics of thought,” a sort of “religious office,” which forces us to understand our thoughts about 

the world as connected to our efforts to hope and strive (LL 1:183). The point for Emerson seems 

to be that intellect is always also moral and must point towards the betterment of people.  

Curiously, the lecture ends with two sentences that Emerson omitted from “Worship,” 

even though he kept the rest of the paragraph: “The joy of knowledge, the late discovery that the 

veil which hid all things from him is really transparent, transparent everywhere to pure eyes, and 

the heart of trust which every perception fortifies,—renew life for him. He finds, that events 

spring from the same root as persons; the Universe understands itself, and all the parts play with 

a sure harmony” (LL 1:189). This assured transparency is in strident contrast with The Conduct 
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of Life’s emphasis on illusion being an ever present possibility. Perhaps Emerson realized that 

his emphasis on intellect in the earlier lecture would not get him to the kind of social ethics that 

he wanted to develop. Certainly, the intellect does not play a large role in “Worship,” where it is 

overtaken by a sense of work and practical cultivation. Emerson retains the “intimate 

interdependence” between intellect and morals from the earlier lecture, but instinct ceases to be a 

driver of religious practice (CW 6:6.17). One way to explain the difference would be to 

emphasize that instinct became too difficult to maintain as ineluctably moral in the face of the 

growing need for violence over slavery. Furthermore, Emerson might also have realized that his 

claims about instinct seem to fly in the face of his rejection of the reductionist accounts of human 

persons that he eagerly criticized in Essays: Second Series.  

Nevertheless, “Worship” retains the sense that there is some force that works beneath the 

human, and thus ensures a particular kind of moral universe, even if this force is no longer 

instinct. In fact, he completes the essay by returning to the theory of Omoiomeria as the “last 

lesson of life”: “Man is made of the same atoms as the world is, he shares the same impressions, 

predispositions, and destiny” (CW 6:6.50). This idea seems to be the main function of the 

prefatory poem as well, where “Jove” is treated as a person who can be subject to various forms 

of torment, but remain unscathed; who is misunderstood as “Fate” because he is able to “crown / 

the truth, and hurl wrongdoers down;” who can be seen in the eyes of another; and who “Floods 

with blessings unawares” (CW 6:6.1). Most importantly, though, Emerson’s final point in the 

poem—which reiterates his central theological commitment—is that there is no “mystic line” 

that divides the human from the divine, and there is no clear division between “his” and “thine.” 

This intimacy is expressed in the nearness of humans to the world in which they must always be 

present, just as in the earlier lecture. The way to think about this is through Emerson’s organic 
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metaphors, which seem to function in much the same way that his discussion of instinct had 

previously: “We are born believing. A man bears beliefs, as a tree bears apples” (CW 6:6.4).
245

 

Because of this relationship between human and the world, Emerson offers the consolation that 

we ought not to be too uneasy, as many have been, about the loss of the “old faiths” because 

although there seems to be some “anarchy in our ecclesiastic realms,” we still “make shift to 

live” (CW 6:6.4).
246

 The “public nature”—that is, “the religion”—cannot be gotten rid of as 

easily as the loss of one of these old forms of faith (CW 6:6.5). The goal, then, is to specify how 

this making “shift to live” can promote the public nature of humans, thus forming a kind of new 

Church, the one that much of Emerson’s eschatological and Christological anticipation (the “new 

teacher”) have pointed towards throughout his career. 

The modern condition that the early sections of “Worship” describe, in which there is “a 

feeling that religion is gone,” is generally presented as a kind of skepticism that produces 

“distrust in human virtue” (CW 6:6.9-6.10). This distrust in human virtue leads people to be 

concerned only with present material comforts, reducing morality to the “arts of comfort,” and 

denying any virtue that doesn’t produce immediate visible results. Many of the prevailing forms 

of religion have failed to hold sway over this new skepticism because the churches “stagger 

backward to the mummeries of the dark ages,” a criticism of the formal churches that fits with 

criticisms in many of his sermons (CW 6:6.9). Yet despite this current state, with all the usual 
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 This accords with Emerson’s response to Montaigne’s skepticism, which is to acknowledge its power while 

limiting its claims: “We are natural believers.” Part of Emerson’s point is a kind of anticipation of Charles Sanders 

Pierce’s position: it is possible to be skeptical, by only within a larger system of beliefs, which for Emerson, is just 

part of the natural condition of humans who must believe because of our relation to the natural world and our 

activity within it (CW 4:96). 
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 By this point in his thinking, anarchy in the ecclesiastical realm might actually be a good thing because of the 

support than some Christian churches, both explicitly and implicitly, had given to chattel slavery. The fact that 
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are of any use in themselves; the devil nestles comfortably into them all. There is no help but in the head, and heart, 

and hamstrings of a man” (LL 1:342). That is, there is no help but in the moral nature of a person. The issue of 
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criticisms of religion with which his audience would have been familiar (the “‘universal decay of 

religion’, &c. &c.” indicates familiarity with these criticisms), “the moral sense reappears to-day 

with the same morning newness that has been from of old the fountain of beauty and strength” 

(CW 6:6.13). This is described as a kind of “ecstasy,” although an ecstasy for which we have a 

“total inexperience” in the world, one that points us towards some ultimate moment (perhaps 

purely anticipatory) where we “deal with real being,—essences with essences.” In the swinging 

pendulum between individualism and “religious training,” Emerson celebrates that the trend of 

the times is towards individualism, where the “the Spirit,” invoked in Christian terms, speaks to 

the individual: “‘How is it with thee? thee personally? is it well, is it ill?’” This is the kind of 

movement that would be necessary for a religious revolution to occur: the old training and its 

codification in a “representative system” must be pushed aside for a renewed religion of “wild 

beauty” like the crab fruit. 

Emerson turns to “ecstasy” at this moment because it is not a product of the 

understanding that deals with the knowledge we can have about the world. It gives him the 

inroads to turn to sentiment, which is not containable by the material and prudential reasoning 

with which the understanding functions. Crucially, the primary experience of sentiment for him 

is love, “the redeemer and instructor of souls” (CW 6.6.17). As Emerson concludes, we ought to 

replace “sentimentalism by realism,” because what these sentiments like love and human 

relations teach us is not just how we feel in response to particular events, but rather they teach us 

something about the laws that govern the world (CW 6:6.14). This is not gotten by “theologic 

creeds” or “theologic discipline,” but, rather, comes from obeying “your moral perceptions at 

this hour.” That is to say, discovering these laws does not require the kinds of theological creeds 
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or discipline that have characterized the Calvinist theology of New England, which seeks to 

change one’s sentiment from something it was not previously, but rather an attention to and 

cultivation of what was available already.  

This does not preclude worship, of course, because as a kind of “performance,” worship 

can serve as a “source of intellect” by instigating and promoting the moral sentiment. It is in 

worship that individuals come together, where they impress upon one another the moral 

sentiment, thus inspiring each other to further refine that sentiment. Thus, “holiness” is only 

gotten by public force, being able to know the nature of things not just in one’s private way, but 

in a way that is open to all (CW 6:6.16). How then does Emerson connect this sense of the moral 

sentiment to the performative idea of work and labor which becomes one of the major topics of 

the latter half of the essay? 

In “Worship,” both religion and worship are understood as “the attitude of those who see 

this unity, intimacy, and sincerity; who see that, against all appearances, the nature of things 

works for truth and right forever” (CW 6:6.19). This “attitude” is clearly in contrast to the 

attitude of the skeptic who does not see unity, intimacy, or sincerity, and who doubts that things 

work towards the right and truth. This attitude is not something that one has in his private self, 

though, because what you are is always “secretly conveyed” from you to another (CW 6:6.29). 

Emerson’s point is that although character might treat the development of individuals, character 

is not itself a private matter because the character of one person is instantly communicated 

despite efforts to “hold it back” or “articulate something different” (CW 6:6.32). This again is a 

consequence of the one-world idea of Compensation: if one were able to have a character that 

was merely private, to act in ways that do not convey that character but disguise it or make 

others think that you are something different than what you are, then the essential moral 
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imperative to cultivate oneself would have a degree of separation from the practical 

consequences of that cultivation in the world. Character would then be making one private, 

rather than making one more public. And just as Emerson did in the earliest sermons, he invokes 

the idea of immortality as a way to reinforce this idea: “Immortality will come to such as are fit 

for it, and he who would be a great soul in future, must be a great soul now” (CW 6:6.48). 

Crucially, if immortality must be “proved,” which was the demand that so pressed on his 

congregation in the 1830s, then it can only be proved “from our own activity and designs, which 

imply an interminable future for their play.” Rather than immortality referring to a future life, it 

here comes to be a way of thinking about the future of our life—it comes to be a way of looking 

forward and therefore holding hope, while at the same time driving home the imperative that 

moral activity has to focus on activities now.  

The present focus, thus, revolves around Emerson’s usage of work and labor, or those 

places of performance. As Emerson makes clear, “What is called religion effeminates and 

demoralizes” (CW 6:6.49). Unfortunately for modern readers, Emerson is using “effeminates” to 

indicate a lack of action, a lack of practical performance, one that Emerson at times thought lead 

towards the negative side of mysticism. Emerson operated with an essentialized form of gender, 

while at the same time, he seemed to advocate for a kind of balancing of the masculine and 

feminine in all individuals, regardless of gender.
247

 For example, Emerson criticized Margaret 

Fuller’s theological writing as being too feminine in the sense that it was too mystical and 

removed from the practical lives of individuals.
248

 For him, “The weight of the Universe is 
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pressed down on the shoulders of each moral agent to hold him to his task. The only path of 

escape known in all the worlds of God is performance” (CW 6:6.49). What is “masculine,” then, 

is this willingness to act. Emerson formulated his idea of work in various ways in the essay: in 

terms of loving to do one’s work “rightly” (CW 6:2.28); that one’s “task is his life-preserver” and 

that knowing one’s work is “dear to God” “defends him” (CW 6:6.36); and that the one who 

“finds support in labor” by “sympathy with the invisible and real” therefore makes the choice of 

virtue and religion (CW 6:6.45). Rather than religion being an escape from work and labor, 

religion here is inflected upon work and labor—it becomes the particular “attitude” with which 

one does one’s quotidian activities in the world. This attitude finds the virtue in labor, sees it as 

the site of cultivation, and thus sees it as a site where divinity is present, where one is able to 

express the “intimacy of Divinity in the atoms” by acting virtuously. Putting this into an organic 

metaphor, he says that this is when “assurances and previsions emanate” from a person’s body 

and mind, just as “incense exhales” from flowers (CW 6:6.35).  

Emerson’s final call, then, is for a religion that is intellectually sound—that is, a religion 

with a faith grounded in that which is “its own evidence” (CW 6:6.51). This is a faith for the 

“scientific mind,” but not a scientific faith in the Lockean sense; rather, it is a faith that seeks 

after the practical wisdom found in life. It is this practical wisdom—which I established above—

that is its own evidence because it can be immediately affirmed by experience, as having arisen 

out of it, and therefore garnering a kind of assent that is not had by theological and philosophical 

argument that operates at a remove from the practical lives of individuals. It is also scientific in 

the sense that it sees only one world and humans as a piece of that one world—this is the 

essential conclusion about science that Emerson’s idealism has been after from the beginning. 

Thus, Emerson concludes with the “new church founded on moral science” (CW 6:6.52). This 
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“church” aligns with the reinterpretation of the “church” that I explored in the previous chapter, 

which sees it as essentially “education,” one which is broad and inclusive. This church would 

“embody” truths and laws “in outward form, for the sake of preserving to the seer himself the 

remembrance of his vision, and of provoking all men to efforts after this beatitude” (EL 2:93). 

Because it embodies truths and laws, it is appropriate to call it a church of “moral science,” 

meaning one which takes its essential role as promulgating the unifying purposes of the moral. 

As I showed in my discussion of the Divinity School Address, this is an effort to remake the 

church into something that is universal, useful, and exalting. It will have a preacher who seeks to 

“convert life into truth” (CW 1:86). 

But this church will be different from the current church. It will be “without shawms, or 

psaltery, or sackbut,” terms that serve as “ornamental reminders of the old church” and thus 

allow him to distance this new church from foreign ideas and a foreign history (CW 6:6.52).
249

 

Instead, this is a church that is not confined to a building (“it will have heaven and earth for its 

beams and rafters”), uses the natural world as its material (it will have “science for symbol and 

illustration”), and which builds its own set of representative media (“it will fast enough gather 

beauty, music, picture, poetry”) (CW 6:6.52). It will connect each person to the universal and 

public part of himself (“the nameless Thought, the nameless Power, the superpersonal Heart”), 

which makes him a more public and therefore more complete person. It will point him towards 

“great duty,” and the “neighborhood of the great.” In sum, this is a church of the moral 

sentiment. But as I have been stressing in my reading of The Conduct of Life, although Emerson 

finds a way to use ecstatic moments for religious purposes, his religious thought is not focused 

on these ecstatic moments as the prime site for religious life. In other words, to be religious one 
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ought not to seek ever more intense mystical states. Rather, sometimes ecstasy is needed to get 

us to view the daily activities of life differently, to prompt us to take a different attitude towards 

our activities. This is why “Worship” ends with the church rather than the individual spiritual 

quest. Worship is the culmination of the progress of the religious sentiment, and Emerson’s 

worries about mysticism (especially Fuller’s) make it so that religion always returns to the public 

rather than escaping from it. In fact, to “find” the church is to see how one’s quotidian activities, 

especially in concrete relations to others, indicate and reflect these “transcendental” implications 

of church. It is thus to find this church, and thus to find the performance of worship, in the 

“transcendentalism of common life.”  

 

V. Conclusion - Taking Stock 

As this chapter and the previous methodically worked through Emersonian corpus to 

trace his religious thought over the course of his career, it is important to make a few 

conclusions. As with all things for Emerson, there is an openness to the traditional categories of 

what is commonly taken to be the religious. This means, of course, that any conclusions are 

bound to be tenuous. Nevertheless, the following three themes should stand out in the account 

that I have developed. 

 

a. (Natural) Theology 

I began this chapter by observing how Emerson formulates his version of a “natural 

theology” that intends to read the high aims of humans in an open-ended set of cultural and 

intellectual expressions that are constantly being newly generated, which he broadens to include 

“conversation, fiction, proverbs, and the very thoughts of men at the present day” (EL 3:286-
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287). This positive take on theology is generally overshadowed by his more numerous 

condemnations of those kinds of theology that he dismisses as a form of “dialect” that speaks 

only in a limited system of representations, a view that ultimately leads him to declare that the 

cramped confines of the formal church is a “system of despair” (EL 3:291). But rather than take 

these condemnations of theology as being a rejection of theology itself, I have hoped to show 

that there is a way to read Emerson as invested in a theological project throughout the corpus. In 

short, that theological project is an attempt to view how the ideal is conveyed in the actual, 

which is a form of theology insofar as it seeks to express how the divine (the ideal) appears in 

the finite forms of the human.  

This seems to be one of the main worries that emerged after the Divinity School Address. 

If theology is no longer a distinct domain of knowledge that requires a special professional class 

to do it, then Emerson would seem to be working a revolution in who and what is able to speak 

with theological authority. For example, this is one of the undercurrents of Andrews Norton’s 

famous attacks on Emerson’s theology, which he derides as infected by the pernicious influence 

of the Germans. According to Norton, there is a responsibility for the theologian to work out his 

doctrines systematically, making sure that “future investigation will not lead him to change 

them.” This sets up a special class of theologians, like the institutionally employed Norton, who 

are able to bear this burden of intensive study and reflection, so much so that to be an 

“instructor” one must have “labored to qualify himself morally and intellectually for its proper 

performance.”
250

 For scholars like Norton who had spent a lifetime mastering biblical languages 

and texts in order to qualify himself in an academic setting concerned with the rational and 

systematic presentation of theological ideas, it came as a shock to think that theology could be 
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found not only in a variety of cultural productions outside of interpretations of scriptural canon, 

but also in the quotidian thoughts and wisdom of the common people. Although he was not the 

only one to do so at the time, Emerson’s theological revolution democratized who could speak 

theologically, and in turn, inspired people to find ways to express how divinity could be present 

in nearly all aspects of a person’s life. It is in this way that an Emersonian understanding of 

theology resembles more a liberation theology than it does much of the systematic and rational 

theology out of which it emerged.
251

 It might be more proper to call what Emerson is doing a 

form of theological thinking, one that stresses the turn towards the ordinary lives of people as a 

place in which to theologically reflect on their particular manner of relating the ideal and the 

actual. In this sense, the farmer has as much right to speak theologically as the “theologian,” if 

that farmer can witness in his own life the way that the ideal is present and can reflectively take 

hold of his efforts at making the ideal actual. It is through this way of thinking theologically that 

people are able to seek after the divine by recognizing and expressing their duty. Theological 

thinking, then, is one form of the transcendentalism of the common life. My claim throughout 

has been that a turn to literature—which is often the way of justifying a “secular” reading of 

Emerson—is actually a move to make theology more plural and hence a more adequate 

expression, not to abandon it. 

 

b. Mysticism and Metaphysics 
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If we take Emerson as our guide here, there is a way in which mysticism and metaphysics 

both tend towards the same problem: they end up being static rather than dynamic. When 

Emerson presents Swedenborg as his representative mystic, he admires Swedenborg’s ability to 

see the natural as indicative of spiritual truth—this is the sense of mystical correspondence that 

commentators through the twentieth century fixed upon as Emerson’s primary theological 

position. Nevertheless, Emerson ultimately finds Swedenborg’s mysticism to be problematic 

because it “fastens each natural object to a theologic notion,” rather than allowing these relations 

to be under constant evolution and change. This is what ultimately leads Swedenborg’s theology 

to be under a kind of “cramp”: it is permanently bound to a static, and hence unprogressive, set 

of Christian “symbols” (CW 4:68, 77). Thus, Swedenborg’s mysticism tends towards a “coherent 

and elaborate” system, the mere intimation of which is enough for Emerson to question its 

intellectual promise. The metaphysician, for Emerson, is often doing the same, seeking after a 

“completeness of system” which he claims is like “the gnat grasping the world” (W 12:12). 

These are instances of intellectual hubris because they suppose that a finite human has somehow 

escaped the confines of his finite knowledge. In turn, their inquiries are limited and they cannot 

appreciate the multitude of ways of seeing oneself that Emerson wants to enable. Metaphysics 

has the tendency to divorce itself from life, to ignore “rough experience” in an effort to create a 

coherent account of the world (W 12:13). But it is within the rough experience that Emerson 

wants to locate his way of doing philosophy.  

Nonetheless, Emerson does have an interest in metaphysics—which I think parallels his 

interest in mysticism—but one which is in “not the logic, but the power, if any, which it brings 

into science and literature.” Or as he puts it, “My metaphysics are to the end of use” (W 12:13). 

Similarly, mysticism serves Emerson only insofar as it proves useful. One could say it is useful 
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insofar as it enables better selves in rough experience. Emerson’s critique of Fuller is that she is 

often “tainted with a mysticism” in which “a host of trifles” is exaggerated into “a dazzling 

mythology.”
252

 This dazzling mythology takes away from the moral import of her thought, 

because rather than inspire a common moral sentiment, the reader becomes stuck trying to 

interpret the meaning of the author’s symbols, which only turn out to be a product of her private 

concerns. Even Emerson’s transparent eyeball passage—that supposedly paradigmatic mystical 

moment in his work—I read as ultimately an experience that is supposed to lead into the 

meditation of Nature, not as itself a moment of private intuition. I think the question for both 

metaphysics and mysticism, when they appear in Emerson’s work, is what use they are being put 

towards—which ultimately seems to redound to the promotion of the moral sentiment.  

There are places, of course, where Emerson seems to step outside these more constrained 

notions of mysticism and metaphysics. In his attempt to add poetic content to our experiences, he 

sometimes seems to verge on intuitionism—that he has received a kind of direct intuitive 

revelation about the nature of things. This is, of course, how he can be included among the 

intuitionist school of American philosophy late in the nineteenth century. Indeed, I think we 

might question Emerson when he seems to go outside the bounds of his own stated concerns 

about mysticism and metaphysics. There is always the tension between the circumspect, self-

reflexive Emerson and the optimistic, prophetic Emerson. Both of these Emersons exist in his 

corpus. If I have overemphasized the former, it is because the latter is overrepresented, not 

because the latter does not exist. For instance, there is Emerson’s claim that nature itself, because 

partaking in divinity, tends towards the promotion of virtue in the individual—as though the 

world itself was metaphysically structured in a way that encourages human goodness. This claim 
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appears in Emerson’s work, and it has been enough for many to reject him as naively optimistic, 

unable to handle the dark side of human experience. To honor what I take to be the importance 

of instability in his religious thought, the idea that any overarching metaphysical claim is 

intellectual hubris, I deemphasized claims like this. Instead, I argued that what was more 

important for Emerson is not the viability of the claim, but the moral reasons he has for making 

it. As Emerson himself seems often to be pointing out, our assertions are always poised 

somewhere between an idealism and a realism, somewhere between the human grounds for 

making such a claim and the world which is not always responsive to those claims. Nevertheless, 

these are interpretive choices on my part, and they open up spaces of difference between my 

claims and certain portions of the corpus.  

 

c. Churches, Theism, and Post-Christianity 

My claim throughout these two chapters has been that I read Emerson as not abandoning 

the Church, but some churches. In fact, given his pluralistic commitments, it might be better to 

think only in terms of local churches. Emerson had an ecclesiology, although at times his calls 

for the cultivation of the individual tend to obscure the role for a church. On his account, a 

church’s function is to serve as a site of education through the preservation and dissemination of 

the means of moral cultivation. He is, in this way, not signing off, nor does he advocate signing 

off. Rather, he is a reformer who sees himself as describing what was implicit within the 

Christian church all along (although not exclusively), but which was neglected when the Church 

(through its various churches) elevated adherence to dogma over the cultivation of its members, 

and when it chose to speak only through a narrow sets of canonical terms to the exclusion of all 

other spheres of culture. What this reveals, I think, is that Emerson would reject the notion that 
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he is a secularizing precisely because he is rejecting the notion that there is an autonomous 

domain called the “secular”—that one can actually sign off. To think that there are certain 

“religious” aspects of life, like the church, that stand in distinction to the “secular” pursuits (like 

literature, or any other of the “aesthetic” arenas that critics often place him into in opposition to 

the “religious”) is to subscribe to the same narrowness that Emerson thinks afflicts many of the 

churches of his day. It is akin to his recurring claim that to look for miracles is to fail to see how 

“All our life is a miracle” (CS 3:80). 

For churches themselves, Emerson makes it clear that while they will necessarily retain 

some traditional elements, such as the “office of the preacher,” there is much that will change: 

“No man can tell what religious revolutions await us in the next years; and the education in the 

Divinity colleges may well hesitate and vary” (LL 2:182). This is, for Emerson, the proper 

evolution of the Christian tradition—it is towards the identity of religion with morals, towards 

“beneficent inevitabilities” (LL 2:185). And this evolution towards morals is one that shows how 

one is led out of private life to public life: “All which men value themselves for as religious 

progress,—going alone, renunciation, self-mortifying, to attain a certain religious superiority,—

is the way from, not the way to, what they seek; for it is only as our existence is shared,—not as 

it is self-hood, but as it is humanity or godhead,—that it is divine” (LL 2:188). It is because 

religious life should tend towards shared existence that a public church enabling public worship, 

and therefore public formation, is needed.  

Perhaps this makes Emerson a post-Christian.
253

 There are both reasons to like this term 

and reasons to resist it. Buell seems to hit upon both in his concluding remarks on Emerson’s 

religion. He notes that, on the one hand, Emerson can be criticized for not effectively addressing 
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how “subjective and/or ideological projection” might play a more significant role in his account 

of religion than he realizes because he neglects to fully situate himself historically. But, on the 

other hand, by abandoning a sense of exclusive salvation and a singular conception of human 

flourishing, Emerson sought to create a way to make sense of “moral or spiritual universalism … 

without homogenizing ‘the definition of humanity in all its inconceivable variety’.” This 

strategy, for Buell, remains an admirable goal in a society that is increasing pluralistic and which 

aims to find a kind of balance among competing moral identities.
254

  

With that in mind, if the term “post-Christian” is meant to obscure the historical 

indebtedness of Emerson to a Christian way of thinking—especially its often pernicious attempts 

to universalize itself—and therefore make him past-Christianity, perhaps past-religion, then the 

term tends to deny what I take to be most interesting about Emerson’s religion: that it is an 

attempt to reformulate, not abandon the tradition in which he was shaped. Like Buell, the term 

“post-Christian” in this sense can also obscure the tendency toward ideological projection—in 

which one universalizes one’s self—by omitting that Emerson operates under a particular 

Christian schema even as he seeks to widen it in new directions. But if, instead, “post-Christian” 

is meant to indicate the ways in which Christianity itself is an evolving tradition, which Emerson 

thinks it is, and how it can remain a part of individuals’ lives, which Emerson thinks it can, by 

way of informing the means of moral uplift, then the term is helpful. That is all to say, if the 

“post-” is meant to indicate that nothing in Christianity is so fundamental that it is immune to 

change, or recalling my Cavellian appropriation, that nothing is so sacred that it becomes 

immune to the process of endless criticism and revision, a criticism and revision that begins out 

of historical necessity within the context of Christian tradition, for this is the audience to whom 
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Emerson is speaking, then the post-Christian label seems appropriate for Emerson.  
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CHAPTER FOUR – MORAL PERFECTIONISM 

 

The human soul, the world, the universe are labouring on to their magnificent 

consummation. We are not fashioned thus marvellously for nought. The straining 

conceptions of man, the monuments of his reason & the whole furniture of his 

faculties is adapted to mightier views of things than the mightiest he has yet 

beheld. Roll on then thou stupendous Universe in sublime incomprehensible 

solitude, in an unbeheld but sure path. The finger of God is pointing out your way. 

And when ages shall have elapsed & time is no more[,] while the stars shall fall 

from heaven & the Sun become darkness & the Moon blood, human intellect 

purified & sublimed shall mount from perfection to perfection of unmeasured & 

ineffable enjoyment of knowledge & glory. Man shall come to the presence of 

Jehovah. (JMN 1:46) 

 

 
 

Introduction 

In the previous two chapters I presented a reading of the Emersonian corpus that takes a 

certain kind of religious project to be a central thread of seemingly disparate parts. My goal was 

to show that rather than abandoning religion, Emerson was engaging in a renegotiation of what 

counts as religion in his American context. This renegotiation entailed participating in an 

ongoing normative conversation about how individuals ought to live their lives. The essential 

insight of his renegotiation of religion is that there is a human faculty, the religious sentiment, 

which is at its core fundamentally moral. This proximity of the religious and the moral is 

Emerson’s way of changing the conversation around religion into a discussion of how one is to 

live a moral life in the world as we have it. This understanding of the moral and religious relies 

on constant work to elevate oneself, upward and onward, towards a postulated ideal. This ideal is 

often conceived by Emerson as the divine—i.e. whatever one uses to orient herself in the process 
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of becoming becomes for her a god. In this chapter, I want to open the possibility that an 

Emersonian ethics is a theological ethics precisely because the conversation about whether or not 

it qualifies as theological can reveal much about what that category means. In other words, if 

Emersonian religion aims to open the category of the theological to incorporate new possible 

configurations of divinity—that is, new expressions as well as new material for theological 

reflection in heretofore unconceivable ways, appreciating tradition but not being bound to its 

continuous iteration—then it must begin by upsetting the prevailing currents of what counts as 

theological. It must also, as I hope to have made evident in the previous chapters, open the 

boundaries between the religious and the philosophical.  

My focus on perfectionism in this chapter aims to bring together philosophy, ethics, and 

religion specifically through the work of Cavell, who offers a powerful account of Emerson’s 

moral perfectionism, one that I find both extremely useful and in need of supplementation.
255

 

The first section of the chapter explores three topics: Cavell’s account of the ordinary, his 

“(secular)” perfectionism, and the moral importance of acknowledgment. While I see these three 

Cavellian elements as crucial to any form of perfectionism, I change the Cavellian reading by 

understanding them as integral parts of Emerson’s reworking of a religious project, and thus not 

a form of “secular” philosophy—although, of course, my hope is that these boundaries will 

become fuzzy. Accordingly, in the second section of the chapter, I articulate three worries about 

Cavell’s perfectionism, and I turn to specific parts of my account of Emerson’s religious thought 

that I believe correct for these inadequacies: specifically, I focus on the moral sentiment, the 
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actual and ideal, and religious formation. By putting Cavell back into conversation with 

Emerson, I offer a way of thinking about how these Cavellian tools of perfectionism can be 

aligned with Emerson’s much neglected religious thought and not just Cavell’s philosophical 

Emerson. To make sense of what is theological about my reworked understanding of 

perfectionism, I elaborate the importance of love and develop an account of a pragmatic 

theological ideal drawing on both Emerson and Dewey. My choice of Dewey as a conversation 

partner for Emerson not only highlights how Cavell inadequately rejects the perfectionist 

connection between Dewey and Emerson, but also shows how a shared focus on a religious 

perfectionism between the two thinkers does a better job of detailing how ordinary individuals 

are formed within communities to have affective and intellectual relations with one another, that 

is, how their social life makes possible the kind of perfectionist ethical thinking that interests 

Cavell.
256

 My main focus in this chapter is Cavell because his particular way of reading Emerson 

has done so much to orient the field for those who would take Emerson seriously as an American 

philosopher, providing many valuable tools for constructing an Emersonian moral philosophy. 

But as will become clear throughout, the chapter is also about a legacy of inheriting Emerson, 

and thus as much about how we understand him as it is about Cavell. By constantly going back 

to Emerson, I hope to call up those submerged resources that were left out of the late twentieth 

century retrieval of the philosophical Emerson. 

Although Cavell’s work is seemingly intentionally ambiguous about the relation between 

religion (and, concomitantly, theology) and philosophy, there are ways that Cavell’s 
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perfectionism is an extension of, and retains central features of my account of Emersonian 

religion. Much of how Cavell conceives of philosophy as a kind of cultural criticism, one that is 

primarily concerned with the ordinary (or, in Emersonian terms, the “common”), is similar to 

Emerson’s understanding of the purpose of natural theology as I presented it in the previous 

chapters. In Cavell’s appropriation of Nietzsche, it is philosophy that has taken over the task of 

the criticism of culture from religion—or, alternatively, a “criticism of life”—once religion’s 

authority had “become questionable.”
257

 This view enables Cavell to bring the resources of 

philosophical reflection to bear on various aspects of culture that are not typically included in 

analytic philosophy’s purview, that is, films, music, and literature.
258

 Conversely, for Emerson 

religion has not become questionable, but rather certain religious forms have become 

questionable. Thus, there is a way that religion retains its position for offering a criticism of 

culture, but religion understood in a different way. Ultimately, Emerson’s understanding of 

natural theology offers a way of reflecting on all aspects of one’s life in a similar manner to 

Cavell’s expanded vision of philosophy. For an Emersonian natural theology, one examines how 

historically and culturally conditioned thoughts and expressions indicate something beyond 

themselves, and it criticizes these cultural forms in order to serve human ethical becoming. 

The relationship between philosophy and theology in Cavell’s work has been an active 

topic of conversation among scholars. My discussion will operate at some distance from this 
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body of work for reasons that I will explain shortly.
259

 My contention is that part of what has 

made the conversation about theology in Cavell’s work so difficult is that little attention has been 

paid to the specific importance of Emerson in providing a set of background assumptions about 

the role and function of religion in any perfectionist project.
260

 Perhaps this can be attributed to 

this literature’s general lack of regard for anything theological in Emerson, or the supposition 

that whatever the secular Cavell takes from Emerson, it is in some way severed from his positive 

theological claims. 

The criticism that Christian theological discourse has made against Cavell, exemplified 

by people like William Desmond and Epsen Dahl, is that his pervasive sense of self-declaration 

is theologically problematic because it seems to be a form of self-redemption and the “deification 

of human works.”
261

 Beginning with a sense of original sin and the notion that redemption can 

only be granted from outside the human sphere, many Christian theologians are unable to follow 

Cavell when he avoids or dismisses the question of sin, and instead assumes a kind of priority for 

the works of human agency that one finds with Emerson.
262

 I should note that it is not entirely 

clear that Cavell’s ambiguous statements concerning sin are intended to dismiss the idea or if he 
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intends to comment on it by marking his proximity to it; this continues to be an active discussion 

among scholars.
263

 My path in this chapter is not to discern whether or not Cavell’s occasional 

Christian references indicate a dismissal of theology or its presence behind his work—which has 

seemed to be the focus of much of the literature. Rather, I hope to indicate the connections with 

Emersonian religious thought, where such a picture of sin and redemption, while not completely 

foreign, is nonetheless not a fundamental starting point of theology. In other words, the bounds 

of what is and is not theological are not defined by the presence or absence of sin.
264

 On my 

view, an engagement with Cavell should not begin with a dichotomy between Christianity and 

Cavell (as many theologians have done), but should begin with a sense of competing conceptions 

of Christianity (or, more broadly, between various conceptions of “religion” itself, since Cavell 

is not exclusively interested in Christianity). That is, if we are willing to grant, as I have been 

arguing, that, 1) Emerson continues a tradition of Christian thought even while he begins to look 

outside of Christianity, a tradition rooted in a distinct trajectory of liberal theology in America 

that has its own worked out picture of what counts as the religious; and, 2) Cavell stands in this 

line by way of his inheritance of Emerson, then we might consider both to be offering a 

developed and provocative reimagining of the religious that participates in this liberal tradition 

but is not exclusive to it. What is at issue are various normative conceptions of “theology”—
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what counts and doesn’t count—and the place where theological notions are understood to have 

become “secular,” if such a distinction makes sense.
265

 Part of the problem with the theological 

conversation around Cavell by commentators (with no remediation by Cavell himself) has been 

that they fail to subject the ideas of the theological and religious to the kind of criticism 

concerning their boundaries to which Cavell subjects philosophy. Too often theology and 

religion become static points of comparison for a shifting philosophy.
266

 The question for many 

commentators has been too intently focused on what resources Cavell might be able to offer the 

Modern Christian theologian, rather than what kind of theology Cavell might be enabling, albeit 

unwittingly.
267
 

Given the account of Emerson that I have presented—which in important ways contains 

ideas central to Cavell, even as it exposes them as part of a wider engagement with the social 

practices of religion—I will now endeavor to ask what Cavellian perfectionism shares with 

Emersonian perfectionism that is in a substantial way informed by Emerson religious 

reimagining. In doing so, I am not abandoning the central features of Cavell’s perfectionism—

mainly, acknowledgment, conversation, the unattained but attainable self, and the endless 
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working on the self that reaches no final state—but turning them back to my account of 

Emerson. I do this because my primary concern with Cavell is that he has unnecessarily hinged 

perfectionism to a linguistic model of human becoming that seems to leave out central features 

that Emerson regards as vital for perfectionism: specifically, it requires affective relations to 

others, and it aims not for a merely intellectual self, but a self that has political and community 

engagements in practices that make it what it is. In fact, human philosophical and religious 

reflection ought to be primarily concerned with these practices.
268

 This is not to say that Cavell 

completely denies these elements, but only that they are not emphasized in a way that would 

properly hedge against the critique that his perfectionism is too remote from the ordinary lives of 

everyday people. Cavell’s view of Emerson has him, in a sense, too dependent upon “an attitude 

toward or investment in words.”
269

 Accordingly, by going back to Emerson, I draw from him 

what commentators like Lawrence Buell have seen as Emerson’s critical advantage over Cavell: 

although Emerson shares with Cavell the interrogation of “the strangeness of ordinary usage,” 

nevertheless “it is not only the subject of language that Emerson treats this way (nor 

Wittgenstein, either), but also feelings, persons, social scenes, natural forms, fabricated objects, 

and so on.”
270
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I. Cavellian Perfectionism 

Cavell’s philosophical work is wide-ranging and diverse, developing in numerous 

directions that make him somewhat unique among Anglo-American philosophers. In the account 

of Cavell that follows, I will focus on just three: the claims of the ordinary, his “(secular) 

perfectionist outlook,”
271

 and the moral importance of acknowledgment. Since my interest is 

Cavell’s usage of Emerson, I will say little about how Cavell situates himself with regards to 

Austin and Wittgenstein, the two other figures playing important roles for the development of his 

philosophical work. Nor will I have much to say about Cavell’s writing on film. My hope is to 

reconstruct enough of these three central aspects of Cavell to make sense of his relation to 

Emerson without systematically covering his thought.
272

 My aim is ultimately to use these 

Cavellian resources to highlight what I believe (along with Cavell) is contained in much of 

Emerson’s work. In doing so, I will be setting up my next section in which I will make it 

apparent what Emerson still has to contribute. 

 

a. The Ordinary 

An essential commitment of Cavell’s work is the idea of the ordinary. The ordinary 

shows up early in his corpus in relation to ordinary language philosophy, and it is later put in 

relation to his interest in romanticism. Cavell’s interest in the ordinary is what he says drew him 
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to Emerson, who talks of it as the “common,” and to romanticism in general, with Wordsworth’s 

attempt to make “the incidents of common life interesting.”
273

 For Cavell, what the ordinary is 

meant to do when it is invoked in these romantic sources (as well as in Wittgenstein and Austin) 

is establish a form of response to a skepticism that expresses a modern loss of intimacy with the 

world. Accordingly, romanticism can be understood as focusing on the ordinary in an attempt to 

redeem the world, and thus to restore a lost intimacy.
274
 

Cavell’s work has been centrally concerned with the effort to take skepticism seriously as 

a legitimate expression of what it means to be in the human condition. His strategy has been not 

to dismiss skepticism as an intellectual error or something otherwise to be philosophically solved 

and thereby gotten over; nor has it been to agree with the skeptic’s conclusion that, in fact, we 

have no knowledge of reality apart from whatever assurances we might have of our individual 

selves (i.e. that I am a mind, even if there are no others). In Cavell’s diagnosis of skepticism, we 

are not to overcome or solve skepticism precisely because it is an indication of the character of 

human life itself. What the skeptic has done—and consequently, where the skeptic errs—is what 

Cavell famously calls interpreting “a metaphysical finitude as an intellectual lack.”
275

 What this 

means is that our relationship to the world as it is presented in external world skepticism and our 

relationship to other people as presented in skepticism about other minds are not fundamentally 

relationships of knowing. By assuming that these relations are ones of knowing, the skeptic 
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hopes to overcome skepticism by coming to some kind of rational certainty about the existence 

of a reality outside of himself. Instead, Cavell argues that we must understand how our 

relationship to the world and the people in it is fundamentally one of response.
276

 What 

philosophical skepticism represents, then, is an attempt to abdicate our responsibility for this 

response by converting our limited abilities of response (our metaphysical finitude) into a 

problem of knowing (an intellectual lack) rather than a problem of how we ought to exist in 

relation to the world and others. In skepticism we abdicate our responsibility for response by, as 

it were, the “insinuation of absence, or a line, or limitation, hence the creation of a want, or 

desire.”
277

 In other words, we admit that we have lost intimacy with the world and the people in 

it, and we seek to overcome our distance by gaining knowledge over it. But this attempt to gain 

knowledge does not re-institute responsibility, but rather makes the skeptic impotent.
278
 

Thus, Cavell’s turn to the ordinary is not meant to be a protection against the threat of 

skepticism, but rather a kind of “prize” that one has to achieve in reaction to it.
279

 The emphasis 

on the achievement of the ordinary is a rejection of the idea that the ordinary is something there 
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waiting to be discovered, as though we have a body of common beliefs or common sense that 

could supply a final answer to the skeptical challenge. If this were the case, then one would only 

need to fall back on what he already knows in order not to be misled by the abstractions of the 

skeptic. To take skepticism this way, Cavell argues, is to misunderstand the projects of Austin 

and, perhaps to a greater degree, Wittgenstein. As Dula helpfully points out, a good way of 

thinking about the ordinary for Cavell is to picture it as a kind of activity of “relationship or 

conversation,” one with a “commitment to a form of questioning, a mode of criticism, a way of 

doing philosophy, a way to think.”
280

 We might also call this a form of “presentness” and 

“attentiveness.”
281

 The notions of presentness and attentiveness seem most apparent when Cavell 

writes about his sense that our “relation to the world’s existence is somehow closer than the ideas 

of believing and knowing are made to convey.” To understand our relation to the world in terms 

of belief or knowledge makes our relation to the world a linguistic feat, one which we are able to 

accurately describe and convey to others—this is the fantasy that the skeptic hopes for. But, in 

fact, Cavell thinks that it is possible that our relation to the world might be best expressed not in 

words, but in silence.
282

 Our relation to the world (and to other persons in the world), rather than 

one of belief and knowledge, is a kind of “natural relation,” but not in the sense that it can be 

taken for granted. It is “natural” in the sense that it is a part of our condition as finite creatures—

it is one of the “conditions of humanity.”
283

 What matters, then, is how we approach this 

condition through the particular attentiveness with which we stand in relation to it, and by which 
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we find our ability to be responsive to it. We are, in effect, “closer, or more intimate, [to the 

world] than the ideas of believing and knowing are made to convey.”
284

 The only remedy for 

skepticism, then, is to “wean” ourselves from expressing ourselves in ways that do not “satisfy” 

us—that is to say, to attempt to find new ways of presenting our closeness to the world, rather 

than our distance from it.
285

 To respond to skepticism is fundamentally to take responsibility for 

ourselves in order to escape the despair of a lost intimacy. To avoid the natural condition of 

humans as intimate with the world is not to make ourselves inhuman; rather, the attempt to 

escape the conditions of humanity is “itself only human,” because it indicates an attempt to avoid 

responsibility and responsive to the world and persons in it. For Cavell, only the human could 

seek to avoid its conditions of being human. Similarly, Cavell has argued that the attempt to deny 

the humanity of others is one of the most characteristically human acts. It is human to wish to—

and therefore to create intellectual ways of furnishing the wish to—escape responsibility to 

another (whether world or person), even if it is also fundamentally human to acknowledge that 

responsibility. 

Cavell finds this attentiveness to the intimacy of the world in the work of Emerson and 

Thoreau. Cavell reads Emerson’s claim in “The American Scholar” that he “explore[s] and sit[s] 

at the feet of the familiar, the low” to be Emerson’s assertion that he takes the familiar and the 

low as “his study, his guide, his guru.”
286

 In sitting at the feet of the familiar and low, he comes 

upon the “physiognomy of the ordinary,” which Cavell equates to Kierkegaard’s “perception of 
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the sublime in the everyday.”
287

 Importantly, this is not a position in which everyone always 

exists, even if the ordinary is made up of those things most near to us (“The meal in the firkin; 

the milk in the pan; the ballad in the street; the news of the board; the glance of the eye; the form 

and the gait of the body”). For Cavell, the Romantics were especially good at describing the state 

of alienation from the world in which the ordinary is not present. This is the state in which 

people are “uninterested” in the world, which means that they are not responding to it with 

attentiveness. This lack of attentiveness or interest forms the alienated state that Cavell 

oftentimes will equate to Thoreau saying that people live in “quiet desperation,” or Emerson 

pointing to people’s “secret melancholy.”
288

 This is why Thoreau must act as a “chanticleer” to 

the people of Concord, and why Emerson is at pains to convince people that they need not look 

to Europe to understand themselves, but must approach themselves anew in their lives in 

America. There must be a constant call to take on this ordinary, to win the prize of the ordinary 

through a particular redeemed stance in relation to it. This is what Cavell finds in Emerson and 

Thoreau’s efforts to address their neighbors to bring them to the task of the ordinary. At times 

Cavell will relate this to his attempt to sketch the “uncanniness of the ordinary” in his 

examination of skepticism by pointing out of how ordinary language has the ability to repudiate 

itself—it both describes the world and fails in that project. In other words, Cavell seeks to show 

how we can discover that language expresses how we desire to speak (or “word”) the world and 

thereby assert ourselves, while at the same time recognizing that what we say does not fully 
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assert ourselves, and thus we can “despair of it.” Cavell’s philosophical project, then, is to 

“[outline] the necessity, and the lack of necessity, in the sense of the human as inherently 

strange, say unstable, its quotidian as forever fantastic.”
289

 The strategy of making apparent 

human strangeness is part of the Romantic imperative to redeem the world by returning people to 

it.
290

 Making the human strange enables a recovery of what had become uninteresting, and hence 

had ceased to be an object of interrogation. In doing so, we cease to despair of the world with 

which we have lost intimacy by finding new ways of responding to it. 

This is the particular “mood” in which Cavell finds his philosophy. It is a “perpetual 

turning, and returning” to the ordinary. As Cavell points out, this is essentially anti-metaphysical 

because it is a “this-worldly” turning. Like Emerson, Cavell sees metaphysics as a turn towards 

the other-worldly, away from the ordinary in which we are called to be responsive.
291

 And as this 

turn away from metaphysics in Emerson is warranted by an understanding that every claim we 

make is moral in some way, and as moral it must register to the practical lives of individuals (he 

asks, what is the use of metaphysics), so too I see in Cavell a similar kind of concern for the 

ordinary as the site in which philosophy, with its inherently moral nature, finds its home against 

an other-worldly discourse of separation. Aligning himself with Emerson and Wittgenstein, 

Cavell writes: “ethics is not a separate field of philosophical study, but every word that comes 

from us, the address of every thought, is a moral act, a taking of sides, but not in argument.”
292

 

Cavell takes from ordinary language philosophy an emphasis on the way that words are used to 
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make claims, in which the philosophical is a particular mode or mood in which one attempts to 

take a concept “from confusion to clarity,” that is, to try to clarify what a word means as it is 

used by “anyone with the ability to use it.”
293

 That is not to say that there are not endless ways in 

which we might be critical of the ordinary usage of concepts. Indeed, Cavell’s turn towards 

romanticism seems to heighten the possibility of critique.
294

 The crucial idea for him is that one 

takes sides not through arguments, but through one’s response in the ordinary, which is the place 

where we respond to responsibilities. Finding intimacy is thus essentially moral—it is a matter of 

taking the right stance towards ourselves, others, and our world. 

 

b. Perfectionism 

The prize of the ordinary is central to Cavell’s perfectionism, in which one finds oneself 

occupying a “way of life from whose perspective all other ways of life are judged as wanting.”
295

 

Like his notion of the ordinary, Cavell’s perfectionism can be difficult to put into simple 

formulations. Indeed, this difficulty is an integral part of its structure: perfectionism is not a 

theory of moral life that can be formulated and applied, but rather “a dimension or tradition of 

the moral life” that has been apparent, in some form or another, over the entire course of Western 

thought, a dimension that any particular moral theory “may wish to accommodate.”
296

 It is 
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important to note at the outset that Cavell sees perfectionism as “embodied and developed in a 

set of texts.” Although the usage of “embodied” here might seem to be ironic—for rather than 

describing perfectionism as a set of bodily practices, and, say, likening it to rituals of formation, 

we are here talking clearly of texts which embody thoughts without clearly having bodies—it 

does not seem to me that Cavell is intending to point out this irony.
297

 The particular practices 

that interest Cavell are reading and writing and sometimes conversing, all of which essentially 

provide texts for a perfectionist reflection performed by creatures for whom “language is our 

form of life.”
298

 This point will critical when I turn to Emerson in the next section. 

The essential idea of perfectionism, insofar as it can be simplified, is that the human is a 

movement or becoming between two selves: a current self and a “next self” or “further self.”
299

 

Or to use the Emersonian phrase, my present self and my “unattained but attainable self.”
300

 As 

Cavell also puts it, using excessive quotations marks to indicate his suspicion about the terms of 

the formulation, “‘having’ ‘a’ self is a process of moving to, and from, nexts.”
301

 The next self, 

or unattained self, can be thought of as an ideal self towards which we aspire. Cavell rightly 

notes that, for Emerson, the ideal stands at “the beginning of moral thinking, as a condition, let 

us say, of moral imagination, as preparation or sign of the moral life.”
302

 This means that to have 

a moral life at all, to suppose it possible that one can be or is a moral self, one must begin with an 

ideal towards which one’s transformation can be directed. The presence of the ideal signals to the 
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present self (gives it an “intuition”) that it stands in a relation of “partial compliance” with the 

ideal self, and therefore is at a position of distance from it. It is the overcoming of that distance 

that makes up the moral life.
303

 Once one is able to see that she is at a distance from her next self, 

she gains a notion of the future: she is able to consider herself not just in relation to the present, 

but in relation to the future that she desires. But in considering this self, we are not just 

considering a self in isolation, but a self in relation to the world in which it is situated and which 

makes that self possible. This means that what we gain is a perspective on “human existence” in 

general, and a way of judging it and finding it lacking. There is perhaps no better statement of 

this divided self than in Cities of Words:  

The very conception of a divided self and a doubled world, providing a perspective of 

judgment upon the world as it is, measured against the world as it may be, tends to 

express disappointment with the world as it is, as the scene of human activity and 

prospects, and perhaps to lodge the demand or desire for a reform or transfiguration of 

the world.
304

  

 

To put it somewhat simply, perfectionism is a way of seeing the relation between the present and 

a future, what is and what could be, and to find in that distance the impetus to close the gap. 

These are what we could call the essential structural features of any perfectionism. 

Although Cavell will include many religious thinkers in his loose association of 

perfectionists and will claim that the religious language about “the state of one’s soul” carries the 

perfectionist dimension, he distances his own (Emersonian) perfectionism from a religious 

perfectionism. A religious perfectionism, for Cavell, could have two potential features that his 

Emersonian perfectionism does not.  

First, religious perfectionisms can take a view of the world as “cursed,” or can have a 
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sense of the world as “a kind of punishment for being human.”
305

 While philosophy (for Cavell) 

can seek after the redemption or self-recovery of the self in the world, it cannot seek after 

recovery from sin because “Philosophy cannot say sin.”
306

 Although not necessarily a 

repudiation of sin as a description of our human condition, what I take Cavell to be indicating 

here is that philosophy is unable to say that we are unredeemable in our world. We might 

similarly claim that philosophy cannot say “grace.”
307

 If philosophy is able to say sin, then it 

would be required to doubt the possibility of achieving the future self—the future would be no 

longer unattained but now unattainable. While Cavell does think that Emerson has a sense of the 

world as fallen, he reads this fallenness as a failure imputed to the individual when she does not 

live up to her own self-creation.
308

 The point is that an Emersonian perfectionist cannot see 

himself as constitutionally prohibited from pursuing his next self by virtue of a nature that is not, 

at least in part, his own work.
309
 

Second, religious perfectionisms can imagine a state of ultimate perfection, and imagine 

that state as finally achievable. Part of this seems to be because religious perfectionisms can have 

a sense of the absolute, whereas Emersonian perfectionism can only have the ordinary and 

everyday. It is in this sense that Cavell claims that Emerson’s view “specifically sets itself 
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against any idea of ultimate perfection.”
310

 The Cavellian perfectionist must constantly work to 

redeem herself, achieving the next self only to move beyond that next self to a further next. In 

other words, there is no rest for the Emersonian perfectionist, whereas there might be for the 

religious perfectionist.
311

  

Taken together, these two potential features of a religious perfectionism allow Cavell to 

distance himself from religion insofar as it invokes a sense of fallenness and the (possible) final 

achievement of perfection. Of course, why these particular features are given weight with 

regards to religious perfectionism is not always clear, and, indeed, Cavell does not address those 

who would disagree with him that these features might be problematic for religious reasons 

themselves. Indeed, insofar as Cavell’s interest is in those moments where religion invokes 

quietest resignation or triumphalism contentment, we might wonder whether there are other quite 

good reasons from within particular religious traditions for rejecting those views. If such is the 

case, then Cavell’s is merely a warning against a particular kind of religious perfectionism, not 

the category as such. This is a point that I will return to below. 

 

c. Acknowledgment 

If this were all there was to perfectionism, then it would be insufficient for informing a 

truly social perspective. In order for moral perfectionism to work, it is imperative that one be 

able to incorporate a response to the other that is found in the ordinary and everyday. What this 

means is that we must understand how we can take responsibility for ourselves in relation to 
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another, and, just as importantly, in relation to our world. Taking responsibility for ourselves in 

relation to the world is perhaps a provocative yet underdeveloped aspect of Cavell’s 

perfectionism, especially if that means taking responsibility for something like “nature” or the 

environment. I develop this idea in more detail with my discussion of Emerson in the next 

section as well as the following chapter. Most of Cavell’s discussion of this ethical response 

focuses on our relationship with other persons. Tyler Roberts has helpfully made clear the 

connection between a struggle with self and a struggle with others that the perfectionist must 

encounter: “Perfectionism, as the turn from the ‘actual everyday’ to the ‘ordinary’ or ‘eventual’ 

everyday, is the work of attentiveness that one performs on self and culture, a struggle with 

words and with others by which, living beyond habit and false necessity, one remains committed 

to and expands our ordinary agreements.”
312

 In this context, to expand our ordinary agreements 

means to be able to overcome what Cavell will sometimes call “soul-blindness” by treating 

“persons as persons” as opposed to things.
313

 Being able to treat the other as a person is a matter 

of responding to the other and finding the ordinary together. 

This brings me, then, to what I take as the central ethical imperative of the perfectionist: 

you must work to make yourself intelligible to yourself and to others. For a perfectionist to be 

able to reflect on her present self in relation to her next (ideal) self and therefore engage in the 

task of philosophical reflection, she must make herself intelligible to herself. This is the way that 

Cavell understands moral reasoning, which aims “to take me from confusion to (relative) clarity 

in seeking a world I can want.”
314

 In order to seek this world that I can want, I have to come to 
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some clarity about why I want it, which involves clarity both about my present self as well as 

about the next self that I seek and desire. One does this by “providing reasons for one’s conduct, 

for the justification of one’s life,” an activity that only occurs in “confrontation and 

conversation” with another as we seek to determine whether “we can live together, accept one 

another into the aspirations of our lives.”
315

 Cavell sees this as an extension of Wittgenstein’s 

basic insight that we are social creatures, and that our ability to engage and communicate with 

one another requires that we share a form of life. This is why Cavell puts such weight on the 

relationship with the friend that helps one along one’s moral journey: the friend is the person 

with whom we can be invested in a shared form of life.
316

 One of the primary means of accepting 

this responsibility of making ourselves intelligible, and thus determining whether we can live 

together, is Cavell’s notion of acknowledgment. 

Cavell’s first major formulation of the notion of acknowledgment occurs in his essay 

“Knowing and Acknowledging,” where he grapples with what the skeptical problem of others 

minds—specifically, whether I can ever really know another’s pain—might tell us about our 

relations with each other. Cavell is interested in that point where the question of whether I can 

know that another person feels pain becomes a question of whether or not we can feel the same 

thing. In order to get the proper perspective on the problem, the skeptic asks herself whether she 

can know another’s pain like she knows her own, turning the knowledge of pain into a point 

which might unite the two. Crucially, Cavell claims that the skeptical question about knowing 

another’s pain (which is accepted by the anti-skeptic as well) opens a gap between the skeptic 
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and the other whose pain she wishes to know.
317

 The ordinary observation that a person’s 

behavior is not always indicative of pain, because there might be circumstances in which that 

pain is concealed, is allowed to expand into a question of whether any pain behavior at all 

indicates a real presence of pain. Thus, we are thrown into doubt about whether we are the same 

kind of being, or whether one of us is a cleverly disguised automaton. What this skeptical 

problem draws out, then, is that our questioning of whether or not we can know another’s pain 

leads into, or is expressive of, a denial of intimacy in which we are at a distance from each other. 

When Cavell introduces the idea of acknowledgment into this discussion, I take it that he 

hopes to indicate the ways in which intimacy is lost if we focus on knowing as the central means 

of overcoming the distance between people. That is, Cavell points out that one of the ordinary 

usages of the peculiar phrase, “I know I am in pain,” when spoken by an individual, is to 

acknowledge it to another, and therefore to admit it to another.
318

 What I am doing when I 

acknowledge my pain is that I allow myself (or even, offer myself) to be known by another, and 

to be responded to with sympathy. Conversely, when another expresses pain to me (whether by 

stating it, or by acting in a way that indicates it), I can and should acknowledge that pain with 

sympathy. In this interaction, we are making mutual claims to acknowledge each other and 

respond accordingly. “To know” another’s pain, in the ordinary expression, would then mean to 

express the appropriate response, not to have a certainty about another’s experience. As Cavell 

explains: “But why is sympathy expressed this way? Because your suffering makes a claim upon 

me. It is not enough that I know (am certain) that you suffer—I must do or reveal something 

(whatever can be done). In a word, I must acknowledge it, otherwise I do not know what ‘(your 
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or his) being in pain’ means. Is.”
319

 Cavell’s claim is that something like acknowledgment is 

central to this ordinary interaction between people. I take Cavell’s crucial move in the discussion 

of acknowledgment to be when he points out that a failure to acknowledge another is to be 

interpreted as a “Spiritual emptiness,” or what we might think of as a morally imputable lack of 

response: “A ‘failure to acknowledge’ is the presence of something, a confusion, an indifference, 

a callousness, an exhaustion, a coldness.”
320

 Rather than simply a failure to know that pain, what 

we have discovered is actually a spiritual emptiness, a moral failing. 

Cavell’s point in all of this is to illustrate how the skeptical problem of denying that I can 

know another’s pain, rather than indicating our “intellectual lack,” really expresses our 

“metaphysical finitude.” Our form of life in the world requires that we treat behavior as 

expressive of mind (that privacy is not a real problem). For Cavell, taking a cue from 

Wittgenstein, this is built into the very grammar of behavior. And yet, we are confronted with a 

“powerlessness” to fully respond to and acknowledge another’s claims, a powerlessness that 

manifests in our ability to doubt that one’s behavior expresses something true about them. So we 

treat this powerlessness as ignorance of another’s experience.
321

 What this discussion reveals is 

Cavell’s central emphasis in his later work on making ourselves intelligible to each other—to 

acknowledge another, and to be acknowledged, is a matter of trying to make myself intelligible, 

while also trying to see the other as intelligible, and responding accordingly. Expressing our pain 

is just one way that we try to make ourselves intelligible. But this need to make ourselves 

intelligible goes far beyond dealing with pain; it becomes the process by which we engage in 
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perfectionist reflection. By acknowledging each other, we let ourselves matter to each other. 

Cavell sums this up quite nicely:  

To let yourself matter is to acknowledge not merely how it is with you, and hence to 

acknowledge that you want the other to care, at least to care to know. It is equally to 

acknowledge that your expressions in fact express you, that they are yours, that you are in 

them. This means allowing yourself to be comprehended, something you can always 

deny. Not to deny it is, I would like to say, to acknowledge your body, and the body of 

your expressions, to be yours, you on earth, all there will ever be of you.
322

  

 

Acknowledging each other and letting ourselves matter to each other becomes how perfectionist 

ethics is social—it is how we take responsibility for ourselves and each other in the process of 

moral becoming. 

When Cavell takes this notion to Emerson, he finds Emerson acknowledging himself by 

expressing himself as a writer seeking an audience, to “leave [his] character unguarded,” and 

thereby, “give over control of one’s appropriations, as if to learn what they are.”
323

 As Cavell 

tries to make clear, acknowledgment is not an alternative to knowing (he pithily notes that 

“acknowledge” contains “knowledge), but rather an “interpretation of it.”
324

 As such, 

acknowledging is not just a mode of feeling that is opposed to a (philosophical) mode of 

knowing. It is a response to the invitation of intelligibility, or even, a response made to the claim 

on you by another to acknowledge him, and therefore, to converse. One’s of Cavell’s models for 

this is Walden, which he treats as an “invention of a discourse” that itself aims to reorient you 

towards yourself—that is to say, to engage in philosophy.
325

 This is why he reads both Emerson 

and Thoreau not as commonly caricatured individualists, but instead as paradigmatic examples 
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of a concern for the other. For Cavell, they represent the attempt to open oneself to being read, 

and in that process, of being known and ultimately changed. 

 

II. Emersonian Perfectionism 

Having laid out what I take to be some of the central features of Cavellian perfectionism, 

let me now turn to my reading of Emerson. The previous two chapters laid out what I take to be 

the central religious—and, on Emersonian terms, therefore moral—thought in Emerson’s main 

corpus. Cavell has shown an overwhelming amount of insight in his reading of Emerson, 

illuminating ways of reading him that have initiated a new tradition of interpretation. 

Nevertheless, there are places where Cavell importantly differs from Emerson’s moral thought. 

In this section I will focus on three. First, I examine Cavell’s notion of acknowledgment in 

relation to Emerson’s development of the moral sentiment in an attempt to answer the question 

of moral motivation, or, why ought one acknowledge the other, by developing the importance of 

affective connections. Second, taking to heart the importance of the moral sentiment, I raise three 

concerns with Cavell and give three senses in which Emerson might offer an alternative 

perfectionism: attention to particular practices of formation, the importance of the natural world, 

and less dependence on moments of crisis. And third, I offer a way in which this alternate 

Emersonian perfectionism is religious on his view by exploring the importance of the ideal, a 

point that I will explore in relation to John Dewey. My hope is to build this discussion of 

Emersonian perfectionism in relation to the tools that Cavell has offered, not by rejecting them, 

but by putting them into a different light. 

 

a. The moral sentiment as acknowledgment 
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So far I have not fully addressed the question of what motivates us to acknowledge 

another. Or, put differently, why ought we try both to open ourselves to another and to be 

responsive to the other? Insofar as acknowledgment is a kind of risk—that I might not be 

acknowledged, that I might open myself up to the pain of not receiving a response, that in 

responding to the other I might sacrifice what is important to me—why should I pursue it?
326

 

What these questions get at is the core of our moral obligations to others and how they relate to 

an individual’s own sense of becoming, that is, the pursuit of a future self.
327

 By focusing on this 

question, my hope is to illustrate how important the notion of the moral sentiment is for Emerson 

as an answer to the question of what motivates us to see ourselves as taking part in a shared 

human life, one in which we are public beings with public obligations. It is through the moral 

sentiment that Emerson, more so than Cavell, is able to tie together a perfectionist striving with 

recognition of one’s obligations to others in ways that are essential to the constitution of the 

human. 

One way of thinking about the difference between Cavell and Emerson on the question of 

our moral obligations is to focus on what Cavell sees as Emerson’s difference with Kant. In his 

presentation of Kant, Cavell rightly notes that reason is what affirms for the Kantian that we are 

in a world in which we have duties to others, that is, that we share a moral universe. For the 

Kantian,  
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Without Reason we would be condemned to the random promptings of impulse, desire, 

affection, which are by their nature subjective, prompting only to me, and only when they 

are present. Reason provides us with the idea and the possibility of a shared world, a 

moral universe by—as in the discourse of the Critique of Pure Reason—providing our 

judgments with universality and necessity. Only here, in the moral realm, reason provides 

these characteristics not for judgments that yield the possibility of knowledge of objects 

in the world but for the principle of actions that secures their objectivity in the world.
328

  

 

In this Kantian picture, it is reason that both provides for the possibility of a shared moral world 

in which I abide by moral constraints that do not apply just to me but to everyone, and the 

possibility that my moral reasons for acting have some objectivity in that world—that is, that 

they are not just my actions, but they are actions rooted in some objective, and therefore publicly 

accessible principle. Therefore, we might say that for Kant reason is what allows one to 

overcome his individuality and isolated subjectivity, not just instrumentally, but as an integral 

part of what it means to be a human moral being. 

Tabling whether or not this is an appropriate interpretation of Kant, my concern here is 

more explicitly the contrast that Cavell draws with Emerson. As I noted in previous chapters, 

Emerson frequently invokes the idea of Reason (or the Reason), which he inherits from Kant 

through various British and American sources especially James Marsh’s reading of Coleridge. In 

Emerson’s early work, it is Reason that serves in a Kantian way to refer to that which all people 

share. In Nature he equates Reason to “universal soul” and says that “it is not mine or thine or 

his, but we are its” (CW 1:18). In the Divinity School Address, Emerson notes that we are 

“inlets” to Reason, and this indicates a moral conclusion: “When he says, ‘I ought;’ when love 

warms him; when he chooses, warned from on high, the good and great deed; then, deep 

melodies wander through his soul from Supreme Wisdom” (CW 1:79). In broad terms, 
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Emersonian Reason performs the Kantian function by establishing a shared moral world and 

ensuring objectivity within it, even if it differs from Kant in what counts as reason. Rather than 

treating it as a faculty, Emerson often presents Reason as a particular force or quality that directs 

people to something beyond their particular experience, thereby making human intersubjectivity 

possible. This is why Emerson can interchange “reason” with “Wisdom” or “Genius,” all of 

which indicate an access to an intersubjective realm of thinking. Thus, it is somewhat curious 

when Cavell makes the following distinction between the two figures: “Kant’s constraint is that 

of duty, obligation, as I recognize the power of reason to overcome inclination. Emerson’s 

constraint is that of attraction, recognizing myself as drawn, as it were, beyond my present 

repertory of inclination, to my unattained but attainable self.”
329

 While Cavell is right to draw out 

this difference according to the way that I am constrained, it is not so clear to me that Emerson 

doesn’t also have a sense of constraint that is not fully encapsulated by the idea of being drawn 

to a further self. That is to say, although Cavell will have a way of bringing together my sense of 

obligation to my higher self with my sense of obligation to others—that we are drawn together 

through a concern for the society in which our pursuit of our next selves is possible—he seems to 

be starting from a place in which that kind of reasoning is subsequent to my realization of my 

obligation to my (future) self. And because it is my obligation to a future self that is primary for 

my moral reasoning, rather than a Kantian obligation to obey the moral law that is not only mine, 

there will always be a lingering question of why I am further constrained by duties to others. 

That is, I will always need further reasons or motivations for acting in a way that is not solely in 

my personal pursuit of moral becoming. In other words, I would need to have a sense in which 

my desire for my future self is also the desire for responsiveness to the claims of others, rather 

                                                           
329
 Ibid., 32. 



236 

than a sacrifice of myself to those claims.  

That is, of course, not to deny that a Cavellian perfectionism might have compelling 

reasons for seeing oneself as drawn to the acknowledgment both by and of the other. Indeed, this 

becomes the core of Cavell’s political theory—to illustrate that one’s individual perfectionist 

striving is also a desire for the kind of social responsiveness that seems necessary for a 

democratic spirit. Building upon the work of Cavell, Naoko Saito offers a view in which “an idea 

of citizenship that takes the friendship of the neighbor as a necessary condition for realizing 

democracy as a way of life” serves to express the moral obligation to a broad and inclusive 

politics.
330

 Saito builds upon Cavell’s reflections on Rawls and the sense that the prerequisite for 

a functioning democracy is the ability for all to flourish within it. In this sense, a perfectionist 

needs a picture of an ideal democracy to make possible the type of moral becoming that the 

perfectionist pursues. Taking insights from Emerson’s essay on friendship, Saito highlights that 

the relation between a person and her neighbor cannot be one of assimilation; if we are only able 

to acknowledge that which is like ourselves then we would have to remake the neighbor into 

another me in order to acknowledge her. However, an ideal democracy would require the 

opposite: as Emerson describes in the context of friendship, the relationship we are to have with 

others is such that “the not mine is mine” (CW 2:122). Thus, for Emerson’s perfectionist, one 

must allow the friend to be her own in a way that persistently escapes comprehension even as 

one stands in intimate relation to her. What we get from this is a respect for difference within an 

intimate relationship where transformation of each side is possible without a reduction of one to 

the other. In David Robinson’s discussion of Emerson and Cavell on friendship, he notes how 
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friendship serves as an alternative to conformity within a given society, which can stand as an 

example of a new relationship in an unrealized just society.
331

 Because the Emersonian 

friendship does not appropriate the friend, but respects the differences between friends by 

avoiding a “conformist sameness,” it serves as an ideal democratic relationship.
332

 This is the 

point that Cavell is at pains to show in his essay in response to Rawls in order to counter the 

claim that perfectionism is an undemocratic elitism.
333
 

Nevertheless, what I am hoping to draw out of this discussion is the way that the moral 

sentiment as an encompassing affective relation is seemingly absent from a Cavellian picture. 

The lack of attention to this aspect of Emerson’s work comes out most acutely in Cavell’s 

interpretation of the doubleness of perfectionism. For him, the “divided self” or “doubled world” 

is the play between the present and the future which drives transformation.
334

 He also calls this, 

picking up on Emerson’s persistent language of ascension, being vertically “halved.”
335

 The way 

that I escape my present individual concern is to see my current self and its current world in 

relation to a future self and the future political context in which this self can arise. This kind of 

perfectionist thinking, Cavell claims, is the prerequisite for democracy. Because we and our 

world are “divided” this way, Cavell thinks that we see ourselves as not just our present and 
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private concerns, but also that future self in a future world, achieving the Kantian goal of seeing 

the self from a public (or impersonal) perspective. It is important here to note that while there are 

places where one might find this idea in Emerson, it is not what Emerson calls the “double 

consciousness.” In fact, it is precisely Cavell’s difference from this Emersonian double 

consciousness that causes him to leave out the notion of a moral sentiment that Emerson sees as 

at the heart of the human. For Emerson, the doubleness of human life points to the fact that we 

are both “understanding” and “soul” (or Reason), a doubleness that Emerson takes from a 

Coleridgean interpretation of Kant, one reminiscent of a Platonic model of the self: we live a life 

of partial and individual desires, while at the same time having a connection to that which is 

“infinitude and paradise” (CW 1:213).
336

 I take the latter higher part, the soul or Reason, to be 

our capacity for moral sentiment, i.e. the aspect of the human condition that causes us to consider 

ourselves apart from our individual material concerns and in light of our connection to those in a 

shared moral universe. Emerson wants more here than just my obligation to my unattained but 

attainable self: he is after a broader sense of belongingness to an idea of human shared life, to 

seeing ourselves as public beings with public obligations, and that this is an inescapable, 

although sometimes repressed, aspect of what humans are.
337

  

Cavell tries to get this sense of publicness in the Claim of Reason with his quasi-
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theological idea about the role of the other in securing our knowledge of ourselves. In Cavell’s 

understanding of modernity, the other has come to take the place of the God before whom one is 

known. Protestantism (in Cartesian form) changed the way humans came to know themselves by 

denying theologically defined social roles and focusing instead on an individual relation to God 

as a means of securing one’s self-knowledge. With the departure of God, the (human) other must 

take God’s place in bearing the burden of showing one that he is not alone in the universe. 

Where formerly one’s place among a social body was divinely secured, it is now secured by 

one’s philosophical assurances of the other. This is one of his insights regarding skepticism 

about other minds—that I can only be secured if I can have certainly about the existence of the 

other. But this places a tremendous burden on the other, one which ultimately becomes 

unbearable. Because it makes “infinite demands upon finite resources,” we are left with an 

interminable skepticism about the other as a feature of modernity.
338

 Cavell takes from this the 

idea that to know my own existence depends on “the fact and … the idea of another being’s 

existence,” which skepticism expresses as an attempt to have certainty about that existence.
339

 As 

an alternative, Cavell’s romanticism tries to make a recovery of the self by means other than 

proving the existence of this quasi-theological other. Romanticism doesn’t disprove this 

skepticism, but finds ways to accept it and recover from it.
340
 

This brings to the fore the basis of the identification that an individual makes with both 
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the social and natural world around her. For Cavell, what seems to be functioning as moral 

motivation is a shared sense of the human as both needing to acknowledge and in need of 

acknowledgment, prompted by the desire to regain intimacy with the world and others, and 

therefore to return me to myself. This picture of distance is what has interested those theologians 

who wish to reverse the burden on the quasi-theological other by translating the loss of intimacy 

between persons back into a loss of intimacy with God. This move back to God reads the attempt 

to achieve acknowledgment as a way of thinking about the human standing in relation to God, a 

relationship both of distance and intimacy that mirrors what Cavell says about the relationship 

with the friend. It is, in effect, a refusal of Cavell’s particular story of modern secularization, a 

refusal that does not accept that the other must take the place of an absent God. Thus, for 

instance, Dula reads Cavell with an insistence on the possibility of God taking the place of the 

other.
341

 The paradoxical relationship with God mirrors the paradoxical relationship with the 

friend: the sense that we are the same and yet incomprehensibly different from this other with 

whom we are in close connection. 

What this theological reading gets right is a curious fact about Emerson’s essay 

“Friendship”: that for all the praise that Emerson seems to offer for friendship as a mutually 

uplifting relationship, the essay ends with the bold observation that the more we expect from 

friendships, the less likely we are to have them with real people. As he writes, “Friends, such as 

we desire, are dreams and fables” (CW 2:125). Emerson ultimately realizes that the friendship he 

has been describing is an ideal relationship, one that we ought to strive after, even though we 

know that we will never receive the truth and tenderness that we seek in the friend, and that in 
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the end we will remain alone: “Let us feel, if we will, the absolute insulation of man” (ibid.).
342

 

There is then a kind of parallel here between ideal persons and ideal friendships, a fact that 

Emerson in provocative fashion makes the final line of the essay: “[Friendship] treats its object 

as a god, that it may deify both” (CW 2:127). The previous essay, “Love,” had primed us for this 

with its Platonic sense that love raises us above the partial and incomplete world. Emerson 

returns to this notion of love at the end of “Friendship,” where true love “dwells and broods on 

the eternal.” But Emerson is not content with this, because true love would lead us to devalue the 

actual objects of our friendship since we would know, perhaps only vaguely, that the objects of 

our friendships are not worthy, and we could not speak of love without “a sort of treachery to the 

relation” (ibid.). As a consequence, Lysaker calls this “ethical friendship” in distinction to other 

types of more casual friendship—these friendships are special relationships of ethical import.
343

 

The special burden of these friendships is that we must treat each other as gods in order to deify, 

not because we know that these are the eternal objects that we ought to love, but because in the 

relationship we raise each other up to be like the divine. Rather than making friendship a 

relationship that one must have with God, Emerson seems to be telling us that ethical friendship 

ought to be a relation in which we make each other divine. God is not absent for Emerson, 

making him similar to Cavell’s theological readers, but neither is God to be understood in an 

orthodox way as separated from individual persons. It is precisely because God is present, as an 

ideal integrated into persons, that friendship becomes possible. But like most of Emerson’s 

claims about the ideal, it is both ours and we ought to expect that we never achieve it. Having an 
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ethical friendship is an extraordinary burden, as both Cavell and Emerson make clear, but it is 

one that is inescapable for perfectionist becoming. 

This, I want to claim, brings us back to thinking about the moral sentiment. For Emerson, 

as I argued in the previous chapters, it is love of another that leads one out of oneself and into a 

process of revelation in which one becomes “more human.” The picture that Emerson offers for 

this in the “Over-Soul” is a “larger imbibing of the common heart” that makes us less anomalous 

by bringing us together with others (CW 2:170). This is a profound connection of sentiment 

between people that is an aspect of what we are as humans existing in relations with others, a 

connection that is not fully expressible in language, and which is not entirely accounted for by 

individual wants and demands.
344

 It is what I have been labeling Emerson’s essence of religion, 

that sense of affective connection to a shared moral world that takes shape between friends in 

religious language as the attempt at becoming divine.  

As I have tried to point out as well, this sentiment is not always expressible—it cannot be 

made into the language of the philosopher.
345

 As Robinson puts it, friendship is the product of 

effort and affection, not philosophy, and is “the one resource left to us after philosophy fails.”
346

 

My suspicion is that this portrayal of sentiment is different than Cavell’s emphasis of the 

perfectionist ideas of “confrontation and conversation” as we seek to determine “whether we can 
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live together.”
347

 Emerson’s question is not whether we can live together, but how to live out the 

realization that we are in essence together. Cavell’s discussion of the importance of the friend 

approaches the question of moral motivation as though the friend’s purpose is securing myself, 

instrumentalizing the friend to my own perfectionist becoming, and making it more difficult to 

answer the question of why one ought to engaging in social relations. By not beginning with the 

fact of human interrelation, as does Emerson in his understanding of the moral sentiment, 

Cavell’s becomes the individualist Emerson who shuns friends when they prove to be no longer 

useful. Instead, love becomes premised on my pursuit of a future self.  

To show the alternative, consider again the case of “Experience.” In the account I offered 

in the previous chapter, “Experience” can be read as Emerson’s attempt to come to grips with the 

potentially debilitating skepticism about oneself as on a moral trajectory when confronted with 

the deaths of sons and lovers. That is to say, on my reading, the skepticism in “Experience” is a 

result of a loss of intimacy, but it is specifically a loss of intimacy with one whom one loves, the 

loss of that person whom one “fancied was a part of me, which could not be torn away without 

tearing me” (CW 3:29). The skepticism of the essay comes from the feeling that this loss of a 

part of myself (this loss of what was intimate) seems to have had no effect, has “left no scar.” 

And if it has left no scar, then love would seem to no longer have the moral weight that Emerson 

had put on it. The essay occurs in the wake of this mournful possibility. My claim is that 

Emerson’s essay seems to be less interested in regaining intimacy (Cavell’s romantic 

reformation) than it is in describing ways in which we ought not to abandon intimacy in those 

moments when it seems as though it has failed. The essay then becomes a meditation on the 

ways that one might account for this loss, even though each will prove to be insufficient, while 
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preserving the sense that the love for another is a critical aspect of what we each are. There are 

resonances here with some of Emerson’s earliest statements in the sermons about love. For 

instance: “We must love. The man does not live who has no fellow being whose happiness he 

enjoys and sometimes proposes as an end of his own exertions” (CS 1:221). It is love for another 

that Emerson identifies as a first experience of a sentiment that eventually comes to reveal its 

larger significance for both one’s civic relations and one’s relationship to the natural world.
348

 

Or, we might say, it is an affective relation of the moral sentiment that ultimately binds one to 

others, and to lose that is to lose a vital part of what it means to be human. I take Emerson’s 

point in “Experience” to be that the intimacy of love can be extremely painful, and that it is no 

easy task to let another be a part of oneself. In fact, there are moments in “Experience” where it 

seems as though Emerson thinks that it might be easier to live without intimacy, that is, to try to 

occupy a mood (a “lord of life”) in which things don’t have to “touch” us. The mediation of 

“Experience” reminds us that these moods are always shifting, that to try to anchor oneself in 

one of them is to try to escape experience through “manipular” means. These manipular means, 

Cavell seems right to remind us, can involve trying to secure others through certain knowledge 

of them, and thereby securing ourselves. 

 

b. Love and Formation 

The discussion of love and its role in a particular kind of perfectionist striving leads to the 

question of what role social practices ought to play in creating the social spaces in which 
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acknowledgment can occur, while also creating the kinds of ethical creatures that are able to 

properly acknowledge one another. Philosophical perfectionism could be enough if we were 

strictly philosophical creatures—Cavell’s interest in classic Hollywood films already, in a sense, 

indicates philosophy’s limits. Instead, what Cavell develops in his philosophical reflection are 

the conceptual tools that can be applied to particular questions about the social lives that we live 

and in which we find our moral reflection. As many readers of Cavell have noted, his work 

naturally leads to a strong sense in which philosophy becomes intricately tied to social criticism. 

That is a spirit that he shares with Emerson as well as Thoreau. In this section I explore how 

Emerson’s work can give us insight into how specific forms of relationality between family 

members, friends, and social groups might help to cultivate the particular demands of 

acknowledgment that would enable Cavell’s democratic vision. In fact, this perfectionist 

reflection situated amidst social practices shows up most forcefully in Emerson’s work on the 

role of religion in educating and cultivating particular communities towards better future moral 

lives. Because Emerson is not committed to any essential practical core of religion, but uses a 

philosophical reflection on the ongoing transformation of religious tradition to meet a novel 

world’s moral needs (as he often reiterates, the core of religion is moral), he is able to see 

religious practices as a site in which to locate these questions about love and perfectionism. 

Indeed, Emerson’s openness to the particularity and contextuality of religious life would have 

allowed him to agree with contemporary theorist Constance Furey’s idea that thinking about 

religious subjectivity can show how “religion is itself produced in and through intense, sustained 

relationships.”
349

 For the perfectionist, then, it is important to think about how particular 

practices of formation can be put in place in order to nurture this religious subjectivity through 
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affective relations. This, I have been claiming, is a strong force of both Emerson’s earliest work 

in the sermons and his later work in The Conduct of Life.  

This section focuses on three places where Emersonian perfectionism clearly attends to 

the social spaces of ethical formation: 1) particular practices of formation; 2) the importance of 

the natural world; and 3) an emphasis on the quotidian and mundane against the extraordinary or 

critically acute. My claim throughout is that these are three areas where Emerson succeeds in 

turning philosophical reflection into social criticism, engaging with specific cultural tools to 

change his social world. As such, these are also places where Emersonian perfectionism might 

escape the criticism of Cavell that I laid out at the beginning of this chapter: that it is often too 

linguistic and too focused on a particular philosophical discourse to the detriment of its 

aspirations to social criticism. 

Particular Practices of Formation 

In one of Emerson’s most popular sermons that he preached 27 times between 1827 and 

1831, he draws a link between the social affections and the importance of home as a site for 

cultivating moral growth through both love and friendship:  

God gave us our social affections not as instruments of pain, not as fetters to enslave us, 

but as bands of strength wherewith we might better bear our burden by sharing it; to be 

sources of delight, to furnish new motives to industry in multiplying the powers of the 

body and the mind. By drawing us to each other by the strong cords of friendship and 

love, he invested the fireside with its sacred delights, appointing therein to man the place 

to be born and the place to die, and surrounding the name of home with its sweet and 

solemn associations. (CS 1:124) 

 

 Despite the doubt and sense of solitude that sometimes accompanies essays like “Friendship” 

and “Experience,” the sermons are preoccupied with the idea that we are primarily social beings 

whose “natural home is society,” and who are “limbs of a body” (CS 1:217). The social 

connections between people in the sermons are palpable, and they often are used as a guide to 
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right conduct.
350

 These social spaces (or as in the above quote, “the home”) are the ordinary for 

Emerson: they are places that need to be regained, but regained rightly. In many of these 

sermons, Emerson’s goal is to find a balance between love of self and love of neighbor, where 

both the demands of our “infinite self” and the demands of “our fellow man upon us” find an 

equilibrium (CS 2:132). Emerson’s attention is often on the community and the household as the 

sites where these demands are most present, aware that one’s home, and the particular habits that 

one has in that home, “is the true soil where virtue flourishes” (CS 4:25). Nonetheless, Emerson 

is aware that we are cultivated through habit, and this is not always a good thing, since we are 

just as capable of forming bad habits as good. What is important is that one is able to reflect on 

these habits, in effect to take hold of them, so as to exercise them rightly: “It is the great law of 

the affections that they grow by their own exercise. Habit comes in to the aid of inclination. … 

Do what is right and use shall make it pleasant” (CS 1:273). It is in this sense that Emerson 

opposes the severity of what Jennifer Herdt has termed the “hyper-Augustinians,” a point which 

is salient in the way many Augustinians reject Emerson’s religious liberalism.
351

 In chapter three 

I noted that Emerson does have some anxiety about being able to perform virtuously without a 

prior virtuous disposition, and this causes him to hesitate somewhat concerning the full power of 

habit. This, in a sense, relates back to the conversation about original sin and Cavell: on 

Emerson’s particular picture of Unitarianism, although we might be incompletely virtuous at all 

times, we are not categorically corrupted. I see this as partly the reason that, in his lecture on 

George Fox, Emerson notes that the realization that “God is within us” can rightfully be made 
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into inspiration only when it is under the condition of “total self renouncement.” Realizing that 

the claim that God is within us might lead to unchecked self-assertion, Fox makes the 

renunciation of one’s will a prerequisite (EL 1:180-181). Nonetheless, Emerson is still 

committed to the sense that it is “use” which makes an act pleasant, that is, one can intentionally 

take up habits that are meant to turn one into the kind of being that one thinks one should be. 

 This emphasis on community and personal relationships in the sermons is often 

overshadowed by the popular specter of the individualist and self-reliant Emerson of the late 

1830s and early 1840s. Although I believe that there are elements of a social self during this 

period, it is difficult to deny that the best writings of this time often tilt more towards the 

individualist. Nevertheless, in his books Emerson seems always to temper these “individualist” 

essays by surrounding them with essays that complicate and nuance them. Scholars tend not to 

read these essays as often, sometimes because they seem too sentimental, and sometimes because 

they simply lack the force of their more well-covered counterparts. For instance, “Self-reliance” 

is preceded by “History,” in which the first line declares that there is “one mind common to all 

individual men,” and followed by “Compensation,” in which the opening paragraph details a 

common people’s theology of a moral world (CW 2:3, 55). This strident individualism, however, 

is not major feature of the later period where the sociality of Emerson’s thought becomes central 

to his intended intervention. We can see the same attempt to balance self-love and love of the 

neighbor in the opening of Society and Solitude, where he recalls the themes that he had earlier 

emphasized in the sermons: “Solitude is impracticable, and society fatal. We must keep our head 

in the one, and our hands in the other. The conditions are met, if we keep our independence, yet 

do not lose our sympathy.” He goes on to say, “a sound mind will derive its principles from 

insight, with ever a purer ascent to the sufficient and absolute right, and will accept society as the 
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natural element in which they are to be applied” (CW 7:1.16). By keeping one’s “head” in 

solitude, Emerson emphasizes the kind of aversive thinking that allows one to be more than just 

a mirror of society by forming a critical (though still immanent) perspective on it. While at the 

same time one’s “hands” must always remain in society, meaning that one’s actions (or work) 

should always be in and for the benefit of a society, not in refusal of it. But this relationship 

between the head and the hands does not merely travel from thought to action, for as Emerson’s 

numerous references to work indicate, there is a sense in which what one does is integral to what 

one becomes.
352

 What one does is always within a public space in relation to others, as one 

attempts to become the kind of public human that is the goal of perfectionist thinking. Again, this 

is another way of putting Emerson’s double self as both an obligation to the private and the 

public.  

It is important to note that many of the chapters of the often maligned Society and 

Solitude focus entirely on social relations, touching on domestic duties, clubs, work life, and a 

host of other mundane aspects of one’s life. These are the social spaces of the ordinary, the 

places where our interrelatedness as social beings is most evident. As part of these spaces of 

social relations, Emerson sees the moral sentiment in the ability to address others as moral beings 

(what he calls in this work “Eloquence”):  

It is what is called affirmative truth, and has the property of invigorating the hearer, and it 

conveys a hint of our eternity, when he feels himself addressed on grounds which well remain 

when everything else is taken, and which have no trace of time or place or party. Everything 

hostile is stricken down in the presence of the sentiments: their majesty is felt by the most 

obdurate. It is observable, that, as soon as one acts for large masses, the moral element will and 

must be allowed for; will and must work, and the men least accustomed to appeal to these 

sentiments invariably recall them when they address nations. (CW 7:4.40)  

 

                                                           
352
 Despite Emerson’s suspicion of capitalism, this is a place where he is decidedly not a Marxist in his thinking 

that the head must always remain distinct from the hands, for, otherwise, one would lose the critical perspective on 

one’s labor that allows him to think of himself apart from it. 



250 

Emerson’s point is that we have the ability to address ourselves to each other in ways that draw 

out the moral sentiment, and which allow us to avoid understanding each other reductively as 

just a member of a particular party and nothing else. This is a kind of perfectionist address, in 

which we are not treated as our attained self, but are held to be more than that, and hold each 

other to be more than that. It is a kind of address that is more apparent when one “acts for large 

masses,” which means that one acts in society. It is within these actions in society that the moral 

element “will and must be allowed for.” And, as Robinson puts it, religious forms are the places 

where an “enduring moral energy” can find its continuing development in society.
353
 

Whatever the consistency is of Emerson’s views on this point, I take the larger insight to 

be that some attention to formation in particular social and interpersonal relationships is vital to 

perfectionism. Cavell is right to see that acknowledgment is an essential feature of Emersonian 

perfectionism. In interpersonal encounters, I am acknowledged as a moral being in the same way 

that you are a moral being, and this imparts a claim upon each of us to treat the each other as 

such. This means acknowledging the other as individual without reducing the other to one’s own 

interests. As Roberts writes, acknowledgment “is a ‘spiritual task’ of recognizing and relating to 

the other between our commonality and separateness.”
354

 Yet unlike Cavell, Emerson is more 

faithful to the romantic tradition insofar as he put an emphasis on the affective nature of this 

relationship in the ordinary—that what draws us together is not just the conversation, but 

particular ties of affection. And these ties can and must be cultivated through particular places 

and spaces. This further develops the idea of the ordinary: what Emerson provides is attention to 

how those social spaces in which the ordinary is found are both places of cultivation and 
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incitements to reflection. The turn to the ordinary requires a sense of returning to a given space 

anew by seeing it differently. What Emerson provides, especially in his early and late work, is a 

concrete discussion of how we are to approach the ordinary sites of our lives as securing an 

intimacy for us, but securing it only when approached correctly.  

The Importance of the Natural World 

However, as much as acknowledgment seems to be a useful ethical tool for understanding 

relations between people, it is not entirely clear that it also works for our relation to our world. 

As I illustrated above, Cavell builds his response to skepticism around two lines of skeptical 

argumentation: skepticism about a world independent of mind, and skepticism about other 

minds. Much of the development of acknowledgment as I have presented it is structured around 

overcoming the loss of intimacy between people. But what about the loss of intimacy with the 

world? Or to use the language of romanticism, in what way ought we to think about the role of 

our environment in how we come to think about ourselves as ethical creatures and our moral 

obligations to a natural world. My claim here is that if we are to have a comprehensive ethical 

vision, then we need to take account of the human relationship to the environment as itself an 

ethical relationship of acknowledgment, and that Emerson, more so than Cavell, understood as 

much. 

Cavell raises the idea of intimacy with the world as an ethical relationship when he writes 

about animism. There is no better exposition of Cavell’s discussion of animism than Stephen 

Mulhall’s chapter, “Criteria, Counting, and Recounting,” where Mulhall presents animism as a 

kind of philosophical “myth” that ought to be rendered intelligible insofar as it might give us 

insight into our condition as humans in the world.
355

 As Mulhall explains, the skeptic often finds 
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himself in a position where he has to treat his senses as offering him a testimony about the world 

in such a way that his perceptions take the position of a speaker making a claim upon him, a 

speaker who can either be acknowledged or ignored.
356

 This specific relationship to the world is 

entailed by how the skeptic supposes that belief and doubt are the operative concepts for 

securing his relationship to the world, concepts that he has taken over from his relationship to 

speakers. It is in this way that the skeptic treats the world as making a claim upon him as though 

it is another with whom he has lost intimacy. But because he is unable to come to the certainty 

that he seeks in order to secure his intimacy with the world, his skepticism ends up making the 

world “dead” to him so that it cannot satisfy his desire for it. As Mulhall says, “the world 

disappoints him precisely because he interprets his goal of achieving and maintaining certainty 

about the world’s existence as a matter of achieving and maintaining an undispossessable 

possession of that world—a literally fantastic, necessarily unattainable ideal.”
357

 To avoid having 

the world “die” at our hands due to an attempt to appropriate it as a thing about which we ought 

to have certain knowledge, we have to find an alternative picture that restores its life by giving us 

a different mode of access to it.
358

  

Mulhall does an exceptional job of pointing out that Cavell’s suggestion is not that we 

give up treating the world as in need of acknowledgment, but to think about how that 

acknowledgment can be different from the quest for mastery through appropriation (through 

knowledge of it). In other words, we need to make the world parallel to the reconstruction of 

acknowledgment for persons: one must “acknowledge it as his necessary other whose existence 
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is thus both separate from and essential to his own.”
359

 To do this, Cavell turns to the only 

writing he can identify in “the Anglo-American analytical tradition” that gives a rational 

justification for this kind of animism, John Wisdom’s “Gods.”
360

 According to Cavell, Wisdom 

“incites” the accusation that he is engaging in the pathetic fallacy when he questions whether 

flowers “feel” and concludes that some people act as though flowers do indeed feel. For the 

skeptic, this is an unmistakable emotional projection, because the skeptic knows that flowers do 

not feel. At least, flowers do not “feel” in any way similar to the way sentient animals feel, 

presumably the only way that would count as “feeling” for him. Cavell combines this with a 

discussion of Wordsworth, who attempts to both talk and listen to nature.
361

 Take, for instance, 

the pair of lines in which Wordsworth describes communicating with a flower: “To me the 

meanest flower that blows can give / Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.”
362

 There is a 

kind of rebirth or awakening in Wordsworth that Cavell equates with a return to the ordinary—

we are returned to the ordinary (in this case, an ordinary encounter with a flower) but see it 

differently than before, such that we are returned to ourselves but returned redeemed. This 

returning us to ourselves is something that the flower can do, specifically, as Wordsworth seems 

to indicate, by producing thoughts in us that were “too deep for tears,” thoughts that we 

seemingly already had, but that we did not yet have. To use one of Cavell’s favorite lines from 

Emerson, “In every work of genius we recognize our own rejected thoughts: they come back to 

us with a certain alienated majesty” (CW 2:27). The point is to see the ways that we can “talk” 
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and “listen” to the flower, the ways that it would make sense to treat it as though it is offering its 

transformative power for us. This does not mean that the flower needs to be treated as a human 

speaker, an expectation that really would be absurd; but it does mean that it is not nonsense to 

acknowledge the flower. Indeed, this is what Wisdom is pointing out with his examples of the 

care that people take with their treatments of flowers, and Wordsworth with his 

“communication” with flowers, two claims that would seem obviously absurd to the skeptic. 

What this means, Mulhall helpfully writes, is that one may acknowledge the world by “allowing 

it to elicit the responses it requires and requests from [one] in its own way and according to its 

own nature.” It is through the giving and taking of responses that one becomes interested in and 

attracted by the world without “imposing his interests and needs upon it.”
363
 

What Mulhall reminds us, though, is that this discussion and recuperation of a 

philosophical animism takes place within Cavell’s complicated discussion of criteria in 

Wittgenstein. What is at issue is what we consider to be a “flower” in our form of life—i.e. “our 

shared criteria for the word ‘flower’”—and how an attention to this criteria can give us an 

opportunity to think about the flower anew.
364

 By asking about how we are drawn to the flower, 

and about how the flower draws us, we are making conscious the nature of what it is to be a 

human in a form of life such that the human is drawn to flowers. This is what it means to have a 

return to the everyday in Cavell’s linguistic context—it is to explore worded objects within a 

linguistic form of life. In a sense, we are returned to the same problem that I took to be present in 

the treatment of persons: to acknowledge the world becomes a question of how one engages in a 

“conversation” with it. The conversation is predicated upon the kinds of speaking that are 
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happening, and the criteria of what counts as speech is always sociolinguistically determined. 

There is a way that the question of what one feels towards the flower is a nonstarter for Cavell 

unless it becomes a question about the negotiation of the criteria for what it would mean to feel 

in response to the flower. In only asking about our criteria, Cavell is limited in his description of 

what it means to achieve intimacy with the world—that is, to be responsive to the flower. We 

might add here, too, that we are not only concerned with being responsive to the flower (as an 

expression of aesthetic and/or pastoral beauty), but just as concerned with being responsive to, 

and therefore acknowledging toxic waste dumps, asthma-producing air pollution, and the variety 

of concrete urban landscapes.  

If we are to turn to Emerson, then, the question becomes whether or not his idealism 

about nature can serve the purpose of detailing specific ways in which to relate the human and 

environment that allow for perfectionist striving amidst the recognition of the importance of 

particular practices.  

In Emerson’s essay “Love,” he is pained by the accusation that his lectures have been too 

intellectual and thus “unjustly cold to the personal relations” (CW 2:101). In response, he links 

together three ideas: the sense that “persons are love’s world,” the power of nature to evoke this 

love, and the impact of love on the “social instincts.” For Emerson, this is a linkage that occurs 

in youth and reverberates throughout the life of the individual even as she might no longer be 

able to “see” nature in that youthful way (CW 2:102). What is striking about this essay is 

Emerson’s usage of a kind of animism to describe how nature can be an object of love that 

becomes ethically significant. Through this love, he says, “Nature grows conscious.”
365

 Emerson 
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even evokes the idea of the flower, among other things in nature, as a kind of intelligent being:  

Every bird on the boughs of the tree sings now to [the youth’s] heart and soul. The notes 

are almost articulate. The clouds have faces, as he looks on them. The trees of the forest, 

the waving grass and the peeping flowers have grown intelligent; and he almost fears to 

trust them with the secret which they seem to invite. Yet nature soothes and sympathizes. 

In the green solitude he finds a dearer home than with men. (CW 2:103)
366

  

 

What the essay is concerned with is the “training” for a love that looks for virtue and wisdom 

everywhere, and uses one’s affection for the natural world as a place in which to cultivate this 

virtue and wisdom (CW 2:109). Emerson is clear that there is a current of idealism operating 

below the surface here, which is why, in the above quotation, the clouds have faces only “as he 

looks on them.” This hearkens back to the idealism of Nature, where Emerson reminds us that 

“Nature always wears the colors of the spirit” (CW 1:10). It is not that when one looks on nature 

with the right eye one sees it as it truly is, but that when one looks on nature with a particular 

kind of eye for it, then it will become the kind of animated intelligent thing that can, in a 

Cavellian way, become a thing to which we ethically respond. Emerson accepts the Kantian 

point that we do not see nature as it really is, but he rejects the idea that this empties nature of its 

ethical power in shaping us. Thoreau will develop more forcefully this sensitivity to the shaping 

power of an affective relation to nature, which later gets taken up by the tradition of nature 

writing that extends from him. The sin, as Wendell Berry points out, is not that our ideas 

imprison us, but that we presume, as does the Cavellian skeptic, “to reduce life to the scope of 

our understanding,” which “is inevitably to enslave it, make property of it, and put it up for sale.” 

When we do this, we reduce the “moral complexity” of the world—or we could say, we are no 
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longer able to acknowledge its claim on us.
367
 

In the next chapter I develop a full account of how this form of Emersonian 

environmental idealism can be put in relation to contemporary concerns in environmental ethics. 

At the moment, the point is that Emerson’s concern for an affective relation to the world, one 

which can be trained and out of which virtue can sprout, takes a step beyond the interrogation of 

our criteria, and hence a step beyond the Cavellian attempt to regain intimacy with the world 

through an acknowledgment of it. As I will attempt to show in the next chapter, Emerson’s 

position vis-a-vis human-environment relations involves a sense of ecstatic relation in 

conjunction with an acknowledgment of human power.  

The Quotidian and Mundane 

My third and final concern is that Cavell may rely too heavily on moments of ethical 

crisis for ethical becoming rather than recognizing the remarkable power of more mundane acts 

of habitual formation. In my discussion of both intentional formation through practices and one’s 

ethical relationship with the natural world, there has been an undercurrent focusing on the daily 

and incessant way that our ethical lives play out, sometimes unknowingly, along a path of ethical 

becoming. If I am right about these emendations to Cavell, then it seems that we ought to think 

less about the importance of moral crises for our perfectionist becoming, and more about the 

quotidian ways in which we live out our lives and find ourselves—incessantly and 

monotonously—in it. This means emphasizing the relationships of acknowledgment in which we 

are always possibly finding ourselves, acknowledging them as a constituent part of who we are, 

and as doing “work” not just at moments of unsettling or crisis. As Naoko Saito points out, one 
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of the central issues for Cavell’s perfectionism is how we ought to understand the power of 

“practice” and what it means for the ordinary experience of common people.
368

 By stressing 

practice more than crisis, there is a way in which Emerson’s perfectionism, in contrast to 

Cavell’s, gets closer to the heart of what a lived ethics ought to look like—one that is concerned 

with moments of turmoil, but which also pays close attention to the routine, the extraordinarily 

ordinary. Certainly Emerson will write about moments of crisis (perhaps “Experience” being the 

most memorable). But true to the romanticism that he inherits from Wordsworth, Emerson is just 

as concerned with the habitual and the quotidian, with the kind of reflection on these experiences 

that isn’t always prompted by a moment of their failing, but is as equally prompted by their 

normality, which one can only see when assuming a certain reflective posture. 

In Cities of Words, Cavell describes how he connects the genre of remarriage comedy 

with the tradition of moral perfectionism through a focus “on the worth of a way of life, or my 

way of life, which has come to a crossroads demanding self-questioning, a pause or crisis in 

which I must assess something that has been characterized as my being true to myself, something 

the romantics (explicitly including Emerson) articulated as the imperative to become the one I 

am.”
369

 Cavell emphasizes how the moral conversation with another can require you to “reveal” 

yourself, a sense of self-disclosure during which confrontation can occur. For Cavell, these are 

the crossroads out of which moral progress occurs. Although Cavell does not make this 

connection, the focus on crossroads as a special agonistic moment has a parallel with the 

mystical Emerson who requires those moments of ecstatic rupture in order for true 
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“transcendental” knowledge to be acquired.
370

 In Cavell, this is most apparent in his seeming 

commitment to the Wittgensteinian view on philosophical problems as beginning in the sense 

that “I don’t know my way about,” which Cavell reads as a moment created by a “loss of self-

knowledge; of being, so to speak, at a loss.”
371

 While Cavell is surely right to think that this 

sense of loss is the fundamental philosophical moment in Wittgenstein—in other words, to be 

philosophically found, one must first be philosophically lost—it raises questions about this 

philosophical moment’s relationship to the ordinary practices of common life.  

The commitment to an Emerson that is somewhat doubtful of the exceptional, coupled 

with my view that Emerson is more attuned to and invested in speaking about the practical ways 

in which people are shaped through the ordinary as itself an incessant daily formation (counter to 

the ecstatic or crisis-producing extraordinary), leads me to put more weight on Emerson’s 

discussions of practical formation and education as vital components of his perfectionism. This is 

not to exclude those moments of ecstasy from the perfectionist conversation—indeed, I will 

return to the notion of ecstasy in “The Method of Nature” in the next chapter. But I do think that 

Cavell’s reading of Emerson does not properly pay heed to the ordinariness of Emerson’s 

concern for the common lives of people because his interest remains on the discourse of 

professionalized academic philosophy to such an extent that it limits his recuperation of the 

ordinary as itself unextraordinary. Indeed, this has been a standard criticism of Cavell by 

pragmatists for some time, articulated most strongly by Richard Rorty, among others.
372

 In 
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distinction, Emerson as preacher and social critic is more concerned with addressing ordinary 

people in the ordinary settings of their lives with the terms that make sense to them. This is not to 

deny that Emerson can be “inherited” by academic philosophy, as Cavell argues, but merely to 

acknowledge that Emerson’s understanding of philosophy was not confined to the academy. 

Rather, philosophy was a capacious intellectual inheritance for all people, and needed to address 

people as they are. This seems also to be why Saito, though deeply informed by Cavell’s work, is 

more interested in a Deweyian sense of growth, informed by Emersonian perfectionism, that can 

guide the kinds of practical educational projects that are required, especially for children, to 

ensure “creative democracy.”
373
 

This also returns me to my focus on religion as one of the prime places, at least in 

Emerson, where we can think about how the cultivation of persons occurs. In doing so, I am not 

only trying to make sense of the Emersonian view of religion, but I am also trying to take 

seriously Courtney Bender’s idea that practicing religion, to use her phrase, is a way of thinking 

about how a variety of intimate social interactions produce, and are produced by, particular 

conceptions of religion.
374

 Viewing religion this way emphasizes how religion permeates through 

a variety of realms, including, then, what we can think of as foundational democratic 

relationships. By reworking what “religion” means for a particular people, Emerson is, in subtle 
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ways, trying to shift the way that this cultivation happens, and what gets to count as the 

“religious” aspect of democracy. This doesn’t happen just in moments of being lost—those 

moments of crisis—but in the everyday interpersonal relationships that the individual finds 

herself in. 

 

c. Theological ideals  

The return to the topic of religion brings us back to the ways that Cavell distances his 

“(secular)” perfectionism from a religious perfectionism. Cavell suggestively raises the question 

of how perfectionism attempts to “take over, or mask, or say secularize, a religious 

responsibility,” which he reads as a main thread of the Divinity School Address.
375

 If I am 

correct to say that Emersonian perfectionism is part of Emerson’s overall reworking of both the 

conceptual and the practical aspects of religion in his day, then I would contend, contra Cavell, 

that it makes more sense to ask how perfectionism is part of a renegotiation of religious 

responsibilities, and not what perfectionism takes over from religious responsibility. To do the 

latter is to inject a rigid secular-religious binary into Emerson that he clearly did not have, and if 

I am correct, would have resisted. Accordingly, we need to answer the question of what makes 

something religious in the Emersonian sense and the particular practices that it ought to cultivate 

to regain intimacy with the world. As I developed in chapters two and three, another way to put 

this would be: what is the content of the particular community’s structure and the individual’s 

specific constitution that make them religious for Emerson. As I showed in those chapters, this 

centers on the question of a “natural theology” for Emerson, one that seeks to find the ideal 

toward which individuals strive by reflecting both on the media of our social life, as well as the 
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particular activities in which we engage in our quotidian lives.  

Cavell doesn’t always understand perfectionism in terms of striving for an ideal, although 

the ideal does have a role in his explication of Emerson’s perfectionism. As I noted above, 

Cavell sees that for Emersonian perfectionism, the ideal “occurs at the beginning of moral 

thinking, as a condition, let us say, of moral imagination, as preparation or sign of the moral 

life.”
376

 Cavell follows this observation by noting that the precondition for morality is 

“established in personal encounter,” without which we would exist in a “premoral state.”
377

 

While part of this observation is relatively benign (for what would it mean to exist in a moral 

state if not that one is in a situation of having to respond to an encounter with another), Cavell’s 

important observation is that the Emersonian ideal is not only a precondition for moral thinking 

in the first place, but that the ideal only appears in the personal encounter. This is not the 

mystical Emerson receiving ideals in his solitude and applying them to the world, but a social 

Emerson who sees that the most subjective moment of moral thinking (how I relate myself to the 

ideal that I have found in myself) can only occur because it was preceded by a encounter 

between people (which in Cavellian terms, is both an encounter with another and an encounter 

with myself in the other). This, I believe, opens a kind of space to inquire about how ideals are 

not just mine but ours, how they are produced through our form of living together, and how we 

might, each in his or her own way, reflexively identify and take responsibility for them. As 

Cavell often points out, there are ideals that a person is living that he does not yet have the ability 

to express, but that others may be able to formulate for him; this is what happens when another 
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reveals me to myself.
378

 As I mentioned above, for Cavell our community is a particular kind of 

task to which individuals are to relate themselves. More so than Cavell, thought, I would stress 

that this task is one of persistently interrogating the ideals instantiated by one’s relationships to 

community, loves, and world, recognizing them as in part one’s own ideals, but also the 

individual’s sense of aversion to those ideals. In Cavellian terms, this is a turning and returning. 

The relationship between ideals and community becomes most clear when we turn to the 

common perfectionist strands between Emerson and Dewey, especially insofar as both see 

perfectionism as closely related to important aspects of their religious thought. This connection is 

all the more important because Cavell has been a strong critic of aligning Emerson and Dewey in 

their perfectionist thinking. His essay, “What’s the Use of Calling Emerson a Pragmatist?” 

portrays Dewey and the classical pragmatists in general as not interrogating the language of 

philosophy enough, and therefore not engaging in philosophy in a substantial enough way to 

recognize the immense difficulty of Emerson’s call to change.
379

 “Pragmatism misses,” Cavell 

claims elsewhere, “the depth of human restiveness, or say misses the daily, insistent split in the 

self that being human cannot, without harm to itself (beyond moments of ecstasy) escape.”
380

 In 

response, numerous scholars have contested this division between Dewey and Emerson by 

arguing that Cavell misrepresents the challenge of Dewey’s call for the reconstruction of 

philosophy and thereby makes Dewey’s faith in intellect and scientific reasoning too flat and 
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optimistic.
381

 For scholars who object to Cavell’s disjunction between the two figures, Dewey’s 

less poetic language does not make him any less Emersonian. In fact, as many have argued, 

Dewey’s critiques of philosophy’s myopia mirror in many ways what Dewey found to be most 

praiseworthy in Emerson: “Looked at in the open, our fences between literature and metaphysics 

appear petty.”
382

 In particular, my approach resembles the criticisms of Cavell’s contra-

Deweyian position made by Douglas Anderson, who worries that Cavell’s overly linguistic 

project detracts from the sense of how Emerson and Dewey were concerned with the practices 

and actions of ordinary people, and not the kind of intellectual remove that, despite its claims to 

the ordinary, characterizes contemporary academic philosophy.
383

 Running through these 

criticisms is the idea that Cavell’s attention to the ordinary leaves out what is essential to an 

Emersonian and Deweyian notion of the “common”: that a philosophy of the common must be 

concerned with and directed towards the common people and the problems they encounter.
384

 By 

focusing too intently on the splitting of the self rather than particular social, democratic, and 

educational practices, Cavell risks turning perfectionism into the kind of moral theory that 

Putnam rightly critiques in Ethics Without Ontology, that is, a “noble statue standing at the top of 

a single pillar” rather than a Deweyian attention to the lives of ordinary people, where ethics 
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resembles “a table with many legs, which wobbled a lot, but is very hard to turn over.”
385

  

One way to view the perfectionist connection between Emerson and Dewey is through 

the lens of how each negotiates the nature of the religious. There has been a good amount of 

work devoted to the perfectionist continuities between the two on ethics and education, but very 

little on the connection with how they view the religious commitments of their contemporaries. 

The omission is all the more important because Dewey’s famous essay on Emerson ends by 

remarking on his religion in terms that sound similar to sections of Emerson’s “Worship.” 

Calling Emerson “the only Christian of the intellect,” Dewey praises Emerson’s attention to “the 

common nature,” out of which will emerge “a philosophy which religion has no call to chide and 

which knows its friendship with science and with art.”
386

 A religious vision in which science, art, 

and philosophy come together is at the core of Emerson’s thought.
387
 

There is perhaps no better depiction of Dewey’s Emersonian religious inheritance than A 

Common Faith.
388

 There are many parallels that one can trace between the two thinkers in this 

work. Dewey’s attempt to view how religion could be if it were “free from all historic 

encumbrances” resembles Emerson’s claim that what is problematic about religious forms are 
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their unreflective adherence to history.
389

 Dewey’s separation of the institutional “religions” 

from the attitudinal “religious” echoes Emerson’s separation of formal religion from religious 

sentiment.
390

 They share a rejection of notions of sinfulness and the corruption of the heart which 

are incurable except through divine grace.
391

 Both dismiss supernaturalism because it takes 

people away from the world in which they must act in relation to one another, and consequently 

harms the democratic ideal.
392

 They both have the sense that the natural world and human 

dependence on it ought to figure into moral-religious thought, what Dewey calls his “natural 

piety.”
393

 Both generally view religion as a dynamic, ever-changing, ever-adapting element of 

people’s lives. And, perhaps most controversially given Emerson’s popular depiction, both are 

hesitant to grant mystical experiences a kind of special insight into what is and is not religious.
394

 

Nevertheless, for my purposes here, the most important thing to note is how Dewey’s notion of a 

“moral faith” develops a kind of religious perfectionism where the ideal plays an integral part in 
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how humans morally develop as individual selves in communities of shared aims.
395
 

What I am calling the perfectionism of A Common Faith is Dewey’s attempt to find the 

unification of the self through an imaginative attachment to an ideal beyond the self, one which 

integrates the self into an envisioned complete form and into the world as a whole. As Dewey 

puts it:  

The whole self is an ideal, an imaginative projection. Hence the idea of a thoroughgoing 

and deep-seated harmonizing of the self with the Universe (as a name for the totality of 

conditions with which the self is connected) operates only through imagination—which is 

one reason why this composing of the self is not voluntary in the sense of an act of 

special volition or resolution.
396

  

 

As Dewey hopes to show, ideals can have authority over “choice and conduct”—they can have 

claims over “our desires and purposes”—by positing a particular ideal end towards which we 

ought to aspire.
397

 These ideals have a power over us not because they are particular facts to 

which we must intellectually assent, either facts about the natural world or facts about some 

reality above or behind the world. Rather, ideals have power over us because they offer a 

potential unification of the self that empowers us to act in the world as we have it. In this sense, 

the ideal of the whole self that any person may have is not a voluntary construction, but one that 

is necessary for her to act morally. It is because of the recognition of the authority of the ideal, 

what Dewey calls “conviction,” that growth and positive change become possible: “For all 

endeavor for the better is moved by faith in what is possible, not by adherence to the actual.”
398

 

Just as Emersonian perfectionism introduced a kind of perspective on life through a vision of a 
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future that could be, Dewey thinks that we should view this introduction of perspective into the 

shifting circumstances of life as the function of anything that is properly labeled “religious.”
399

 

By saying that this unification of self through ideal ends is presented to us through imagination, 

Dewey does not mean that the ends are in any way unreal. Ideals are very much real because 

they are “vouched for by their undeniable power in action.”
400

 For Dewey, the imagination is the 

organ through which all possibilities (anything that is not yet actual) are presented to us, and 

these possibilities are certainly real in how they drive us to act in moral ways. One is reminded 

of Emerson’s claim that the true meaning of the spiritual is “real” (CW 6:6.14). As Dewey notes, 

ideals “exist in character, in personality and action.”
401

 Ideals empower people to act for the 

possible that has power over us because it reveals a moral end towards which we must strive. 

Importantly, we need not postulate that the ideal is an antecedent reality—it is not a thing to be 

discovered in the world apart from human life.
402

 What this means, for Dewey, is that we must 

always remember that ideals are our ideals, things that are created by us for our action, not 

objects found in, behind, or above the world.  

One of the important ways that Dewey overlaps with an Emersonian perfectionism is 

through the importance that both place on emotion as a way of bringing together the ideal with 

the actual. Like Emerson, Dewey’s perfectionism is guided by two kinds of affective 

connections: those between individuals that join together in cooperative effort in pursuit of better 

realizing an ideal, and those between the human and the natural world which is imagined as a 
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whole, or “universe,” into which the human must be integrated. For both Emerson and Dewey, 

we do not pursue the ideal because we have made a decision that it would be in our best interest 

to do so; rather, we pursue the ideal because it is recognized as constituting what we really are as 

human creatures, or, in language they both share, the ideal represents the potentially “whole” 

self. When one has a “religious attitude,” he sees himself as a part of a larger whole on which he 

depends, and which he supports, a whole that is both representative of his individual self and that 

self in relation to the larger whole to which it is bound.
403

 “God,” in this context, becomes the 

“active relation between ideal and actual,” a kind of symbolization of a function that Dewey sees 

operating in many different religious traditions, and without which a people can tend towards a 

position of defiance against what they perceive as a hostile world.
404

 In other words, “God” can 

be an idea of encouragement if it is understood rightly as a way of expressing how humans can 

engage in cooperative projects that strive after inclusive ideal ends. Dewey has some reservations 

about continuing to use the language of “God” because it can be easily misinterpreted as 

pertaining to a particular metaphysical being that is distinct from the practical moral projects of 

individuals. But Dewey also recognizes the power of the idea for people, and insofar as it 

inspires a right attitude, with a sense of hope and possibility in the ideal, it should be a continued 

presence in philosophical thought.
405

 Dewey believed that once people have found religious 

                                                           
403
 Dewey, Common Faith, 53. 

404
 Ibid., 52, 53. 

405
 This openness to referring to a “God” in A Common Faith is recognized by some interpreters as a departure from 

Dewey’s views in the other works of the mature period leading up to the 1930s. For instance, in 1908, Dewey writes 

on the changes occurring in relation to religion: “Yet nothing is gained by deliberate effort to return to ideas which 

have become incredible, and to symbols which have been emptied of their content of obvious meaning. Nothing can 

be gained by moves which will increase confusion and obscurity, which tend to an emotional hypocrisy and to a 

phrasemongering of formulae which seem to mean one thing and really import the opposite.” John Dewey, 

“Religion and Our Schools,” in The Middle Works of John Dewey, 1899-1924, vol. 4 (Carbondale and Edwardsville: 

Southern Illinois University Press, 1978), 169. It is difficult, I think, to read this passage without hearing Dewey 

condemn liberal efforts to reinterpret, while still holding onto, traditional religious symbols including God as 

anything but simply finding a new way to clothe outmoded ideas. Douglas R. Anderson argues that Dewey’s 



270 

supernaturalism to be dubious, they can have a naturalized sense of moral faith that will bring 

people together under the common project of working towards an ideal, however they work it 

out. Indeed, not only will this connect us to those around us, but it will also connect us to people 

of the past and the future, those by whose work we have profited, and those who will profit from 

our work. Dewey’s vision of a continuous humanity recalls his earlier Hegelian emphasis on 

organic relations—in this case, seeing humanity as one organism that progresses through time, of 

which we are all equally parts. In one of his more eloquent moments, Dewey writes: “Ours is the 

responsibility of conserving, transmitting, rectifying and expanding the heritage of values we 

have received that those who come after us may receive it more solid and secure, more widely 

accessible and more generously shaped than we have received it.”
406
 

On the surface, at least, this picture of religion seems to fly close to Cavell’s worries 

about the unsplit, and therefore untroubled, self of the pragmatists. Indeed, conversations about 
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whether or not Dewey has a sense of the tragic have interesting parallels with those about 

whether Emerson is more than a sunny optimist.
407

 It seems as though whether or not one reads 

Emerson and/or Dewey as an optimist or pessimist will determine whether or not one sees them 

as closely aligned.  

This is where an Emersonian natural theology can be helpful. Dewey reminds us that 

ideals are instantiated and instilled by both cultural products (art, poetry, philosophy) and by 

practical action (reform movements, religious practices, democratic life). The function of the 

religious has been to offer a kind of perspective on these ideals, and consequently, on ourselves, 

our actions, the culture around us, and our world. This is the job of Dewey’s religious attitude, 

and Emerson’s religious sentiment. Oftentimes, the ideals that we will find ourselves living out 

and surrounded by will prove to be insufficient. We either did not know that these ideals were 

our ideals, or we knew they were our ideals, but we had a view of them that made them seem 

more complete than they actually are (say, for instance, a commitment to racial equality that is 

not fully realized by the institutional forms which purport to pursue racial equality, as is 

currently coming to light at the moment in American universities). It takes a particular kind of 

criticism to draw this out. It is only through the reflection of this criticism that new practices, 

new forms of life, new worship can be brought about. This criticism must be strident, and 

perhaps troubling, because it cuts to the core of the ideals around which people structure their 

lives.  

As I have been arguing in Emerson’s case, the essential feature of religious sentiment is 
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its moral function of enabling a person, through a variety of means, to become a more complete, 

universal, and public human. As Emerson put it, “As soon as we love, or think profoundly; or 

pray; or are rapt by music; or by grand works of imagination; or address ourselves to any task 

which absorbs the mind and heart; we are no longer related to our native village or to the current 

year and month, but are citizens of the world, and at home in all ages” (LL 1:125). These are all 

specific ways to transcend ourselves. They are not individual mystical withdrawals, but can serve 

as the basis for structures of renewed Emersonian worship. But the project of striving to be more 

public and universal is exceptionally difficult, and never finally achievable. It is not just a matter 

of seeing oneself rightly, but constantly working to maintain the slimmest possibility of seeing 

ourselves rightly. As Emerson notes at the end of “Illusions,” we might ever only see the air 

clear, and the Gods reveal themselves, for an instant (CW 6:9.21). To make more apparent how 

this functions religiously, let me now turn again to Emerson’s “Natural Religion” lecture which 

he delivered numerous times in the 1860s. 

As I have highlighted in the previous chapters, Emerson saw the office of the preacher as 

an integral part of the life of the community. The preacher has no special insight and no special 

theological knowledge. Instead of grounding his work on whatever theological system is 

currently in style at the divinity schools, he grounds himself with the people to whom he is 

speaking. He is to speak from his experience (which he shares with his audience) and his own 

exploration of ethical life in order to lift up his audience: “He cannot utter any ethical statement 

out of his experience, to any assembly of living men, but he will find it received into welcoming, 

tender, and jubilant hearts” (LL 2:182). His subject matter is not abstract theologies or 

metaphysics; he aims to speak “to the height of lowliness” because it is in this lowliness that the 

“great God” meets us—that is, where we find the heights of human character (LL 2:181). It is in 
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this sense that “The progress of religion is steadily to its identity with morals,” where it sheds its 

sectarian claims about the exclusivity of its revelation and realizes its part in the project of moral 

cultivation (LL 2:183). As Emerson provocatively notes in the margin of the manuscript, one 

might substitute “soul or citizen” for the term “clergy” (LL 2:183n17). 

If this moral cultivation is read as centrally the perfectionist project, which Emerson 

inherits from Channing among others, then we can see how even these late lectures took the core 

of religious form to be about the cultivation and development of a perfectionist moral outlook. 

What then are the tenets of this perfectionism when it takes its religious form? Emerson gives us 

four, which in the broadest strokes are meant to give the general apparatus under which any 

particular religious form might operate if it is to realize its moral force. First, we must realize 

that we do not fully know the value of what we say and do, that we speak and act in ways that are 

expressive of ideals that we don’t always recognize. Put differently, we don’t have entire self-

clarity. Nevertheless, “Blessed be the inevitabilities” because ultimately, the laws under which 

we live will “execute themselves” (LL 2:185, 186). Like Dewey, Emerson sees change in 

religious traditions as necessary, and that there is something troubling about an inflexible 

reiteration of history. This leads to his second tenet, that “Theocracy—or the only power—is 

Reason,” whose aim is to make us more public and universal, and less likely to “egotize” (LL 

2:187). As I have stressed in my account of Emerson, religion is often treated as moderating 

what Emerson here calls “self-love,” or that excessive self-concern that takes one away from his 

obligation to others. Too often, he claims, people have understood religion in ways that remove 

them from their obligations to others—that is, they seek “religious superiority” by “going alone, 

renunciation, self-mortifying”—but this is a path away from religion, because “it is only as our 

existence is shared,—not as it is self-hood, but as it is humanity or godhead,—that it is divine” 
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(LL 2:188). By claiming that Reason is a true “Theocracy,” Emerson is giving prime place to that 

which connects us, to that faculty, the Reason, which expresses how others “are only extensions” 

of oneself (ibid.). This is why public worship is still a significant aspect of Emerson’s thought. 

One cannot stay in one’s religious closet, but must participate in the collective activities of the 

community in ways that make apparent one’s interconnectedness with that community.  

The third tenet deals with the “plain doctrine of integrity,” which stresses that we must 

work to be consistent moral creatures. Integrity, in this sense, is an ideal, not something that we 

see very often (“Yet how hard to find a complete character!”) (LL 2:189). Emerson gleefully 

notes that there have been many great thinkers who were terrible to their families, and thus failed 

this test of integrity because they were unable to integrate their high ideals with their practical 

action in the world. Here, one is reminded again of the closing of “Experience,” where the vision 

that we hope to achieve is the “transformation of genius into practical power.” This leads to his 

fourth tenet, the “doctrine and discipline of love” (LL 2:189). Emerson notes that it is easy to 

love that which is partial to us, those people who are near to us and provide some benefit 

(classically, we might call this eros). It is difficult to have an “omnipotent” love where one acts 

not out of the benefit that one receives from the beloved, but “only a noble regard for a man as a 

man” and the wish to display to the neighbor that you do not love him out of “prejudice” (LL 

2:190). This is a love that has to power to hold together a “political community” by displaying 

how each is responsible for the other, not because they have entered into an agreement of mutual 

benefit, but because each has engaged in a discipline of love that makes her see each as sharing 

in a humanity.  

Here, then, we have circled back to Cavellian acknowledgment, but now inflected with a 

sense of religious practice: it is through the particular formative practices of religious worship 
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that a community can cultivate the bonds that are necessary for acknowledgment to be possible 

and sustainable. Emerson thinks that most religions have been doing this in partial form, but they 

have yet to fulfill their ethical core—they are still progressing towards the identification with 

morality. Emerson gives particular importance to America as a place where the “pure religion” 

might be introduced, but he is not claiming that this “American” religion will supersede all 

others, or even that there is a single American religion.
408

 Rather, it is the meeting of many 

religious traditions that Emerson sees as most important, and the discovery amongst them that 

each in its own way pursues a moral goal. He has the hope that this meeting of religious 

traditions sparks a recognition of the moral claims of the other.  

In sum, what theology does for Emerson is read the higher in the now—it is a part of the 

“transcendentalism of common life” and the raising of “every trivial incident to a celestial 

dignity” (CW 2:187, LL 1:11). Theology serves as a language in which to express human duty by 

examining all parts of human life and asking what kinds of duties are being expressed, what 

kinds of ideals are implicit, and what we are aspiring towards. Theology deals with “the whole 

world” as “an omen and a sign,” but these are our omens and signs, not signs of another world 

(which would be demonology), and when we see these signs we are better able to rectify our 

actions (EL 3:170). Theology in this sense is not far from what he often means by philosophy, 

and I take this to be part of his point. The best forms of theology are searching and critical, but 

they point towards a hopeful future. It is in this way that the Cavellian contestation of the 

boundaries between literature, film, music, art and philosophy gets extended to theology as well.  

 

III. Prospects 
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Cavell has two worries about a religious perfectionism: that it might view human moral 

effort as insufficient for moral progress because of human sinfulness, or that it might posit the 

end of moral effort and the achievement of perfectionism (whether inside or outside of this 

world). Coupled with Cavell’s insinuation that religion cannot be endlessly self-critical—and 

thus it is distinct from philosophy, which can be—Cavell enacts a separation between his version 

of a “(secular)” Emersonian perfectionism and the varieties of striving after the ideal that one 

might find in religious traditions. The worry, then, becomes how this perfectionism relates to the 

concrete social practices of ordinary individuals, those who perhaps are not engaged in the 

philosophical tradition in which Cavell finds his expression of perfectionism. Insofar as Cavell’s 

perfectionism tends towards the textual, linguistic, and often intellectualized form, it fails to fully 

descend to the ordinary messiness of the manner in which lives are daily lived and formed, a 

place where religion often functions as the constellation of ideas, activities, relations, and 

traditions that are integral to a perfectionist striving. What my reading of perfectionism has 

emphasized is that an openness to religious expressions can reveal the many ways that the lived 

practice of religions involve formative practices that are both affective and intellectual, which 

involve both one’s solitude and one’s social relations, that are vital to the way that one lives out 

the ethical imperative of perfectionism. These elements are essential features of an Emersonian, 

romantic, and I would add a pragmatist, commitment to the common or ordinary. What I have 

hoped to show with my discussion of Emerson and Dewey is how there is a version of 

perfectionism that is concerned with the lives of ordinary people and, in particular, the religious 

institutions and ways of life that inform a perfectionist effort onward and upward that escapes 

these legitimate worries. In fact, I have argued that there is a form of theological discourse within 

the Emerson-to-Dewey trajectory of American philosophical and religious thought that achieves 
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precisely this.  

Furthermore, this liberal strand of American thought has been viewed as untheological 

precisely because it does not adhere to an Augustinian conception of sin and grace, and therefore 

goes largely ignored by those theologians who are interested in using Cavell’s perfectionism for 

theological purposes. My emphasis on Emerson as renegotiating the meaning of the religious, the 

ways in which he takes what is recognizable and visible to his audience and reinterprets it for a 

progressive purpose, injects a malleability to what is and is not religious that has often been 

missed by those who would support Cavell’s “(secular)” perfectionism and explore its 

theological resonances. My aim is ultimately similar to Ludger Viefhues-Bailey’s attempt to use 

Cavellian resources to support “alternative religious imaginations that enable something like 

Emersonian becoming.”
409

 My claim has been that this was Emerson’s project all along, but it is 

a project that can be easily misunderstood as irreligious because it sees religion itself as needing 

to undergo continuous transformation. Accordingly, Emerson’s prompting is that one should not 

define what is and is not theological by how theology has been done, but how it can be done in 

order to support the religion that he imagines is coming about. 
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CHAPTER FIVE – ENVIRONMENTAL INTIMACY 

 

Introduction 

The previous four chapters have all, in different ways, made the case that Emerson’s 

religious project has been either misunderstood or unfairly dismissed due to a lack of attention to 

the intricate ways that he hoped to change how people understand what it means to live a 

religious life. My claim has been that, in misconstruing Emerson’s corpus as either too secular or 

too spiritual to be “religion,” we have missed many of the valuable resources that Emerson’s 

work can offer us for addressing the contemporary intersections between theology, ethics, and 

philosophy. Attending to the way that these categories bleed into one another—that is, how 

Emerson treats all three as primarily concerned with the question of how to promote human 

moral becoming—we might be able to gain a critical perspective that does not begin with their 

categorical separation, but calls upon resources insofar as they prove to be efficacious for the 

task at hand. Accordingly, this final chapter focuses on one particular place where an 

Emersonian account can contribute: how we both think about and ethically respond to the 

environment. As my account relies in significant ways on how the theological, ethical, and 

philosophical were woven together by Emerson into what he understood as the progressive 

function of the religious life, my approach for offering Emersonian resources for thinking about 

how humans ought to respond to the ethical demands of environmental degradation will be 

situated within this discussion of the religious life. That is, it is concerned with how to create 

forms of community education and social practice that shape individuals to be able to reflect 
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properly upon, and hence be able to take hold of and change, the ideals they instantiate and 

which guide their activity in the world. 

To begin, then, let me trace the trajectory of the past four chapters in order to show how 

the previous discussion culminates in what will be the focus of this chapter, that is, ethical 

intimacy with the environment. 

In the first chapter I argued that scholarly attempts to read Emerson’s work as promoting 

either a proto-secularism or a mysticism and spiritualism have contributed to a picture of him as 

not “religious.” These accounts tend to give too much place to the particular social and cultural 

movements that claimed Emerson as one of their own after his death—both the “secular” 

American literary tradition and the New Thought, spiritualist, and mystical movements in the 

United States—rather than attending to the ways that Emerson saw himself as standing in a long 

tradition of religious evolution. I argued that in order to see Emerson as leaving religion behind, 

scholars have too often relied upon a static and rigid conception of religion that, in fact, does not 

fit with Emerson’s own anti-essentialist and malleable conception of religion. To view Emerson 

as proto-secular or spiritual leads one to be unable to make sense of the enduring concern that 

Emerson had for cultivating a particular notion of religious life that he believed had very real and 

urgent social value. This chapter also argued that these scholarly accounts of the irreligious 

Emerson mistakenly divorce Emerson from the traditions of religious thought that informed him. 

Specifically, I argued that we can see Emerson’s religious thought as continuing a local family 

tradition, which he inherited from his Aunt Mary Moody Emerson, but which is also deeply 

connected to the nexus of competing traditions in early nineteenth century New England. By 

foregrounding this inheritance, it becomes more difficult to claim that he is doing something 

radically new or different. Instead, Emerson serves as a node in a continually evolving mixture 
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of various inherited Christian traditions, and he understands himself to be situated in the always 

tenuous negotiation between previous iterations and forms of novelty. 

 Chapter two begins my interpretation of Emerson’s religious thought with the earliest 

sermons. Because my focus is on Emerson the preacher, who has a real pastoral concern for the 

lives of the people around him, I develop an account of his religious writings that stands apart 

from many of the treatments of it thus far. In particular, most accounts of Emerson’s religion 

treat it as autobiographical—that is, the accounts of religion that Emerson offers in his works are 

primarily his attempt to work out his own series of personal crises prompted by the events of his 

life. I believe this trend has been unfortunate because it occluded the ways that Emerson was 

offering a structured vision to an audience who he hoped to impact in real and practical ways. 

Thus, I read the religious writings as meant for an audience as a piece of prophetic cultural 

criticism, engaging with his audience on their terms in an effort to affect how they live their 

lives. I also argue that Emerson is not as hostile towards the project of theology as many readers 

have assumed, but that he was hostile to a particular model of theology that removed it from the 

common lives of ordinary people by getting caught up in interminable academic debates. Instead, 

Emersonian theology focuses on how theological speech might provide a means for people to 

reflect on and therefore improve their lives as they live them. Theology, in this sense, is what 

Emerson calls the language of human duty. I lay out the broad goals of Emerson’s religious 

project by focusing on how he takes up the traditions of the people around him, evaluates them in 

light of how they contribute to or detract from the improvement of the community, keeps what 

works, and reimagines what doesn’t work in hopes of moving the tradition forward. This makes 

him a reformer more than an iconoclast. 

In the third chapter I continue this reading of Emerson’s religious thought by focusing on 
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how his concern for the religious life continues through the period where most scholars have 

seen Emerson becoming more secular. The standard narrative of Emerson’s life in the secondary 

literature sees the publication of Essays: Second Series as marking the point at which all of 

Emerson’s optimism regarding religion has disappeared, after which it is more appropriate to 

view him as a secular ethical pragmatist. My account challenges this view by reading the works 

of this period as a further elaboration upon what Emerson calls the religious sentiment—that 

multifaceted concept that is intended to preserve and promote the idea of an affective connection 

between people that has important moral value. Many accounts of this period have focused on 

the interplay between skepticism and morality. Few scholars have followed Emerson in stressing 

that the religious sentiment is at its core a part of human morality. I trace this movement up to 

the final works of Emerson’s career, where he takes a determinately practical view of developing 

the religious sentiment by attempting to describe how systems of formation, including religious 

worship, can provide for the betterment of individuals in the lives that they currently live. In 

other words, Emerson’s notion of a “transcendentalism of common life” comes to play a central 

role in The Conduct of Life and Society and Solitude, the two main works that describe how 

ordinary people can reflect upon their daily activities as instantiations of higher ideals, which, for 

him, is the central theological task. 

In the fourth chapter I turn to Stanley Cavell’s work on moral perfectionism to draw out a 

specific moral theory from Emerson’s work that stresses intimacy and relationality over 

individualism and autonomy. I argue that Cavell’s work is problematic precisely at the point 

where he strays from Emerson the most: when he separates his “philosophical” Emerson from 

the practical social project of improving lives through direct address (that is, Emerson in his 

pastoral or “religious” mode). I then make the case for a version of Emersonian moral 
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perfectionism that puts more of a stress on the affective connections of love and the orienting 

possibilities of the theological ideal. I argue that it is within Emerson’s broader development of 

religious practices, with the forms of education that they pursue, that both love and the 

theological ideal can be promoted and cultivated. That is to say, because an Emersonian theology 

is focused on how to reflect on one’s social practices with an eye towards the ideal, and because 

this reflection is not simply a given but must be cultivated through forms of community worship, 

to speak meaningfully about moral perfectionism requires a sense of both the community and the 

particular social bonds in which one is situated. It also requires, as I note at the end, a strong 

account of how humans are constituted by forms of intimacy that make them what they are, and 

which ought to be honored as having ethical importance. Intimacy, in this sense, is a way of 

speaking about both one’s social ties as well as one’s environmental connections, bringing back 

a sense of nature as an intimate moral partner in the development of both persons and the world.  

This fifth chapter is thus the culmination of the previous: if moral perfectionism can only 

be considered within boundaries set by one’s social and physical environment, then an account 

of ethical intimacy is needed that makes sense of how the human-environment relationship 

should be understood. It is at this point that Emersonian moral perfectionism becomes an 

environmental ethics: it responds to how we ought to understand both our duties to the 

environment, as well as how the environment makes us into the kinds of moral creatures that we 

are. Simply put, Emerson’s answer is that we are in an inextricable relation of intimacy with our 

environments, an intimacy in which we are both creators of and created by the places in which 

we live our daily lives. To say this is to operate with a view of the environment as encompassing 

a wide range, one that accounts not just for the untouched wilderness, but for lead-contaminated 

city water supplies and the toxic soils which are concentrated in poor communities. In fact, it is 



283 

precisely the picture of Emerson which has been problematic for most ecocritics—that he is too 

much of an idealist—that allows for Emerson to provide a notion of an environmental ethics that 

addresses more than just the pristine wilderness. That is to say, a certain form of idealism enables 

us to speak about the formation of human subjects in environments that perpetuate human social 

inequalities, where the environment is itself produced by human social inequalities, and therefore 

functions as a site calling out for the workings of environmental justice. Understood correctly, 

Emerson’s environmentalist idealism offers ethical resources to account for the environment not 

just in “manipular” ways, nor in such extreme abstraction that there is no concern for the 

physical, but in acknowledgment of the power of human creativity and the need for that 

creativity to be wielded according to the intimate bonds of the self that both make it what it is 

and that it can intentionally make better.  

 

I. Environmentalist Idealism 

In light of what now seems to be an inevitable ecological catastrophe caused by human 

activity on earth, any ethical, philosophical, or religious framework is incomplete which does not 

in a substantial way engage with how it either furthers or inhibits a model of human life and 

thought which is part of the environment in which it occurs. Thus, the question becomes whether 

a viable form of moral perfectionism, viewed as a form of theological ethics, can account for 

human ecological obligations. Although Emerson could not have anticipated the extent to which 

human activity could be destructive to the natural environment, he does offer resources for 

understanding the human-environment relationship that prove to be amenable to an ecological 

concern. Specifically, the Emersonian model demands the notion of intimacy with the natural 

world as an essential aspect of any philosophical view, an intimacy that carves a path between an 
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entirely receptive materialism and a world-denying idealism. In this sense, the Emersonian 

model provides a way forward by skirting both the pitfalls of ecocentrism and anthropocentrism, 

holding onto a notion of the human while at the same time depicting that notion of the human as 

never so autonomous as to become independent. To put it simply, the human is permeated by 

obligations to a larger world than its own. The goal of an Emersonian intervention in religious 

practice, then, is to find creative ways of representing and therefore cultivating these obligations 

in ways that address how a community understands itself. Crucially, what makes this 

intervention different from many others is that it seeks to address particular communities in 

terms that they would understand, using the resources inherent in them in creative ways that 

might lead to social transformation. 

In this section, I begin with a general account of recent proposals for pragmatism in 

environmental ethics. I follow Willis Jenkins in viewing religious ethics as having a vital role 

within this pragmatic tradition insofar as it is able to elaborate on and intervene in the particular 

social practices that communities use to make sense of themselves. I then turn to what an 

Emersonian model would have to look like in order to attempt to develop ways of “representing” 

environmental intimacy, using Rob Nixon’s terminology, through a particular perfectionist 

understanding. Because this section is meant to lay the groundwork for the Emersonian model, I 

put off a conversation about the Emersonian religious thought and the environment to the next 

section. 

Most work on environmental ethics and religion and ecology begins with some kind of 

distinction between the human and nature—even if the goal is, as some deep ecologists might 

argue, to eventually show how the distinction fails to get at what is most fundamental about the 

human-nature relation. Roger Gottlieb’s recent anthology on religion and ecology begins with 
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this distinction, framing the book with a traditional theological problem concerning human 

relations with nature: how are humans to deal with creation? Our power to damage the earth, 

Gottlieb writes, has grown to such an extent that we have essentially changed the conversation 

from the antedated concern for a natural world, to a contemporary question of humans and the 

environment. We ought no longer to speak of “nature” in such a framework because it invokes 

the notion of an autonomous causal order and the theological apparatus that regarded it as a 

created thing apart from human power. The conceptual change to “environment” reminds us that 

an autonomous causal order is no longer imaginable. Instead, what we have is “a nonhuman 

world whose life and death, current shape and future prospects, are in large measure determined 

by human beings.”
410

 Although we might begin with this conceptual binary between human and 

non-human, Gottlieb makes the point that this relationship is a dialectical totality—as we focus 

our ethical work on the impact that humans have on the environment, we should not forget that 

the environment also deeply changes us. The notion of a dialectical totality is meant to bridge the 

oftentimes too easily juxtaposed poles of ecocentric and anthropocentric views of the 

environment, offering a way of conceptualizing the human-environment relationship as one in 

which each element is determined by and yet also determines the other. 

Many scholars have been dissatisfied with this paradigm that focuses on human 

frameworks for understanding the world, arguing that these meta-philosophical debates about 

how the environment is conceptualized only distract from very real and practical environmental 

problems, whereas we ought to spend more time offering concrete suggestions for effective 

strategies to combat them. These scholars are often grouped together under the category of 

environmental pragmatists. They typically take one of two interrelated paths. The first path 
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focuses on specific environmental problems and the concrete ways in which interventions can be 

made, whether legal, scientific, or social. For those who go in this direction, the ethics of 

environmentalism might be interesting, but practical problem solving doesn’t need to wait for 

these ethical conversations to be settled before offering up strategies for turning back climate 

change, cleaning up local waters, or investing in renewable infrastructure. The second path also 

turns to practical action as its primary orientation, but pragmatists on this path are interested in 

using social practices as sites in which human and environment concretely interact in complex 

ways that produce our thinking about our obligations to act. Rather than just offering technical 

problem-solving, these pragmatists recognize that modifying social practices is a prime route for 

offering concrete practical strategies, while, at the same time, an emphasis on social practices 

allows one to attend to the broad ways that people understand their worlds in hopes of finding 

effective and long-lasting change. Nevertheless, even on this second path the overall goal is not 

to begin with the question of how we view the world, but instead to focus more on the particular 

environmental crisis which confronts us now and the social practices that are relevant for 

actionable response. For instance, Anthony Weston has argued that a pragmatist strategy should 

begin with experiences of nature and the feelings and values that arise from these experiences in 

order to bypass the philosophical gridlock that comes when we think that real change only 

happens once we have settled the moral framework in which we must operate.
411

 The concrete 

experience of nature is taken to be a relevant social practice from which effective strategizing 

can emerge, rather than a metaphilosophical conversation about what the right kind of experience 

of nature would be. 

Nevertheless, many versions of environmental pragmatism have been hampered from 
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making a large impact because they tend to exclude a discussion of religious practices by 

assuming that religion can only offer a reflection on metaethical views that stand at some remove 

from the practical experience of the environment. In this case, religion is seen as too general and 

metaphysical for the project of finding a consensus from which to address concrete problems. 

Willis Jenkins’ recent book on how ethics ought to be redirected to meet future needs tries to 

remedy this lacuna by developing a pragmatic strategy that pays careful attention to how 

individual social practices and social responses to environmental problems can filter up to a 

cultural level by means of religious organizing. For Jenkins, religious ethics is just what is 

needed here because it can engage people in their particular situations while criticizing social 

dysfunction and making broadly transformative claims.
412

 The goal is to promote a “pluralist 

moral experimentation” in an effort to create new competencies for responding to problems, an 

experimentation that is not possible when policy consensus is the primary goal (as it is for many 

environmental pragmatists).
413

 In this sense, religious ethics should begin with the concrete 

problems that arise when people confront the environment, and it should use these concrete 

problems as “a site of interpretive production” to revise a religious tradition to better transform 

and adapt a people to confront problems. Jenkins’ claim is that religious ethics is particularly 

well-suited for this task because it is able to tap into a network of established social practices in 

which people are already heavily invested. Therefore, religious ethics is able to offer a better 

possibility of transforming how people see their environments than would an ethics that is 

merely built around solving particular environmental problems. Religious ethics does not 
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exclude other forms of ethical inquiry; rather, religious ethics is one particularly powerful 

strategy that ought not to be ruled out merely because it tends towards broad metaethical claims. 

My claim here is that this is precisely the point at which Emerson can contribute. The 

environmental pragmatists and those who see some merit in their approach often call upon the 

so-called “scientific” pragmatism of Dewey because his views about the slow and experimental 

progress of intellect seem most amenable to the kind of practical responses they are after.
414

 

Dewey is seen as the practical problem solver who is not invested in complex metaethical 

demands or overly broad metaphysical commitments. As an alternative to this “Deweyian” 

picture, Jenkins finds a role for the prophetic pragmatism of Cornel West, although it is not quite 

clear how deep a role this prophetic pragmatism is playing in Jenkins’ project.
415

 What I want to 

claim in supplement to Jenkins’ Westian pragmatism is that an Emersonian claim about “nature” 

has a kind of prophetic appeal, and it has this precisely because it seeks to call nature into human 

ethical discourse. The question then becomes what a pragmatic ethics would look like if the 

proto-pragmatist Emerson serves as a guiding voice. 

To illustrate what is at stake in this model that draws upon “nature” as an integral 

philosophical partner, let me briefly consider a criticism of Emerson by Roger Lundin, who 

accuses Emerson of unwittingly denying the very thing that I am here attempted to reclaim. 

Lundin gives what I take to be a somewhat familiar expression of discontent with modernity and 

the perceived liberalism of an Emersonian religion that represents that modernity. In his book, 

From Nature to Experience, Lundin tracks the loss of a kind of authority offered by the natural 
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world as the locus of God’s revelation, which he argues is replaced in the American context by 

the authority of individual experience. For Lundin, this is a story of the decline of religion in the 

face of secularizing pressures, a decline which can be seen in miniature in the Emersonian 

corpus. In the eight-year period from Nature to “Experience,” Lundin sees the crucial moment 

where American intellectual culture moves away from the authority of (Christian) tradition. This 

loss of traditional authority represented by the turn to experience would eventually take hold 

among the American pragmatists, culminating in the evacuation of all forms of non-experiential 

authority for the ungrounded, endless theorization that he claims to find in Richard Rorty.
416

 By 

turning the locus of authority from nature to experience, Lundin argues, the human becomes the 

measure of all things, and therefore the measure of nothing. Lundin has a reluctant sympathy for 

Emerson, who he reads as trying to preserve a thread of moral reality for nature through his 

doctrine of correspondence, as though Emerson saw the writing on the wall but was helpless to 

do anything about it. Many readers of Emerson (Lundin singles out Richard Poirier) have de-

divinized Emerson by removing that last thread of moral reality from him, emptying him of all 

his “metaphysical dimensions.”
417

 From Lundin’s rhetoric, it is clear that this is a story of 

immense cultural decline. The last line of his book reinstitutes the kind of authority that he feels 

has been lost in the liberal turn to experience: “In that silence [of the cross], we may hear a word 

of abiding comfort, and in this insulted face, we may see an authority that we can indeed call 

master.”
418

 As Lundin presents it, the loss of authority other than the self is clearly a theological 

problem, and it is only made worse by an Emersonian theology which, as he conceives it, gives 
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authority to individual experience against the authority of tradition, an authority that cannot be 

dethroned by anything other than the active self. And if the active self is the only locus of 

authority, then there will be little regard for any ethical obligation imposed on the self from 

outside it—in this case, by one’s environment. 

In many ways this is one of the longstanding criticisms of Emersonian religion. A version 

of it is found in Orestes Brownson, the Transcendentalist turned Roman Catholic who departed 

from Emerson over the latter’s commitment to promoting the moral sentiment as an insight into 

one’s own soul, rather than seeing that morality required “obeying the command of a power out 

of him, above him, and independent of him.”
419

 According to this criticism, the Emersonian 

active self that needs only to obey itself loses the sense of obligation entirely—or, as Brownson 

put it, morality becomes just “transcendental selfishness” and “pure egotism.”
420

 Oftentimes this 

became, in Emerson’s day, the claim that Emerson dismissed traditional Christian practice when 

it seemed personally disagreeable to him (the Lord’s Supper sermon is case in point), making it 

so that individual distaste becomes the primary determinate of one’s morality. One could offer a 

similar criticism of Cavell’s work to the extent that it promotes an Emersonian self that seems 

interested only in its untethered linguistic becoming. Without some strong claimant outside the 

self that can serve as a source of authority that dampens the individual self, the criticism goes, 

the self swings too freely, and in the Cavellian case, revels too intently in its own playful creative 

power. 

One way to answer this accusation is to follow the work of Jeffrey Stout and situate 

Emerson within a broader tradition of American democratic life that is constituted by and 
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perpetuated through the social practices that form subjects within that tradition. The claim would 

be, then, that the very kind of self which Emerson is developing depends on the long history of 

the evolution of the institutions and practices that allow that self to be what it is. Rather than a 

self that is untethered from any form of authority other than itself, this self is dependent upon 

those social structures that set the parameters for what it can become. For Stout, self-reliance 

doesn’t require that one neglect one’s dependence on another—rather, a proper self-reliance 

would lead to a sense of piety that recognizes one’s “dependence on the natural and social 

circumstances without which it would be for nothing.”
421

 Stout’s Emersonian perfectionist self is 

able to freely acknowledge that it has received gifts that have neither been fully earned nor can 

be fully reciprocated, and it can celebrate them with a Nietzschean joy.
422

 This is Stout’s answer 

to what he describes as the Augustinian trend that is suspicious of the Emersonian self’s ability 

to show gratitude, and therefore its inability to cultivate virtues that are more than egoism.  

I agree with Stout that this sense of piety is present in Emerson’s work. It complicates the 

too easy dismissal of Emerson as only offering a self-indulgent liberalism. But to apply it to an 

environmentalist ethic, I think that we need more than a sense of piety: what we need is a way of 

connecting the self to the environment in ways that are mutually constituting. In Emerson’s essay 

“The Method of Nature,” he even says that we need something more than thanks and prayer—we 

need a sense of “reception” that mimics the “God in us” which proclaims, “I am: all things are 

mine: and all mine are thine” (CW 1:122). This means that we need more than just gratitude for 

the sources of our existence provided by the natural world. Gratitude is important, but it must be 

coupled with an acknowledgment that the sources of our existence in the world are also being 
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actively shaped by our hands. Gratitude is, in this sense, a response to a gift. But this interaction 

is not a simple giving and receiving—rather, the interplay between the human and the 

environment is one of mutual constitution and dependence. That is to say, we are in a reciprocal 

relation of making that involves piety, but which also inspires active creative intervention in the 

very relation which is mutually constituting. To respond to Lundin’s criticism above, we need a 

strong sense of the self that is both creator and receiver.  

As an example of what this would be like, consider Emerson’s portrayal of himself in 

“Circles.” He boldly declares that “I am God in nature” but follows it immediately by forcefully 

declaring “I am weed by the wall” (CW 2:182). Critics of the Emersonian self often only hear 

Emerson declaring himself God. Nevertheless, Emerson’s point is that we also have to hear his 

moment of piety in declaring himself a weed. The question for environmental ethics is what 

would happen if we take Emerson at his word that we are both God in nature and weed by the 

wall. What would it mean to take seriously our smallness and limitation as just as necessarily a 

part of the human as its creating power? The picture of the heroic Emersonian self who is world-

maker is well-represented in the secondary literature—the Emerson who is attentive to human 

impotence before the world is less so. But as has been apparent in much of my previous chapter, 

there is a strong sense of how the Emersonian self is affected by its non-voluntary connections 

with both persons and the natural world. In the midst of these non-voluntary formative relations, 

the self is as receptive as it is active. To have one without the other is problematic—you are 

either led to quietest fatalism or inimical egoism. It is here where we find the aspect of 

Emerson’s work that has power for environmentalist thought. 

Douglas Anderson is one of the few scholars who has attempted to draw out this 

environmentalist line from the sense that humans are not solely world-makers, but involved in a 
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complex relation of making and receiving. As noted in the previous chapter, Anderson has been 

suspicious of what he views as Cavell’s anti-Deweyian reading of Emerson because it tends to 

treat linguistic becoming as the only viable philosophical interest for Emerson. Much of the 

literature inspired by Cavell continues this trend by treating Emerson’s avoidance of metaphysics 

as a de facto turn to language, making the tangible connection to the natural world into just 

another linguistic feat achieved by the creative power of the self. But, in fact, Anderson sees 

much more in Emerson’s conception of nature. When harnessed correctly, it holds potential for 

thinking about a broader connection between the Emersonian person and the environment. By 

focusing on the importance of natura naturans (nature in action) in the essay “Nature,” 

Anderson gives a reading of nature as not a passive recipient of human action, but an agency that 

runs through the human, “doing, creating, making, moving.” As Anderson puts it, “Nature is not 

an objective environment but a creative environing.”
423

 This way of understanding the 

relationship between the human and the environment rejects the supposition that agency is an 

either/or: either the human is the active creative agent and nature the canvas, or nature is the 

active creative agent who merely works through the passive human. The former would lead to 

the Baconian view of nature as an instrument of human ends, one which Lynn White attributed 

to the dominance of a particular Christian understanding of the mastery of nature; the latter 

resembles a form of deep ecology that rejects entirely the constructive special agency of humans 

because of the intuition that nature is a kind of nondistinct unity.
424

  

These extremes are, of course, well-worn in conversations in environmental ethics, and it 
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is now common to search out some middle or alternative way. Emerson’s model is one such 

alternative. As Anderson pithily notes, Emerson accepts that nature works through the human, 

but he just as quickly reminds us to “be men instead of woodchucks,” which means that while we 

must be receptive to nature’s judgment upon us, we must also accept the creative responsibility 

of constructing the world.
425

 To suppose that humans are somehow distinct from and therefore 

separate from nature is to promote the worst kind of egoism for Emerson, an egoism that only 

drives the materialist and consumerist aspects of culture about which he worried. To take the 

other route, insisting that humans are merely another iteration of nature, is no answer either, 

because it leads one to disregard the world-making power that humans have both collectively and 

individually. Instead, what we ought to do is wield that world-making power in ways that are 

attentive to the very real connections that we have with the natural world. It is both to honor the 

way that nature works through the human, while preserving the sense that humans have creative 

abilities to shape and reconfigure nature. For Anderson, to do this we need the notion of an 

“acquaintance” with nature: “One must engage nature directly to know by acquaintance; this is 

the enduring relevance of wilderness to human beings.”
426

 The idea of acquaintance requires that 

the active self and the not-me of nature (in the language of Nature) work together through 

reciprocity, transaction, and integration, assuming “an attitude that is at once receptive to 

nature’s language and open to human possibility.”
427

  

What Anderson brings to the fore is the question of what an environmentalist idealism 

looks like that sees nature as both determining and determined by the human. Whereas Anderson 
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sees this move as productive for environmentalist thought, Catherine Albanese understood this to 

be a confusion that Emerson contributed to the American conception of nature, where matter is 

presented as both “really real” but also “illusion and unreality.” When one operates with the 

former conception, one seeks “harmony with nature” as the really real; by operating with the 

latter conception one seeks “mastery over nature” because it is viewed as a creation or projection 

of the self.
428

 These possibilities seem to mirror the conversation about nature in environmental 

ethics: they are the realist and the idealist strands that are seen as irreconcilable. This is also the 

supposed “crack” that scholars have long identified in Nature between a nature which presents 

itself as a real and independent guide for proper living, and a self which seems to construct 

nature according to its own intellect, one that is often treated as unsolved by Emerson himself. 

Anderson’s move to focusing on the essay “Nature” rather than the book Nature is helpful here 

since the former is best regarded as Emerson’s response to his earlier work where he amends and 

corrects the views that were now beginning to make him famous. Instead of the infamous 

“crack” that scholars have pointed to in Nature between the strands of realism and idealism that 

appear to be unreconciled, we now get productively agonistic forces, perhaps not reconcilable, 

yet real and persistent aspects of how the human-nature relationship ought to be understood. 

It is here where the Emersonian notion of ethical intimacy with the natural world can 

supply the needed conceptual lever to augment environmental pragmatism. I developed this 

notion of intimacy in chapter four with my discussion of Cavell and Emerson. There, intimacy 

was a key way of thinking about how Emerson offers a perfectionism that is not devoted merely 
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to the individual’s ethical becoming, but recognizes how perfectionism is necessarily also a 

social ethic because it relies on forms of intimacy that make a person what she is apart from her 

individual self-creation. In other words, because humans exist in bonds of affection with both 

humans and the natural world, those things outside of the self shape the self and provide for its 

possibilities. Intimacy, in that chapter, was discussed primarily in terms of human-human 

relations, since this is the form in which Cavell mostly appropriates it. Relations between human 

and environment involved a form of philosophical animism—that we can treat non-human 

objects as the kinds of beings that can make claims upon us and which can speak for us. 

Although my account of perfectionism took its cue from Cavell, it offered a picture in which 

linguistic becoming is not a person’s primary aim. Rather, forms of affective intimacy take the 

place of orienting one’s sense that she is not fully self-constituting. By going back to Emersonian 

perfectionism, my aim in that chapter was to find a perfectionist sense of what Terry Tempest 

Williams calls a “Pansexuality,” or an “Erotics of place,” where we call out and the land calls 

back.
429

 It is an intimacy that is not based only on intellectual exchange, as the Cavellian model 

sometimes appears to be, but on the affective relation of love as Eros. Like any relationship of 

intimacy, we lay bare, open, and vulnerable to the nonhuman world as it lays bare, open, and 

vulnerable to us. 

It might seem unusual to choose Emerson over Thoreau as a paradigmatic example here. 

After all, Thoreau is the one who inspires environmentalists like John Muir, and who is credited 

as being perhaps the first American naturalist. In his work, the land speaks to him in often finely 

attentive ways. There is no debate about who is better at carefully attending to and then depicting 

the natural world. Thoreau’s volumes of natural description and extended natural metaphor are 
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so clearly superior to Emerson’s occasional observations that no one would dare put them on the 

same level. In Buell’s formative volume for understanding the American environmental 

imagination, he makes Thoreau’s treatment of the personified nonhuman world the central thread 

of the work. This environmental imagination calls upon a particular tradition of poetic animism 

as providing the bond between ecology and ethics. As Buell rightly highlights, Thoreau had a 

“personal intimacy with nature,” in which an animated Walden functions as “a living presence, 

not merely a ‘neighbor’ bur a mentor, a role model.”
430

 Buell defends Thoreau’s blatant use of 

the pathetic fallacy as a means by which to present environmental care with a voice, a way of 

conceptualizing the environment as sacred on social terms. That is to say, because Thoreau was 

able to recognize an intimacy with nature through conceptualizing its presence to him in terms of 

human social relations, he was able to respond to it as though responding to a person—as, in a 

sense, allowing the things of the environment to speak to him in his own language. He is able to 

treat Walden as a mentor precisely because he has augmented himself in order to stand in a 

relationship of intimacy with it. It is through nature’s personhood that Thoreau brings ecology 

and ethics together. 

Accounts that are more sympathetic to Emerson, such as John Gatta’s Making Nature 

Sacred, still tend to side with the more ecocentric animism of Thoreau. Pitting Thoreau’s “hearty 

empiricism” against Emerson’s “metaphysical abstractions,” Gatta finds the latter to dwell too 

much on the idea that humans are creators of the visible world, and that the environment is too 

often nothing more than the mind’s projection.
431

 Gatta reads Emerson as failing to attend 
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properly to how his own understanding of “nature” was historically mediated in those moments 

where he sensed that he had somehow gotten to the truth of nature by means of a heightened 

individual experience.
432

 Thus, Gatta celebrates Thoreau as the one who finds a way of 

accounting for how human imaginative abilities “half-create” our interaction with a place, 

avoiding a simple celebration of the pristine and untouched wilderness by portraying the human-

environment relationship as one of co-creation.
433

 Thus, as Thoreau interprets nature through his 

carefully crafted empirical observations, he is able to come to self-consciousness about himself 

as interpreter. In the end, Gatta finds in Thoreau a theology of creation that makes the idea of 

living deliberately in close relation to the natural world an intentional act of acknowledged co-

creation.  

The problem, though, is that the juxtaposition between Thoreau and Emerson, where one 

is the empirical observer and the other is prone to metaphysical abstraction, privileges an 

empirical model as the primary means by which to understand the environment. We are given the 

impression that if one is to be environmentally conscious, then he must become a naturalist. 

While “nature” is acknowledged to be a human construct for this model, it is only the particular 

empirical observations of a natural world that are seen as humanly constructed. A picture of 

nature as pristine wilderness seems to be lurking always in the background for this empiricism, 

always supplying that which is to be constructed by human cognition. What we lose, then, are 

the ways that nature is physically constructed by humans, not just conceptually. The theology of 

creation that ecocritics like Gatta engage with is a theology of natural creation as made and 

bestowed to humans apart from their own activity—that is, their real, impactful, physical 
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activity. What such a theology of creation fails to give us is a way of understanding, for instance, 

that environmental racism is not only a conceptual construct: our social and political systems 

have been inflected by racist ideologies and have formed the environment into a physical 

instantiation and instrument for the perpetuation of racism. This theology of creation fails to 

allow us to attend to the ways that the formation of the environment comes to represent a type of 

slow violence, to use Rob Nixon’s term, one in which human actions cause changes in the 

environment which, in disproportionate ways, map onto socially marginalized peoples and cause 

them violence in long temporal durations.
434

 That is to say, the physical landscape itself becomes 

the carrier for social injustice, remaking and remapping the environment according to social and 

political power.  

As Nixon notes, to respond to the contemporary situation of slow violence, more than a 

careful empirical attention to the environment is needed. In fact, the notion of wilderness that too 

often gets substituted for the environment in the ecocritics generally serves to obscure these 

formations of social and political power. Instead, we need creative representations that make 

visible what often goes invisible—i.e. the forms of environmental change that have 

disproportionate impacts on the socially marginalized because they occur in non-spectacular 

ways. As Gottleib pointed out above, there is no longer a sense of an environment that is not a 

product of or subject to human power. To return to the discussion of environmental pragmatism, 

this is precisely what gets left out when the approach to environmental problems is to focus on 

immediate problem-solving. Problem-solving has no way of conceptualizing long duration 

violence. My contention here is that the kind of creative representation that is needed can and 

should be incorporated into the creative ethical responses of religious communities and 
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traditions. That is to say, one way in which to respond to environmental change is to follow 

Jenkins in viewing religious traditions as an important site in which the kinds of new 

representations that Nixon is looking for occur.  

This is why the turn to Emerson is needed. More than Thoreau, Emerson is attentive to 

the ways that forms of religious practice produce in people particular sets of ideals that then 

motivate their activity in the world. Rather than eschewing these forms of moral education, as 

Emerson calls them, for a direct experience of the natural environment—of which Thoreau’s 

excursions into the woods provide the paradigmatic representation—what we need are ways of 

thinking about the evolution of religious practice to bring it more in line with pressing moral 

demands. Emerson, I want to claim, gives us two things that are needed in this regard: an ideal of 

intimacy with the world, and the particular ways of going about producing and cultivating that 

idea through community projects. This, I claim, is a product of Emerson’s idealism when 

understood properly. That is, his idealism is not concerned with the mastery of creation through 

“manipular” means, nor is it about metaphysical abstraction to the point of disregard for the 

physical—rather, it is about a careful acknowledgment of the power of human creativity and the 

need for that creativity to be wielded appropriately in relation to the very real bonds of the self 

with that outside of it.  

In the next section, I return to the notion of an Emersonian theology as a language of 

human duty, one that is concerned with naming and reflecting upon the ideals that are 

instantiated in quotidian social practices. When performed in particular local communities, this 

provides the guidance for the formation of community educational practices. The goal is to make 

the ideal of ethical intimacy a central part of these practices. This becomes one of the central 

tasks of religious ethics. 
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II. Transcendental Intimacy 

In this final section my goal is to briefly turn the conversation back to religious ethics and 

the specific relation between the previous discussion of environmental ethics and Emerson’s 

overarching religious project. Rather than offering a systematic treatment, it functions as a kind 

of prospectus—offering a set of concepts that together would inform an environmental ethics 

that takes account of the social practice account of ethical formation that has come to some 

prominence in religious studies. Some of these concepts move along the edges of Emerson’s 

religious thought, pushing it in new directions. As such, it might be more proper to call these 

Emersonian in that they follow in the spirit of Emerson, even if they take him further than he 

could have imagined. 

In the previous chapter I developed Emerson’s understanding of a natural theology in 

which the primary aim of theological reflection is to make explicit and therefore to engage with 

the ideals that lay implicit in the various media of social life. This theology is “natural” in that its 

material is the stuff of our everyday experience in and of the world, including “conversation, 

fiction, proverbs, and the very thoughts of men at the present day” (EL 3:286-187). Emersonian 

natural theology deals with the world as an “omen and a sign,” but these omens and signs are not 

indicative of some transcendent realm, nor are they meant to point towards something that lies 

behind our moral actions in the world as a kind of fabric for the universe. To engage in a 

theological discourse, then, is to be able to reflect on the world as we represent it in relation to a 

set of ideals. Furthermore, it is Emerson’s somewhat unique understanding of theology as a 

language of human duty that allows him to see it as a vehicle in which humans are able to rectify 
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their actions with the ideals they aspire towards. In other words, natural theology is one of the 

ways of going about achieving a moral perfectionism that strives to bring the actual closer to the 

ideal. As Emerson stresses throughout his corpus, he is more interested in the wisdom contained 

in the common life than he is in academic theological debates. Because Emerson is concerned 

with opening the theological to this much broader sense of human duty, which consequently 

opens it to a more robust religious pluralism, he eschews the necessity of a God reference, a 

move which John Dewey will mimic in his A Common Faith.  

For many scholars, Emerson’s attempt to read natural facts as omens or signs of spiritual 

facts has been precisely the problem with his work—this is the problem I highlighted above as 

featuring prominently in many ecocritics. In an attempt to find transcendence within nature, they 

claim that Emerson ultimately devalues the natural world by making it merely a sign of an 

anthropomorphic spiritual world. In other words, whatever the importance of the natural world 

is, it is merely subservient to some higher human or human-like interest—it is, in other words, an 

anthropomorphic creation theology. If such is the case, then it would seem that Emerson is 

merely instrumentalizing the natural world for human purposes—a move that will inevitably lead 

to the downgrading of our concern for the environment as such. One might even be tempted to 

say with Harold Bloom that Emerson’s first book is titled “Nature” but actually means “Man,” 

considering how little the book seems to be about its supposed subject.
435

  

One’s first reaction to this criticism might simply be that this misunderstands what 

Emerson’s means by both transcendence and the spiritual. As I have stressed throughout my 

account of Emerson’s religious thought, both transcendence and his invocation of those spiritual 
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aspects of the world are fully immanent concepts for Emerson that are meant to indicate postures 

that one might take on oneself and the world from within the world, rather than any attempt to 

escape from it. Thus, I read Emerson’s often maligned doctrine of correspondence not as a claim 

about the relationship between this world and some heavenly world of spiritual laws in which a 

god adjusts moral action to right reward, but as a position that one must take in this world in 

order not to defer our present moral responsibilities to some future heavenly state. Emerson is 

Kantian in this regard because he considers what must be the case in order for us to think it even 

possible to live a moral life; although, of course, Emerson does not ultimately posit the noumenal 

as an answer to this moral question. As Emerson famously responded to a young spiritualist 

asking him about how to reflect on the “other world,” “Other world! There is no other world” 

(LL 2:269). Therefore, whatever we take transcendence and the spiritual to be about, they are, to 

use David Smith’s phrase, “this-worldly,” and they do not refer to something other than our way 

of experiencing the world as we have it before us.  

But this is perhaps not enough to answer the criticism. For if Emerson’s understanding of 

transcendence and the spiritual are postures that one takes in this world, attitudes or ways of 

reflecting on ourselves in relation to the world, this doesn’t yet resolve the worry that they 

ultimately lead one to disregard the inherent value of the world as such, reducing its place in 

human life to a mere means of reflecting on something more crucial or more fundamental to 

human existence. For if Cavell is correct to think that moral perfectionism is primarily concerned 

with how the self gets from its current self to a future self, then one might be tempted to 

supposed that nature is just another tool at one’s disposal, the world needing to be properly 

constructed such that one might reach his future self. That is to say, whatever “nature” ends up 

being for Emerson, it might be too thin a concept to support an environmental ethics. This is the 
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question that any Emersonian view must answer. 

Indeed, there are places in Emerson’s corpus where this problem seems evident. 

Emerson’s definition of “nature” at the very beginning of his first book seems to present it in 

such a way that the human is instantly defined in contrast to what is not human, making his 

fundamental anthropology essentially a negation of nature. He famously begins by asking “to 

what end is nature?” and by dividing the universe into “Nature and the Soul” (CW 1:7-8). One of 

this scheme’s virtues is that “nature” includes everything other than soul, at least in its 

“philosophical” definition, so that all forms of human artifice are counted as manifestations and 

modifications of “nature.”
436

 Nature in this configuration looks more like the present-day 

“environment” than it does the untouched wilderness, and would allow for human-created 

environments to count the same as any other. Nevertheless, the “Soul” seems to be given pride of 

position, forcing us to wonder whether this hierarchy of existence hinders an environmental 

concern. However, as Emerson scholars have long noted, this separation between nature and soul 

is tenuous at best, and Emerson’s most profound contribution to thinking about a concept like 

nature in the early part of the nineteenth century is to a great degree to collapse the distinction 

between nature and soul while still holding on to the terms. This comes to the forefront in his 

early lectures on the natural sciences during the 1830s where he views science as a means for 

understanding the human, bringing advances in the natural sciences to bear on his moral 

project.
437

 Famously, in his 1837 address “The American Scholar,” he formulates what would 
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become a kind of naturalist creed: “So much of nature as he is ignorant of, so much of his own 

mind does he not yet possess. And, in fine, the ancient precept, ‘Know thyself,’ and the modern 

precept, ‘Study nature,’ become at last one maxim” (CW 1:55).  

Nonetheless, it would be wrong to simply collapse human and nature for Emerson—and 

it is here where we can see one of his most important contributions. As David Greenham 

helpfully puts this emerging understanding of the human in nature that draws open Emerson’s 

version of a post-Kantian idealism, “the wider world can only come into being for the self as it is 

constructed by the self, and the self can only come into being by constructing just such a 

world.”
438

 It is in this human-nature relationship that we can see how the human is not just 

shaped by nature, but also shapes it precisely because, as Greenham puts it, “nature corresponds 

to our way of knowing it.”
439

 This correspondence is a product of the active shaping of nature by 

the human, which ultimately is not something material that stands opposed to the human—as the 

original distinction between nature and the soul might lead us to believe—but is ultimately what 

we are because we have shaped it. Emerson’s transcendentalism is thus urging people to discover 

themselves in the very processes that they use to shape the natural world.
440
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vision of universal mind as creative force of nature itself (CW 1:123). Nevertheless, his ultimate 

vision of nature for finite humans (albeit with infinite depths) is that we must conceive of it as “a 

work of ecstasy,” one that is forever overflowing our attempts to contain it both intellectually 

and materially (CW 1:125). To suppose that you have found the intellectual key to understanding 

nature, or to suppose that you can physically master it, is a form of human hubris. This move to 

mastery is a way of falsely supposing that nature aims towards human gain. Because nature is in 

“perpetual inchoation,” humans cannot consider themselves to be the final ends of nature, nor 

can nature be conceived as aiming finally towards the more perfect production of human 

flourishing. We might add here that this might morally disappoint us, as we witness the cruelty 

of the natural world in ways that seem to confound our sense of moral law, but which would 

appear as a kind of excess or ecstasy.
441

  

To formulate a response, it is helpful to return to Cavell’s understanding of skepticism as 

it was developed in the previous chapter. To reiterate, Cavell understands external world 

skepticism to be an expression of the human tendency to take metaphysical finitude as an 

intellectual lack. That is to say, when confronted with our inability to satisfy our desire for 

mastery in the world (in this sense, intellectual as well as physical) the skeptic supposes that this 

inability (this finitude) is the product of an intellectual lack that he must overcome by gaining 

new grounds for certain knowledge. This is the culmination of the tradition of epistemological 

skepticism for Cavell, one that, as Ludger Viefhues-Bailey has pointed out, is a product of a kind 

of masculinist desire for mastery.
442

 Thus, the skeptic tries to solve the skeptical problem by 
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cleaving to his search for certainty, a certainty that would shore up the loss of the world that he 

feels. Cavell’s response to such a move is not to advocate for an answer to skepticism, but to 

focus on the nature of the response to it by acknowledging human metaphysical finitude, with its 

ineluctable tendency toward skepticism, as a characteristic part of what it means to be human. He 

suggests that we ought not to seek certain knowledge as a way of dealing with our condition, but 

to seek an appropriate response that shoulders the responsibility the world places upon us. The 

skeptic, when confronted by his loss of intimacy with the world, a loss that has become definitive 

of the modern condition, has the wrong kind of response and thereby only further loses intimacy 

with the world—he removes himself from his responsibility by deferring his response until after 

he has certainty of the world’s existence. In short, to achieve the ordinary, for Cavell, is to find 

intimacy with one’s common and low surroundings. 

This attempt to regain intimacy with the world is an extension of Cavell’s reading of 

Emerson. Although Cavell puts many of the tools in place to turn this into an environmental 

ethic, Emerson is clearer about what it means to regain intimacy with the natural world (as 

opposed to one’s social world). In terms that evoke Cavell’s development of the skeptic’s 

problem, Emerson in “The Method of Nature” uses the idea of ecstasy to reorient our relation to 

nature away from that of knowing. As he says: “known [nature] will not be, but gladly beloved 

and enjoyed” (CW 1:125). In this ecstatic state, “His health and greatness consist in his being the 

channel through which heaven flows to earth,” a state in which we become intimate partners with 

the natural world itself (CW 1:130). In the ecstatic state one doesn’t go out of one’s self to some 

mystical other world, but rather one attends to one’s own intuition, which in contrast to one’s 

understanding aims to “suggest” rather than “describe” (CW 1:124). That is to say, intuition with 

regards to the natural world supplies us with an open-ended picture that appreciates the human 
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inability to state with certainty facts about the world. It is in this sense that we come upon 

“immanent divinity,” the closest Emerson will come to an idea of pantheism (CW 1:136).  

Perhaps what is most important at this juncture is that Emerson reminds us that humans 

are active shapers of the world. His idea of immanent transcendence is meant to indicate the 

special place that humans have in this shaping—as beings that become intentional through a 

particular posture of reflection on ourselves, one of the core tenets of his moral perfectionism. 

However, there is a problematic aspect to this. Emerson seems to base his notion of 

transcendence on the special capacity of humans to act as conduits of what he calls Genius. That 

is, humans have a special ability to be active creators because they have a seemingly unique 

reflective and poetic capacity, which includes a commitment to moral action. However much 

humans are meant to read themselves in nature, there is always the sense that something special 

is happening here, that humans ought not to be woodchucks. This is why it is so easy for him to 

slip between the mind of individual humans and a greater concept of Mind or Soul that exists as 

a postulated ideal, one that functions as a kind of extreme satisfaction that is partially reflected 

by individuals. Although he admits that humans are not the ends of nature, his picture of it does 

not do enough to clear the suspicion that this projection serves more than human interests. 

Instead, let me propose a more pragmatic reading of transcendence. Instead of viewing 

transcendence as a special capacity of humans, we can view it as a de facto recognition of 

relative human creative power. In other words, this means making creative power empirically 

descriptive of the human rather than definitional. This is another way of saying that life in the 

anthropocene must recognize, as Emerson’s idealism recognizes, that the world is now created 

by human power in ways that we don’t yet understand. Our contemporary ecstasy is the 

burgeoning awareness that we don’t have control over the world, while, at the same time, the 
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effects of human creative power are productive of a world that is contrary to human ends. This 

has been something that environmental justice advocates have known for decades now, and 

which concepts like “slow violence” have attempted to make clearer: that the environments in 

which we live are created by human action, but yet exceed our present abilities to fully 

understand them because they illustrate our own representational failure. We are creators of the 

world that we are created by—Emerson’s point is that we must live within this unresolvable 

tension.  

What then would be an appropriate Emersonian response? Much of my goal in rethinking 

Emerson’s religious thought has been to reinvigorate the social and practical aspects of 

Emerson’s work to counter the overemphasis on his individualism and anti-institutionalism. 

What this has meant is focusing on the particular ways that Emerson offers a vision for a 

reinvigorated form of worship that fits with his reinterpretation of the nature of religion. Rather 

than stopping at moments of ecstasy, Emerson has a quite developed understanding of ethical 

formation by means of community education (which he alternatively names “church”). This 

education intends to supply people with the tools to engage in reflection upon their common 

lives and their everyday actions (his example is often the farmer) to realize the ideals that are 

implicit in these actions, and to take an active role in pursuing them. This is what I stress as the 

“transcendentalism of common life,” the fundamental reorientation of his natural theology.  

In closing, let me briefly show how this vision informs the end of his 1860 essay 

“Worship,” where he specifies the outward forms that his long developing notion of religion 

must take. For many decades Emerson had been arguing that science and religion were more 

closely aligned than most of his contemporaries had thought. In fact, he rejected the idea that 

they were merely compatible for the idea that they were in essence coming upon the same 
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territory when properly understood. This meant rejecting both the idea that religion is concerned 

with the supernatural (that which is above scientific investigation) and the idea that science has 

no bearing on human moral becoming (that fact and value are distinct).
443

 As he writes: “The 

religion which is to guide and fulfil the present and coming ages, whatever else it be, must be 

intellectual. The scientific mind must have a faith which is science” (CW 6:6.51). He then gives a 

faint sense of what this new religion will look like:  

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; it will fast enough gather beauty, music, 

picture, poetry. (CW 6:6.52)  

 

There are two important pieces to note. First, this new church will be primarily focused on the 

moral lives of its members, and will do this by purging notions of tradition that point backwards 

to what Emerson saw as outmoded ecclesiastical rituals, which are here represented by the 

intentionally arcane references of shawms, psaltery, and sackbut. These will be replaced by a 

church that is fully situated in and of the world, with “heaven and earth for its beams and 

rafters,” without reference to any other. And it will take on science as “symbol and illustration,” 

meaning that its core content is represented by the actual investigation of our world in 

conjunction with our moral reflection on it (here, moral science and natural science are brought 

together). Second, because this new church is part of the project of natural theology that I have 

here laid out, it includes the production of and reflection upon representational materials 

(“beauty, music, picture, poetry”) that express human ideals.  

The purpose of this community worship is not to impart the proper virtues on individual 
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humans. Rather, the purpose of this worship is to form individuals into the kinds of subjects that 

are able to engage in the “transcendentalism of common life.” That is to say, it is not enough to 

simply be a part of this reimagined worship—one must also do the work of one’s self that it 

requires, sending oneself “home to his central solitude” (ibid.). What one finds in her central 

solitude, however, is not that she is self-sufficient. As has been the thread of this entire 

Emersonian discussion, the pervasive sense of intimacy as creator of and created by, 

interpenetrated while also distinct, is what one ultimately discovers. And as Emerson often 

stresses in his religious thought, the goal of the human in her religious reflection is to become 

less private and more public, meaning that one looks into oneself in order to be drawn out of 

oneself, all the while discovering that the approach that one must take towards the environment 

is one of response in acknowledgment of responsibility. 
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