Throughout American history, there has also been a
visible and influential reverence for nature that has
developed from those who descended from immigrants
to this continent. Adherents of nature religion can be
found among a broad range of Americans, including
poets, novelists, healers, folk singers, and naturalists. An
ethic of democratic equality domi-

how useful they can be to our personal needs and our
group organizing efforts.

First, a bit of history. In the 1830s, industrialization
was beginning to make many set their sights on social
control through accumulation of wealth. Houses of reli-
gion were often becoming social gathering places for

this business class. In response to a cult

nates their work, including advoca-
cy for direct social action. Their
creed, respect and appreciation for
the workings of the natural world, is
often expressed in popular songs
and literature, past and present.
This nature-inspired democratic
grouping has been far flung and tra-
ditionally made up of those who
often do not have formal theologi-
cal training but nonetheless are wis-
dom keepers, ceremonial leaders
and ethical guides. In other words,
nature religion in America has flour-

of mechanization and material accu-
mulation that was clearly forecast, the
Transcendentalists of that time were
developing a different reaction to the
change - a spiritual one.

Emerson’s Nature, published in
1836, was the most significant expres-
sion of Transcendental philosophical
ideas to appear in the early period of
this movement. For the
Transcendentalists, the importance of
Nature was its teaching of the corre-
spondences between natural facts and
spiritual truths, and its insistence upon

ished among a cadre of people who
have thought and acted for them-

Ralph Waldo Emerson

the primacy of “spirit,” whose laws
nature both obeys and teaches.?

selves.

Today, modern communication means information
sources and social configurations in contemporary west-
ern society seem far more complex than those available
in the 1800s when one of the many philosophical
antecedents of nature-honoring perspectives,
Transcendentalism, was flourishing. In this age of com-
puters, internet and e-mail how can we possibly achieve
the social relations needed to come close to the sensi-
tivity and communal sharing advocated by this group of
philosophers? But, perhaps, the computer age is actual-
ly bringing us face to face with some of the same basic
needs, community among them, and providing us with
similar modes of communication. Perhaps also conver-
sation, a popular spiritual practice among
Transcendentalists, is returning through on-line chats,
bulletin boards and more meaningful small circles
which are becoming popular and as needed now as they
were then. A look at these earlier traditions, their
process and approaches reveals startling parallels.

Transcendental roots

Many of us who embrace earth-based spiritual per-
spectives have developed ritual and meditative practices
to support our beliefs. Yet, are we familiar with the ten-
ants and practices of this uniquely North American
nature tradition that springs from a movement called
Transcendentalism which coalesced in New England in

the 1830s?
Most of us have heard of a few of the main philoso-

phers of this movement, Ralph Waldo Emerson,
Margaret Fuller, Henry David Thoreau, and Elizabeth
Peabody among them, but may not be aware of how
influential the writings and ideas of this group of people

have been in American philosophical thought. And,

Thoreau noted, “My profession is to
watch for and describe all the divine features which I
detect in nature.” Thoreau regarded the time he spent in
the out-of-doors as a spiritual discipline.

This group of men and women were writers, minis-
ters, educators, reformers, many of whom were
Unitarian ministers. The core group consisted of only 26
people - five women, seventeen male Unitarian parish
ministers, and four additional men. It was a fairly
homogeneous bunch of young people, in their 20’s and
30’s from Boston and Cambridge. They were both young
and inexperienced, the eldest being 41 years old.* They
managed, however, to get a surprising amount of press.
Essays, poems and fiction were regularly published in
magazines and journals. Lecture circuits were plentiful.

These thinkers encouraged expression of a range of
ideas, seeing thought as a spectrum rather than a polar-
ized field. They valued varied perspectives and enjoyed
exchanging views on spirituality and the qualities of
divinity. They weren'’t particularly organized and didn't
initially intend to create a “movement.” Rather, they
started out as a discussion club which was a common
occurrence in the 1830s. Not all of the members were
separated from organized religion as is the common
supposition. In fact, eleven of the seventeen clergymen
in the original Transcendentalist group remained
Unitarian ministers their entire lives, and all but two of
the seventeen had ministerial careers lasting ten years or
more.* The ideas of Transcendentalism continued in
Unitarian churches for decades before it became over-
shadowed by other perspectives.

The second half of the twentieth century has expe-
rienced a resurgence of both the theology and the ethics
of Transcendentalism. These have been popular as the

(continued on next page)
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basis for secular civic education in the
greater society as well as Unitarian
Universalist ethical teachings. As we
enter this new millennium, with its
pressing dichotomies of accelerated use
of technology and the resulting ecolog-
ical devastation, a review of the tenants
and practices of this nineteenth centu-
ry philosophy reveals a surprisingly
contemporary and coherent perspec-
tive and a useful guide for both spiritu-
al practice and social action.

Core definitions

To decipher this philosophy, trans-
lating Transcendentalist terminology
into contemporary parlance is essen-
tial. First, it is important to know that
this band of enthusiastic conversation-
alists were named Transcendentalists
by their opponents, a label they did not
find particularly helpful. Popularly, the
adjective “transcendental” was affixed
to any philosophy thought to be
“enthusiastic, mystical, extravagant,
impractical, ethereal, supernatural,
vague, or lacking in common sense.*

Because they talked of a spiritual
system greater than the individual, in
which each human resides and takes
part, the term transcendental was
applied, implying a belief in a super-
natural power that reigns over humans
and directs choices. Nothing could be
farther from the perspective these
philosophers held, which was, above
all, personally empowering.

This group of women and men
would have preferred a name of their
own choosing, like “Intuitional
Philosophy,” “New Views,” “New
School,” or “The Newness,” names that
indicate their sense of exploring fresh
territory, rather than allegiance to any
specific philosophical set of ideas or
allegiance to an omnipotent deity.

Other key words used in their
descriptive essays also did not carry the
meaning that they have currently.
“Reason” for the Transcendentalists
meant intuition, the personal experi-
ence of a phenomena, not necessarily
logically reasoned — rather symbolic,
wholistic, comprehension related to
emotional sensing. “Understanding”
signified a rational, intellectual process.
It compares, contrasts, adds and argues.

According to Emerson, understanding
dwells in the customary, while reason is
the highest faculty of the soul which
never proves but simply perceives. It is
vision.¢

Process of knowing

A key question that reveals much
useful information about who the
Transcendentalists were is: what
sources of authority did they hold in
common? Emerson presented the con-
troversial concept that all people pos-
sess a direct intuitive grasp of ethical
and spiritual laws that could only be
experienced first hand. He urged each
person to “go alone....cast behind you
all conformity, and acquaint yourself
first hand with the Divine.”

Though there was great diversity in
particulars, participants in the
Transcendental movement overwhelm-
ingly held this conviction. While chal-
lenging to the status quo in religious
circles, this perspective was compelling
to those seeking a fresh experience of
soul and an egalitarian social structure.
Ongoing spiritual growth was consid-
ered a necessity in the religious life,
emphasizing a continuous process of
personal discovery. These themes have
a contemporary ring which, at times, is
almost uncanny.

Individuality, conversation and friendship

Another misunderstood term ‘fre-
quently used by these thinkers was
“self-reliance.” Independence and
autonomy are often associated with
these words today. One scholar sug-
gests that to these women and men,
however, to be self-reliant was more
about aspiring to an integrated sense of
identity. To develop a personal sense of
embodied soul was a major component
of the Transcendental life style.

She also suggests that it would be
more accurate to translate
“Transcendentalism” as intimacy.
Friendship was a central tenant and
practice of this group. Interactions with
others inspired and provoked the dis-
covery of “truth,” which nonetheless
ultimately came through each partici-
pant’s own direct experience.’

Group conversations designed to
communicate insights and observa-
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tions were an important practice. For five years,
Margaret Fuller led conversations primarily with groups
of women on such topics as mythology, education,
women's issues and universal religious ideas.® All the
Transcendentalists met regularly to discuss and share
ideas that made their way into writings, some widely cir-
culated.

Knowledge and observation

While Transcendentalists agreed that there was a
source of knowledge that went beyond what could be
experienced through the senses, they were quick to
acknowledge insight gained through sensual contact
with the physical world. Biological observation and doc-
umentation of nature were an honored practice.

A well-known contemporary biologist, David
Suzuki, relates in his book Sacred Balance: Rediscovering
Our Place in Nature a very Transcendentalist sentiment.
“Go out into nature. Nature is not our enemy, it is our
home; in fact, it sustains us and is in every one of us. All
living things are our relatives and belong with us in the
biosphere. Out of doors we learn very quickly that there
is another rhythm and a different agenda from the fre-
netic human pace and program. Feel the rain and wind
on your face, smell the fragrance of soil and ocean, gaze
at the spectacle of the myriad stars in clear air or count-
less animals making their annual migration. Doing so
will rekindle that sense of wonder and excitement we all
had as children discovering the world and will engender
a feeling of peace and harmony at being in balance with
the natural world that is our home.”

Ethical implications

The uniting of self development and social action
was central to the philosophy of Transcendentalism.
Social equity was a major value. Avoiding greed and
advocating for democracy in social relations was impor-
tant work. Utopian communities and concepts were a
focus of both theory and living experiments.

In our personal exploration of these
Transcendentalist values, these important tenants have
emerged.

¢ To value all elements and beings in the natural
world, and their interconnection, which creates an
ethos of just and empathetic behavior. By inference,
social equality exists among humans, female and male,
and among all races and classes. We must find ways to
do our part to consciously foster opportunities that
actualize this equality.

* To refuse to accept pain and suffering as a necessi-
ty and to make significant efforts toward the work of
eliminating human produced suffering. This requires us
to find ways we can advocate for equal access for all to
spiritual and material comfort, creative fulfillment and
a sense of belonging. This requires a constant and vigi-
lant emphasis on the perspective that each being has “a
vital part to play” and deserves respect.

e To revere nature as a home rather than seeing the
natural world as an adversary. This calls us to work with
nature, not to try to dominate Her. Humans can live in
harmony with nature only if we recast many of our
approaches to the ways we live in the world. It is our
responsibility to discover and implement ways that we
can contribute to regaining needed ecological integra-
tion and balance.

The Spirit

Those of us who embrace earth-honoring religious
outlooks speak easily of Spirit, whether its human spir-
it, divine spirit, or the spirit of nature. We consciously
maintain contacts with nature through walks along the
creek, excursions into the forest and visits to the aquar-
ium. We are aware of living in a natural universe, striv-
ing to emphasize what harmonizes with it. We're in
favor of human achievement, but without the grim
competition which we believe more accurately reflects
human-centered, class and gender ladened values not
linked with ecosystem realities.

But what does this loosely woven web of nature
lovers mean by Spirit? Here are a few qualities of spirit

(continued on page 36)
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have to abandon the flowers in order to see it, so we
decided to follow the flowers instead. Then as we walked
on, we spied an informal path up the incline. At first, we
thought it would be too overgrown and steep, but
coaxed ourselves to give it a try. As it turned out, the
path was actually well worn. We soon were traveling
through the field directly above the sea. As the path
turned, the sunset came into our full view as the ball of
light sat just above the fog line. It was magnificent and
a challenge to our initial either/or perspective.

“After the Sun moved below the horizon, we headed
back along the trail. There was a place where the song
birds sang so loud we were called to a halt to hear the
blending. The birds and wild flowers so close to us with
the sea a few hundred feet below.. we could actually feel
ourselves part of this wild, yet gentle scene of twilight
magic.

“Then the dark was upon us and the comet Hale-
Bopp came into full view! We have been watching Her
the previous week from our house in Berkeley. In our
spontaneous mood of discovery, however, we had tem-
porarily forgotten. Her tail spread behind Her across a
large expanse of sky. The glistening presence, with the
bright center leading, gave a chilling thrill as we realized
Her last appearance in the sky was 3000 years ago.
People who lived here then saw Her just as we were see-
ing Her now without interference of human made
light....”

Later, because the experience was so intimate and
compelling, we held onto the feeling by writing it down,
then conversing about it — a practice these nineteenth
century Transcendental philosophers felt to be at the
heart of spiritual living. An attempt to describe Spirit
soon emerged. We wrote:

“Perhaps She is a sign of the return of a time when
we were also a part of nature, comforted by Her beauty,
aware of where we lived and how the season revolved -
not seasons of manic-depression, nor relations of pas-
sive-aggressive expression but rather a time of soft plea-
sure on an earth made of dirt and filled with magic, ani-
mated and rotating through space. In that moment we
felt connected to that energy that becomes our moving
force of personality, spirit, and soul — the broad emotion
that, if properly nourished, can become the basis of a
multi-dimensional authentic community.

“Though there are varied interpretations of the
meaning of this comet, for us She is a sign of a philoso-
phy of long ago - the precious knowledge of harmony
with the forces and beings of the natural system. She is

"a sign of a change in consciousness, a release of creativ-
ity — a flow of Spirit supported by the Great Mother
Herself who embodies the multifaceted aspects of life on
this sweet, wounded earth, allowing us to know the
extent of all that can go wrong and still remain able to
embrace that which goes to joy and flourishes in the
midst of horror. She is a sign of the power of personal
soul, our souls, connecting to the Universal Spirit pre-
sent through the turnings of time. Time is not what we

make it. She is rather a turning — not a schedule to be
made or a record to be beaten.”

Somehow those few hours at Chimney Rock united
all the mysteries into a coherent experience. To be alive
in body and experience the connection to earth, air, fire
and water so directly. We end the entry this way: “One
more note on the comet. She is seen from the city and
from the edge of the continent. She is there for us as we
live out our small aspect of Her light. She can always be
seen no matter how many other lights compete with
Her, if Her importance is grasped and sought. She is
interactive and caring, but She is also challenging us to
grow and be aware, to feel Her within and without...to
express Her in our living, doing, being. To flow freely on
the path She provides. To know transcendent wonder
and live the consequences.” @)
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Unitarian Universalists for twenty years and worked together
on the Unitarian Universalist curricula Rise Up and Call Her
Name and Gender Justice. For more about their work, check
their website at FoxFables.org or send email to
lizfisher@womensnet.org.
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