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“Emerson rarely spoke ill of anyone except other Unitarian ministers. Once he addressed a literary society at Middlebury Vermont. When he finished, the president of the society asked a more conservative clergyman to conclude the service with a prayer. This clergyman went to the pulpit Emerson had just left, and prayed, ‘We beseech thee, O Lord, to deliver us from hearing any more such transcendental nonsense as we have just listened to from this sacred desk.’  After the benediction, Emerson turned to the person next to him and asked the name of the clergyman. Emerson then remarked with gentleness, “He seemed a very conscientious, plain spoken man,” and went on his peaceful way.” (Alexander Ireland, Ralph Waldo Emerson.)

How do we account for Emerson’s generosity of spirit? Did Emerson reflect upon how much the clergyman needed security in the Bible and in church tradition, and had been deeply threatened by the transcendental message? Was Emerson so grounded in his own ideas and feelings that no criticism could harm him? Had Emerson been able to develop an integrity in his own experience that over rode a need to be liked? Was Emerson able to see a beauty even in the clergyman’s rudeness?


He delivered a Harvard Divinity School Address 174 years ago. The Divinity School had become a bastion of Unitarian theology, but even the faculty were scandalized by Emerson’s Transcendentalist ideas. It was a warm day in July, and he began the address this way: 


“In this refulgent summer, it has been a luxury to draw the breath of life. The grass grows, the buds burst, the meadow is spotted with fire and gold in the tint of flowers. …when the mind opens and reveals the laws which traverse the universe and make things the way they are…..What am I? and What is? Asks the human spirit with a curiosity new-kindled, but never to be quenched. Behold these infinite relations, so like, so unlike; many, yet one. I would study, I would know, I would admire forever. A more secret, sweet, and overpowering beauty appears to (us) when the heart and mind open to the sentiment of virtue.” (Emerson, Divinity School Address)


Emerson sought and found a relationship with Ideal Beauty in everything that crossed his vision. 

But Emerson challenged these newlt graduated ministers. To use modern language, Emerson “called out” the graduating class. Be yourself. Don’t preach from the Bible. Do not preach the religion about Jesus, nor the religion of Jesus. Preach what you know about God. Preach the truth of your experience passed through the fire of your thought. Let people know they can drink forever from the soul of God.
Emerson did not find the soul of God at Harvard Divinity School in his day. He might today. My theological school, Meadville/Lombard has embarked upon a new way for their students to drink from the soul of reverence. They sold their campus, rent space, and all students live wherever they work. I am a mentor to one student, Stephen Wade, who lives in Washington New Hampshire and is the full time Federal Emergency Management Agency director for Vermont. I sat at dinner with an airline pilot from New York, and a college professor from Iowa, both students. 120 students meet twice a year for a week to study and learn together, and in the meantime, they live and work and volunteer in communities, and to reflect on the phone with one another and with their mentors. They are asked to reflect on their communities and to see where hope is alive enough to overcome despair, and how people transcend their differences to be together. Factual knowledge is secondary to experiencing and understanding the soul of a community. My school is inviting its students to seek the spiritual well of the people in their communities. Though they have not yet the title of minister, they seek the fire that forms the brick, and the air that lifts the wings.

The Unitarian Universalist minister, Barry Andrews describes Emerson as the patron saint of religious seekers. “Indeed, Emerson describes himself as an endless seeker, with no past at my back. When Emerson says in his characteristically provocative way, ‘God builds a temple in the human heart on the ruins of churches and religions,’ he articulates a sentiment felt by many in his day and in ours.” (Andrews)


Emerson encouraged people to cultivate “an original relation to the universe.” Participate in “…a spiritual democracy, fully and freely available to all.” (Andrews)

In his essay, Spiritual Laws, he wrote: “When the act of reflection takes place in the mind, when we look at ourselves in the light of thought, we discover that our life is embosomed in beauty.” 

As you sit here this morning, you are embosomed in beauty. Whatever pain and grief, it is reflected in beauty. Whatever losses or questions you bring, all are reflected in the mirror of infinite beauty. Look upon the reflection of yourself and see the beauty. 
Emerson said, “Our faith comes in moments……Yet there is more depth in those brief moments which constrains us to ascribe more reality to them than all other experiences.”  


But even Emerson could not, did not live in the ecstasy of each moment. One writer, Robert Richardson, observed that Emerson was half epiphany and half cordwood. He needed both ecstatic experience and a warm kitchen for breakfast. 

He sought those moments of reverence in his experience of nature, in conversations with friends and fellow seekers, in play with his children, in ideas gained from reading the classical literature of the Greeks, and in modern philosophy. He also found those moments of reverence in a unique practice of journaling and in the way he organized his journals. 

He would record his experiences at length, and with great detail in his journals, hundreds of journals. Each  journal received a number and each journal entry received a heading and a page number. Each entry number and page number was indexed in another journal under specific headings, such as nature, over soul, compensation, experience, and so forth. In his study at home, he would then craft his essays with discipline, drawing from the raw journal writings of moments of insight and reverence. While such organization of thoughts does lead to a non-linear train of thought in his essays, each sentence is luminous, filled with enthusiasm, insight, beauty. 
I would do a disservice to Emerson to say his life was all joy, and that his spirituality and optimism was an easy one. He was born May 25, 1803 in Boston, graduated from Harvard, married Ellen Tucker in 1829 and became the minister at Second Church in Boston. She died in 1831, and he resigned from the ministry. In the ensuing years he would often walk the 20 miles to her grave from his home. Once, he wrote of digging up the grave and opening the coffin to comfort his grief, a not uncommon practice in those days. His brother Edward died in 1834. He married Lydia Jackson in 1835. His brother Charles died in 1836. His Son Waldo was born in 1836, and died in 1842 after a long illness. His daughter Ellen was born in 1839, another daughter, Edith in 1841, and a son Edward in 1844. Emerson’s brother, Bulkely died in 1859. His best friend, Thoreau died in 1862. The voice of his inspiration, his conscience, his goad, his intellectual challenger, his Aunt Mary Moody Emerson died in 1863. Had it not been for her, Emerson may never have written a word, nor become the American icon that he is. He relied completely on her for encouragement, even though they often disagreed about everything.  His last brother William died in 1868. Over the years, Emerson financially supported his mother and several of his brothers, sometimes saving them from bankruptcy. His house burned down in 1872, and he began a long mental decline, eventually dying in 1882. It was a long, rich life, but a life that was beset often with grief, loss and disappointment. From one perspective, the spiritual challenge of his life was to find ways to not give in to depression, despair, hopelessness, and skepticism. 

Robert Richardson notes that, “The great spokesman for individualism and self-reliance turns out to have been a responsible and good neighbor, an activist citizen, a fond father, a loyal brother, and a person whose many friendships framed his life.
As he once said of himself, “I am a professor of the Joyous science.”

 
Emerson took joy in the human mind as an experiencing-understanding-judging-acting process. The process is worthy to be called, beautiful. The process is a thing of beauty. The mind is not alone in the beauty of its joys and sorrows. Our minds are connected to each other, biologically; To the earth chemically; To the universe, atomically. (adapted de Grasse Tyson.) Every day we drink from the beauty of this most intimate and most vast of webs.
