NATURE AND SPIRIT: FROM IDYLLIC TO DEMONIC

RICHARD A. KELLAWAY
PRELUDE:

“Nature imitates art!” proclaimed the thesic genius of the late T9century, Oscar Wilde.
Wilde had been born a half century earlier, he mitggve exclaimed with equal wit, “Nature
imitates religion!” We experience Nature throughefs of cultural consciousness. Most
Americans, and certainly most Unitarian Univerdaliare ardently in favor of nature as part of
Good Old God’'s Grand Design! Or Evolutions! Natis nice! We ought to do our best for
Good OId Nature! In our Unitarian Universalist soiousness, Nature tends to begin
somewhere in the vicinity of Concord (need | saysbéchusetts) and travels all the along the
Concord and Merrimack Rivers to the gentle glorisaa, next to Newburyport. Ain’t nature
grand! Nature is our mother. Nature is our frielerhaps!

What | want to share with you is an expanded avesm®rabout the meaning of nature as
expressed in American literature through the cesdur

Existence is a hologram: we can begin anywhere experience it all. The truth is that the
dimensions of what we humans (excluding our owrtigsg label Nature are infinite. If | were a
Canadian, | might begin in Labrador, or New-fouadd or up the St. Lawrence at Mont Real, or
flow across the tundra towards the Arctic Ocean.

If | were a Native American, | might begin at theedicine Wheel above Greybull, Wyoming
looking out across the Big Horn Basin at the Rogldeross the desert.

If | were a Hispanic American, | might follow theail of the Conquistadors and choose some
missionary place in Santa Fe, Taos or beyond.

If I were an African American, | might have foundyself thrust ashore in Charleston in South
Carolina waiting for the auction block to be soffito slave and sweat in the tidal swamps that
begin at the sea and push towards the Piedmonhbdeyo

If I were not who | am, | might move the narrativem West to East, or South to North or from
the center outward in every direction.

Because | am who | am, my individual experiencesattire are peculiar, but they are hardly
unique.

| live in a particular place, in Fairhaven, in theighborhood of New Bedford in Massachusetts.
It happens to be a place with a rich artistic ateddry tradition. Some of what | will share with
you will flow out of that place, It is not uniqukut it pleases me and | am proud of it. We can
begin anywhere and experience it all.

| am part of a particular religious tradition: Warsalist and Unitarian. Some of what | share
with you will be the expression of Universalist additarian artists and authors. Some signed
membership books; others were only associated miyyfar friendship. Up until the Twentieth
Century the leaders of American culture were vdogaly connected. Most were related by
values, if not by denomination. And our foremothand fathers were at the center. We can
begin anywhere and experience it all.

What | share will be a tapestry. Sometimes mo¥iam time to time, or place to place; often an
attempt to jiggle us into an awareness of our eposrdiversity. Because Universalism and



Unitarianism, our American consciousness of beingque, all blossomed in the Nineteenth
Century, much of the tapestry will center there.

John Winthrop among others saw the Puritan’s vonasis an errand into the wilderness. To
tame the so-called savages? To tame all of Natugg@w up where Squanto and Samoset were
household names. Friendly Indians who showed ttengers how to farm this remote and
unfamiliar topography. Yes, they were savagess, Yieey were generous. Yes, they might be
saved. Surely they would welcome the good newb@ospel. What was our ancestor’s goal
with the savages -- To convert, or simply to colftr

The first significant American poet was Anne DudBradstreet. | am eager to share with you an
aspect of her awareness of nature. And later dotla@e more generations of her family—John
Weiss, Anne Bradstreet Stedman and Thomas HaladsBeet was confident of the superiority
of our species: (This and subsequent quotatiame heen degenderized.)

Shall | then praise the heavens, the trees,afth e
Because their beauty and their strength lastdong
Shall I wish there, or never to had birth,

Because they're bigger, and their bodyes stréhger
Nay, they shall darken, perish, fade and dye,

and when unmade, so ever shall they lye,

But we were made for endless immortality.

What | hope to engage you in now is an imaginatieeversation about Nature. About
our images, experiences, and understandings. nib iaccident that | choose us. Universalists
and Unitarians, unlike many other religious trais, have long been in favor of nature. The
message beginning with Nineteenth Century transagatism has been simple and clear: What
is natural is good; what denies or destroys Nasibad.  Much of this attitude we owe to the
great prophet of Transcendentalism, Ralph Waldo r&ome Certainly if any Unitarian or
Universalist in our history was in favor of Natuitewas Waldo Emerson who led us on in:

...The day, immeasurably long, sleeps over thedbhoigs and warm wide fields. To have lived
through all its sunny hours, seems longevity enougte solitary places do not seem quite
lonely. At the gates of the forest, the surprigetison of the world is forced to leave city
estimates of great and small, wise and foolishe Kimapsack of custom falls off the back with
the first step taken into these precincts. Hemaigctity which shames our religions, and reality
which discredits our heroes. Here we find Naturdé the circumstance which dwarfs every
other circumstance, and judges like a god all persbat come to her. We have crept out of our
close and crowded houses into the night and moy@ind we see what majestic beauties daily
wrap us in their bosom....

...We nestle in Nature, and draw our living as giéea from her roots and grains, and we receive
glances from the heavenly bodies, which call usoldude and foretell the remotest future....

Consider Concord. What an idyllic place—meadowatsines, gentle streams. An alternation of
the seasons, of course. From brisk, beautifullitsumnters to warm, burgeoning, generous
summers! In Concord as in Cambridge, ordinarilyukawas refulgent. Emerson’s Nature was



our friend—a bountiful bosom eager to provide far buman well-being. A generous mother
eager for our contemplation and admiration whemsee not otherwise engrossed in the rhythm
of securing her beneficent succor.

Emerson was among the multitudes who experiencedutgency to experience the artistic,
cultural and natural grandeur of Mother Europe.t 88o they had the wit and the courage to
rebel. To question why European was always assumbd superior. To search for and assert
what might be uniquely American. In “The Americacholar,” Emerson in 1837 concluded:
...We will walk on our own feet; we will work witbur own hands; we will speak our own
minds. The study of letters shall be no longerama for pity, for doubt, and for sensual
indulgence. The dread of humanity and the lovawhanity shall be a wall of defense and a
wreath of joy around all. A nation of humans Vidt the first time exist, because each believes
himself/herself inspired by the Divine Soul whidbainspires us all.

If Emerson’s attention was focused on literatutegmas Cole’s was not. Cole was a painter, but
equally eager to celebrate the American scene. Yeawns earlier in his “Essay on American
Scenery”, he had proclaimed:

There are those, who through ignorance or prejustitee to maintain that American scenery
possesses little that is interesting or truly bdéalut-that it is rude without picturesqueness, and
monotonous without sublimity—that being destitutélmse vestiges of antiquity...it may not be

compared with European scenery.... American sgeries features, and glorious ones,
unknown to Europe. ...the most distinctive, andhaps most impressive, characteristic of
American scenery is its wildness.... ...there im#n of the picturesque, the sublime, and the
magnificent...

Easily said! Not so easily understood or expressEde basic questions are simple: What is
nature? How shall we relate to it? Unitarian Wiagton Allston was the brother-in-law of
William Ellery Channing. His European sojourns gest that he understood nature as the setting
of a cosmic drama engaging a present and powegityl @ith frail humanity.

Samuel Osgood, a Unitarian minister and youngeteroporary of Emerson, was persuaded of
the centrality of nature for human understandiHg. outlined a variety of ways of relating:

It would be interesting to study the Poetry, Phojdsy and Religion of Mankind, in the different
stages of its progress, in order to learn the varidews and sentiments with which Nature has
been regarded. Such a study would lead us toaemnail periods of our race: -- the infant period
when the human heart had the freshness of childhaadi in childish wonder, we saw Nature
clad with the freshness of its new born beauty;stneage period, when we looked upon Nature,
only as a means of supplying our physical wantglrew from it a language for our passions; it
would lead us to consider the mystic period in harpeogress, when as in the central oriental
world, Nature was regarded as a dreamy shadown.would come before our view, the period
in which the material universe engrossed the mamdl the soul was too intent on the finite to
rise to the infinite,...then comes the period inickhNature is prized, mainly for her physical
uses—the age of natural science and materialyutilit this latter period we find our own lot to
be cast,... We should rejoice at those signs,aretppearing, which promise that Nature shall
ere long have her due, and be looked on with tiiet Spirit—that a day is coming, when the



world around us shall be regarded, not only forniaterial uses, but shall be loved as the
emblem of the Divine Beauty, and reverenced asgbwistinct with the Divine Spirit, and an
expression of the Divine Wisdom, Love and Powedames Fenimore Cooper describes it in the
opening chapter of his novel, The Pathfinder:

The sublimity connected with vastness is famil@arevvery eye. The most abstruse, the most
far-reaching, perhaps the most chastened of thigsgbeughts, crowd on the imagination as they
gaze into the depths of the illimitable void....ith\Mfeelings akin to this admiration and awe—the
offspring of sublimity—were the different characewith which the action of this tale must
open, gazing on the scene before them.... Bynteit the light of heaven upon the dark and
damp recesses of the wood, they form a sort ofsoase solemn obscurity of the virgin forests
of America. ...It was the vastness of the vievwe tiearly unbroken surface of verdure, that
contained the principle of grandeur. ...The soleapose induced the feeling allied to awe.

Quaker Eliza Hicks shared a vision of a peaceablgdom with Erastus Salisbury Field. Before
the pioneers pushed towards the west, there wax@erience of a pristine landscape looking
like England, feeling like paradise. Unitarian dsriVery expressed the attitude in this poem
Nature.

The bubbling brook doth leap when | come by,
Because my feet find measure with its call,

The birds know when the friend they love is nigh,
For I am known to them both great and small;
The flowers that on the lovely hill-side grow
Expect me there when Spring their bloom has given,;
And many a tree and bush my wanderings know,
And e’en the clouds and silent stars of heaven;
For we who with our Maker walk aright,

Shall be their lord, as Adam was before;

Our ear shall catch each sound with new delight,
Each object wear the dress which then it wore;
And we, as when erect in soul we stood,

Hear from our Father’s lips that all is good.

Onward toward the great mountains, grander thanhemghts that those who studied at the
Hudson River School ever imagined existed in Angeric

Amazingly, in the midst of the grandeur, Eden wascavered anew. The Valley of the

Yosemite was awe-inspiring in its juxtapositiontbé sheer face of El Capitan with the gentle
meadows beside the rushing river. Mythical, mdgeablematic of divine reality, a prelude to

immortality is always some meaning deeper or pogito the beyond.

Then all the way west to the Golden Gate, the ptotdne vast Pacific.
Others chose to explore and adventure in a diftest@action. They headed north towards the

Arctic. Some got only as far as the Isles of Shaaid Star Island. Childe Hassam was
associated with an artistic group which gatheredid poetess, Celia Thaxter.



Still others pushed on. Past Grand Manan. Pastfiduedland. On beyond Labrador. Some
ventured to attempt to find a Northwest passagésia. A few dared dream of penetrating all
the way to the North Pole.

In the midst of the grandeur, it became easy tamssthat part of the purpose of the divine
creation of nature was to teach humankind morables.

Thomas Starr King, minister of the First Unitari@hurch in San Francisco, in 1863 preached a
sermon, “Lessons from the Sierra Nevada.”

The slopes and ridges invite us. Our feet may uygarted, now and then, above natural

elevation, and we may gain new views, truer retetibetween objects, grander lights, and a
wider horizon of mysterious beauty. By that powéreading which God has endowed upon

you, we are enabled to say if we will, “I will litp mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh
my help.”

And now going higher still on the grade of imagdey,us see what symbols our subject furnishes
for private experience. There are such things asntain principles and mountain thoughts in

the individual life.

There are many souls in which God creates moungaiaw/, every year.

Ain’t Nature grand! From sea to shining sea. Aadk on Buzzards Bay, between New Bedford
and Cuttyhunk, John Weiss, minister of the Firsn@egational Society (Unitarian) in New
Bedford was discovering his own lesson in nature.

...We are religious when we remember what a lgteece we occupy in the universe. The soul
makes one of its sublimest efforts when it adjutsedf with immeasurable time and space. In a
night that was crowded with stars | lately sailedl with a few companions to be alone with them
and the sky. A woman bared her arm and, leanimy the gunwale, ploughed the water with
vigorous and beautiful motions to awake for me gleeping animalcula and make them show
their light. Their response was startling splendbeir rage blazed on the black boat, it leapt
upon her arms and clung there, cressets for themdss; it danced in frolic pools, it rippled
away sternward and was loath to sink back intdiémms. And all the time, overhead, it seemed
to me that a mightier arm was frothing up the skygalaxies while we below imitated that
billowy immensity....It was the contrast of the wdavith a dot. His eternity with our second.

Our little company felt itself adjusted to God’sysaand caught in God’s warm Gulf Stream; the
boat’'s keel was sliding through the upper vastrass its undulations touched and stirred the
farthest star.

Let us go sailing in this wise forever.

Alas, even in the romantic mid-nineteenth centueyad John Weiss, there were other powerful
images of nature. What had begun as grandeuydasthme picturesque. Some believed that
nature was a bountiful provider; others that nasureasures needed to be wrested away.

For those who only wanted to observe, the prospeetse abundant; the tourist productions were
good for business. How easily the public becarikated by natural curiosities. Excursions

were developed to exciting places, often at theeexfghe wilderness; rarely into it. Perhaps the
term “outing” is appropriate. People processedyafn@am society, and what they imagined to be



civilization, towards the exotic. Rarely did thgy alone. Rarely did they pause long enough to
deeply experience what they were observing.

A favorite outing for those in the Northeast, wimoagined that indeed Nature must be grand,
was the Catskill House in New York State beyondHinelson. Unitarian editor, George Curtis,
described the production: ...It was associated amthndian legend, was located near the famous
Catskill House, and had been painted by Thomas &udeothers of the Hudson River school:

The process of “doing” the sight, for those who klm&ted in time, is very methodical. You
leave the hotel and drive in a coach to the bamrooYou refresh! You step out upon the
balcony and look into the abyss. The proprietathefFalls informs you that the lower plunge is
about eighty feet high. It appears to you to beualen. You laugh incredulously.... The
proprietor of the bar-room is also the genius efBalls, and derives a trade both with his spirits
and with his water. In fact, if your romantic nesvcan stand the steady truth, the Catskill Falls
is turned on to accommodate poets and partiesakpte.

The visitor then paid twenty-five cents. A boy opd a sluice and the water plunged down. The
tourist was “boxed up again” and delivered to theuktain House in time for dinner—which
was always formal.

For those who couldn’t get there to be exploiteghémson, a whole new industry developed to
publish views of the picturesque. Volumes of Resgue America graced the parlors of
multitudes of culturally-aspiring Americans, alowgh picture postcards and stereopticon slides.
Americans wanted to believe they loved nature. tBete were doubters. Even the Nature
Prophet himself:

Emerson, whose forays into nature consisted priynafirowing a small skiff around a pond and
to whom the forest had a “sanctity which shamesreligions and reality which discredits our
heroes,” was disappointed as naturalist and toultsivas no surprise that he found that nature
“converts itself into a vast promise.... Theransvoods and waters a certain enticement and
flattery, together with a failure to yield a preseatisfaction. This disappointment is felt in gve
landscape.”

Enter science. Nature was not simply to be apatedj it is even more to understand. To
understand requires us to observe, record, careg@et everything in order. A - agronomy, A -
astronomy, from earth to stars. B - biology. &)ain, botany. G - geology. N - naturalists. We
must study nature in order to appreciate it.

Audubon out at the edges with all those birds. e@ttclimbing mountains or descending into
caves and valleys. Always the urgency to knowyriderstand. An 1828 letter to Silliman’s
American Journal remarked:

...The piles [of rocks] we trod on were the ruifishe stupendous granite mountains, elevated in
ancient time, lashed by the storms, cracked byrtst, and mutilated for untold ages by the sure,
although slow, agencies of Nature.... The ruins amly evidence of the mighty work of
demolition, which is always going on with a redhalugh imperceptible progress.

Demolition! Progress! Perhaps! Back in New Bedfthe plain Quaker and slightly fancier
Unitarian merchants and entrepreneurs were far rhard-headed. On the walls of New



Bedford’'s Free Public Library hangs a painting bgi®¥8’ parishioner, William Allen Wall. It
shows a ship under construction on the ways. HeHutTypical of many pictures of its era.
More striking than the image is the title: “ThertBiof the Whaling Industry.” Industry! How
unromantic. We fantasize the romance of down éostim in ships and two years before the mast
and Moby Dick.

What was whaling in reality? A business. A dangsrand dirty business, to be sure. But when
a whale ship had been away for three or four yaatsperhaps circumnavigated the globe, the
only serious question was: “How many barrels ddwgee?” In its search for leviathan, a ship
for months may have followed the line of the Equatibthe way across the Pacific, but the only
important line was the bottom line. Profits.

Herman Melville in Moby Dick describes one of theners of the whaling ship Pequod:

Captain Bildad had...been originally educated atiogr to the strictest sect of Nantucket
Quakerism... Though refusing, from conscientistisiples, to bear arms against land invaders,
yet himself had illimitably invaded the Atlantic édrracific; and though a sworn foe to human
bloodshed, yet had he in his straight-bodied cgatled tuns upon tuns of leviathan gore. How
now in the contemplative evening of his days, tieup Bildad reconciled these things in the
reminiscence, | do not know; but it did not seencdaacern him much, and very probably he had
long since come to the sage and sensible concltisatira person’s religion is one thing, and this
practical world quite another. This world paysidends.

For those who headed West rather than out to seas became a basic highway for commerce:
But, beyond the Mississippi and Missouri the sedtteekked across the prairie.

Unitarian Henry Howland Crapo left New Bedford jbstfore the Civil War to go all the way to
Michigan to cut the forests and become a lumberrbaProgress.

Unitarian Agassiz went to the Upper Peninsula otivgan, found copper, created mines and
became a mineral baron. Unitarian Henry Huttle®Ragers left Fairhaven, my town, to head

out to Pennsylvania, found both petroleum and JdhRockefeller, and became a Standard Oil
baron. Progress. The Universalists had their banons. They all knew about nature and how
to exploit it. Some of the barons were happy toaet and move on; others chose to settle and
build.

The barons were generous enough to pay many alenominational bills, but we had adequate
defenses to prevent them from penetrating our c¢ouscess. For many Universalists and
Unitarians, now as then, nature begins and perkads along the edges of Walden Pond in
Concord, Massachusetts. Good old Henry Davidlany of us have been in favor of nature,
certainly it must be him:

To anticipate, not the sunrise and the dawn mebeli, if possible, Nature herselfl How many

mornings, summer and winter, before yet any neighias stirring about daily business, have |
been about mine! No doubt, many of my townsmerelmagt me returning from this enterprise,
farmers starting for Boston in the twilight, or wbahoppers going to their work. It is true, |

never assisted the sun materially in his rising, @aubt not, it was of the last importance only to
be present at it.



How common it has been to assume that Nature woNide. With enthusiasm we sing about
“the amber waves of grain.” The imagery aboutlibenty moved ever westward. As farmers
abandoned the barren lands of the hilly, rocky Neaist, they pushed to the Western Reserve and
beyond to the prairies. The planting, cultivatargl then the harvest.

Unitarian Universalist Carl Sandberg expressesmégiery of the “Prairie” in “Cornhuskers.”

| was born on the prairie and the milk of its whehe red of its clover, the eyes of its women,
gave me a song and a slogan. ...Here betweenhtius ©of the Rocky Mountains and the
Appalachians, here now a morning star fixes adiga over the timber claims and cow pastures,
the corn belt, the cotton belt, the cattle ranches.
The prairie sings to me in the forenoon and | kmowhe night |
rest easy in the prairie arms, on the prairiethear
after the sunburn of the day
handling a pitchfork at a hayrack,
after the eggs and biscuit and coffee,
the pearl-gray haystacks
in the gloaming
are cool prayers
to the harvest hands.

As the bread basket of the nation moved westwadilistrialization began to develop in the East.
Streams and rivers were damned, forests were cuué& and lumber, nature was raped and
restructured to provide for ever more insistent hondesires. Rural villages became factory
towns which often grew rapidly into cities.

In New Bedford some whaling money stayed ashorelsyhn to be invested in cotton mills.
Wamsutta was one of the first great producersra @otton goods. The name is still renowned
today long after the local mill closed and movesl ptoduction to the enormous mills of the
South. Before the Civil War, William Wall paintedpicture of the stately mill. Note the new
railroad passing through the idyllic rural landsea@\s with the other relics in much of industrial
America, the Wamsutta Mill complex still standsheTsurrounding landscape disappeared more
than a century ago. Progress!

Universalist Edwin Markham of the Church of the D& Paternity in New York wondered
about the condition of ordinary people, progressatr He composedhE Man with the Hoe,
written after seeing the painting by Millet.

God made man in His own image, in the image of @ade He him.--Genesis.

Bowed by the weight of centuries they lean
Upon their hoes and gaze on the ground.

The emptiness of ages in the face,

And on their back the burden of the world.

Who made them dead to rapture and despair,
A thing that grieves not and that never hopes,...



...Is this the Dream He dreamed who shaped the suns
And pillared the blue firmament with light?

Down all the stretch of hell to its last gulf

There is no shape more terrible than this—

More tongued with censure of the world’s blind gkee
More filled with signs and portents for the soul—
More fraught with menace to the universe.

Many enlightened people believed nature to havatgretues for everyone -- mill workers as
well as managers—as a source of refreshment, rémewanspiration. But with the growth of
cities, the building of factories, and the riseimfmigration, many people had no easy access to
nature. So progressive leaders began to advodatgriy nature into the cities. At the forefront
were Unitarians and Universalists. Albert Feintesi

A social and institutional ideal—the developmentaotuperior public environment including
parks, parkways, and institutions devoted to thalystof history, science ,and art—remains
America’s most significant contribution to ninetéercentury urban design. ...It was a highly
self-conscious effort on the part of America’s fddeProtestant leadership to discover a secular
expression for its religious values of public hanyohealth, happiness and morality. They
believed that, once realized, such an environmentldvdramatically alter the social values—
and life-style—of the changing city. Liberal Prstint leaders, such as William Ellery
Channing, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Horace Bushnell, &®hry Whitney Bellows, were
determined to channel the religious energy of tlewNEngland church into this new urban
form...

...In Frederick Law Olmsted, the urban reformensnfib a remarkable designer to translate their
complex social goals into a clear and humane palgian. ...Channing successfully prepared
his religious followers to accept the concept ofadural city as being both Godly and consistent
with an American democratic tradition. ...Natuaed not the church, was to be the foundation of
this new society. Organized religion, which tendedcemphasize differences between people,
could only forestall the development of a truly ioahl—moral and democratic—society.
Nature, expressed through socially democratic titgtns, had become for these leaders and
their many devoted followers a substitute for thgstaries and revelations of formal religion.
Symbolically, the public park was to replace thkage common and its white steepled church.

The first great park project in America was CenRalk. As New York became more and more
crowded, visionaries such as William Cullen Bryant his minister, Henry Whitney Billows,
began to urge setting aside blocks of land wherdadses and conditions of people could escape
the congestion of the surrounding city and re-erediemselves. Unitarian Frederick Law
Olmsted was the great pioneer in designing the ipupark. Growing up in Hartford,
Connecticut, in his youth his family took annualr® “in search of the picturesque.” To
Olmsted creating a’natural” setting in the city diot imply simply leaving a piece of landscape
alone. He had a very strong vision of what aspettsature were most beneficial to the human
spirit. In his report for the design of the secagneat public park, Prospect Park in Brooklyn, he
preaches:



“...We find in nature that class of scenery...whiglermed pastoral. It consists of combinations
of trees, standing singly or in groups, and castiregr shadows over broad stretches of turf, or
repeating their beauty by reflection upon the cauorface of pools, and the predominant
associations are in the highest degree tranquilizand grateful, as expressed by the Hebrew
poet: ‘He maketh me to lie down in green pastunedepadeth me beside the still waters.™

In Central Park and his subsequent designs farscidcross the nation, Olmsted engineered the
reorganization of nature as he found it to conféonhis ideal of what it ought to be. Nature is
not simply what is; it should be re-created to meeca religious metaphor for the ideal. To
contradict Oscar Wilde: “Nature imitates nature.”

The vision spread even to Providence, Rhode Island1869 Dr. William Francis Channing,
nephew of the great divine, made a statement t@itiieeouncil supporting the idea of a public
park:

The park will endow the people of Providence wia shore, breezy hills, commanding the bay,
ponds, groves, lawns, lakes. Art will add to thesethe lifetime of the present generation,
drives, bridges, malls, bridle paths, shrubberyntains, gardens, architectural adornments. This
great public benefaction, this chief means of leagtleasure and refinement to the future
teeming population of this manufacturing centrd| & obtained without adding to the general
taxation.

‘Nature is my shepherd; | shall not want.” Indeedhen people experienced the progressive
re-formation of nature, they were expected to berawed into more spiritual and virtuous
citizens.

In Boston, Swan boats were designed to float petoplards enlightenment.

Less aspiring people began to discover that beitigimnature, not merely observing it, could
simply be a source of great pleasure. Those wilotla means and time for leisure began to
play within nature. After the civil war, summerl@oies began to develop where families could
go to experience the delights of the out-of-dodfsshing, hunting, sailing, even rowing for the
sport of it.

Temperate climate in America; temperate experierafesature. Grandeur, goodness, and
generosity. Those who dared venture towards hactinges quickly learned that nature could be
fearfully indifferent to human hopes and needs. nf@re imaginative minds it could even be
experienced as an intentional adversary.

Mad Ahab in Moby Dick imagined that the great whithale was determined to destroy him.
Never mind that Ahab in his megalomania put asigerésponsibility to do the business of
whaling. Never mind that Ahab seduced the crethefPequod into a global search to find this
singular leviathan. Never mind that Ahab’s drivipgssion was revenge for the lost leg snapped
away in a previous encounter with Moby Dick. Theake was not seeking out Ahab. It was the
human who defined nature’s creation as the enemy.

The reality is that we used up more and more ottwly available natural resources.

10



The Native Americans had hunted the buffalo forteees. Because their killing powers were
limited, their needs simple, and their use of thecass almost total—the buffalo continued to
thrive while providing sufficiency for their Nativbunters. European Americans saw buffalo
hunting as a source of sport more than sustenambey were even shot from moving trains.
Those who chose to actually deal with the carcfien saved only the tongue as an epicurean
delicacy. Within a few decades we had made thalouhearly extinct. We despoiled the West.

The same prodigal avarice and persistent indiff@eto nature’s need for renewal, led the
sea-hunters further and further from the shoreuttgor North, the further from the temperate,
the greater the danger. But it wasn’t only theviiial sea hunter who was at risk. Driven by
the desire for profits, highly motivated and wedugped ships of crews ventured further and
further north. In the polar regions a sudden sififtvind could doom even the stoutest of these
ships. Barry Holstun Lopez writes in Arctic Dream

Sea harvesters wrote in earnest humble prosehéptitere overwhelmed by the “loveliness and
grandeur.” What they saw made the killing seenppmapriate; but it was work, too, security for

their families, and they could quickly put compassiand regret aside. “The object of the
adventure,” wrote one captain, “the value of thegrthe joy of the capture, cannot be sacrificed
to feelings of compassion.”

A basic difference between the arctic entreprenauas the Eskimos whom they occasionally
encountered was that the Eskimos had the experienbe profoundly and perpetually afraid.
Those who live closest to nature often are thosst leomantic about it.

The problem was not simply one of a single capsagméed or foolishness. Shortly after the Civil
War a whole New Bedford whaling fleet in searchited bow-head whale was caught North of
Point Barrow in Alaska and crushed by the ice. Whas especially valuable about the bow
head was not the oil, but the baleen in the moWie. called these teeth-like splinters used by the
creature to filter out food, whale bone. How marhales were slaughtered, how many seamen
died, in order that fashionable women could bedaoght to conform to masculine images of
beauty. Nature in the service of human needst tisat the promise of the creator to our mythic
ancestors—Adam and Eve. Poet Thomas Stearns &laotdson of minister William Greenleaf
Eliot reacted:

Where is the Life we have lost in living?

Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?
The cycles of Heaven in twenty centuries

Bring us farther from GOD and nearer to the Dust...

...O weariness of men who turn from GOD

To the grandeur of your mind and the glory of yaation,
To arts and inventions and daring enterprises,

To schemes of human greatness thoroughly disccedite
Binding the earth and the water to your service,
Exploiting the seas and developing the mountain,
Dividing the stars into common and preferred...
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Life you may evade, but Death you shall not.
You shall not deny the Stranger.

Perhaps there is a more profound paradigm of oecieg’ connection the totality of nature.
Perhaps nature is neither friend nor foe. Perkapall too quickly project human fantasies and
desires on the rest of the natural order. Perliapslisasters which the insurance companies
amazingly title “acts of God” are merely acts ofura. Perhaps nature itself is the provider of
the bounty as well.

e. e. cummings, son of a Unitarian minister ex@dss eagerness to be within nature, not to
labor to create categories about it.

O sweet spontaneous

earth how often have

the doting

fingers of

prurient philosophers pinched

and poked

thee

, has the naughty thumb

of science prodded

thy
beauty . how
often have religions taken
thee upon their scraggy knees
squeezing and
buffeting thee that thou mightest conceive
gods
(but
true

to the incomparable
couch of death thy
rhymic
lover
thou answerest

them only with

spring)
cummings, --Cambridge, France, New Hampshire, NevkY Spring? How sweet!
Herman Melville, another Unitarian, nearly a cepthefore also recognized the urgency to tame
our awareness of nature to make our minds moreartale. He experienced a potency within

nature far beyond any ordinary human capacitytteeeicomprehend or accept:

But though, to landsmen in general, the native bithats of the seas have ever been regarded
with emotions unspeakably unsocial and repellihgugh we know the sea to be an everlasting
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terra incognita... though, by vast odds, the mesific of all mortal disasters have immemorially
and indiscriminately befallen tens and hundredthofisands of those who have gone upon the
waters; though but a moment’s consideration wdlcte that however baby humanity may brag
of its science and skill, and however much, inatdéring future, that science and skill may
augment; yet for ever and for ever, to the crackadm, the sea will insult and murder us, and
pulverize the stateliest frigate we can make; rtbedgss, by the continual repetition of these
very impressions, we have lost that sense of tHeawfulness of the sea which aboriginally
belongs to it.

...But not only is the sea such a foe to us whoaaralien to it, but it is also a fiend to its own
offspring...the sea dashes even the mightiest \slagainst the rocks, and leaves them there side
by side with the split wrecks of ships. No memeg, power but its own controls it. Panting and
snorting like a mad battle steed that has lostder, the masterless ocean overruns the globe.
...Consider all this; and then turn to this gregantle, and most docile earth; consider them both,
the sea and the land; and do you not find a strangigy to something in yourself? For as this
appalling ocean surrounds the verdant land, saimsouls there lies one insular Tabhiti, full of
peace and joy, but encompassed by all the horfdfgedchalf known life. God keep thee! Push
not off from that isle, thou canst never return!

“Rhythmic lover, death”? “And the great shroudtloé sea rolled on as it rolled five thousand
years ago.”—the final words of Moby Dick.

Of course, we are eager to find an enduring T&itour own kind. Good people like us want to
be friends of the earth. If we care and campaigough, we can make polluters stop the
poisoning, make bad people become good. Alas ytlmeathe presence of our species upon the
planet, not the villainous deeds of the bad gua, is the fundamental threat. Our very presence
is the primary pollutant.

Every time we save another child, every time wev@né another disease, we create a greater
danger to the fragile ecology of earth. Every ymare and more species are sacrificed in order
that we might continue to consume.

The Gaia Hypothesis—a fascinating new theory bye¥atovelock which suggests that the

planet itself is a self-regulating organism. Intespf all environmental upheavals, the planet
keeps the capacity to go on. How easy to imadiaé Earth has the strength to adjust to all of
our human hubris—our pride that the earth is ondstae fullness thereof. Lovelock names his
theory for Gaia, the Greek earth goddess. How temit is to imagine that Gaia is our mother,

that the earth is a source of infinite succor, thatmatter how naughty we may be, Good Old
Mother Earth will forgive and continue to provide.

The truth is that our species is the greatest thoethe continuance of other life on Earth. The
truth is that Nature does not need us to surviVe.the contrary, according to Lovelock “from

the Gaian perspective, what may be important tan@ms) may not be important to Gaia. In
fact...Gaia is no doting mother, and if a speceswss up, she eliminates it with all the feelings
of the microbrain in an ICBM. To Gaia, humans maybe as important as algae.”

There can be no life without death, no creatiorhaut destruction. Perhaps the true goddess of
Earth is the Hindu Mother Kali, the destroyer. @ien Jay Gould claims that our species is an

13



evolutionary accident in no way a predictable sasoeto those which had gone before. Species
come and go. Life goes on.

Anne Bradstreet Stedman responding to ancestor\dgiss’ soliloquy affirms:

...Nothing, not human reason or the leap

Of love divides me from the vacant blue.

Life, that in earth’s least creature sets a flame
Matched in the molten suns, bears but one name.

Poor Waldo Emerson. He was a pioneer in estahlisbur essential American attitudes about
nature. Alas, what we got may not be what he oieédrat all. Bryan Jay Wolf comments, “What

is important for Emerson is neither nature as imafgthe natural world, nor nature as figure for

the human mind, nor even nature as figure for time mind, but the essential aloneness of the
self as it confronts without intervention or medhatthe sources of its sustaining power.” In a
central passage of his essay Nature, he exclaithem become a transparent eyeball. | am
nothing. | see all the currents of the Universaing circulate through me. | am part or parcel of
God.”

William James Potter was a younger contemporariZragérson, minister of the New Bedford
church and a founder and mainstay of the Free iRaBgAssociation. Conrad Aiken, his
grandson, was one of the most distinguished pogtthis century. In his “Preludes for
Memmon”, he confronts us with Emerson’s essentiaisty

You understood it? Tell me, then its meaning.

It was an all, a nothing or a something?

Chaos, or divine love, or emptiness?

Water and Earth and air and the sun’s fire?

Or else, a question, simply? --

Water and fire were there,

And air and earth; there too was emptiness;

All, and nothing, and something too, and love.

But these poor words, these squeaks of ours, inhwhi
We strive to mimic, with strained throats and toegu
The spawning and outrageous elements—

Also, how paltry are they! For | saw—

What did you see?

| saw myself and God.

| saw the ruin in which godhead lives:

Shapeless and vast: the strewn wreck of the world
Sadness unplumbed: misery without bound.
Wailing | heard, but also | heard joy.

Wreckage | saw, but also | saw flowers.

Hatred | saw, but also | saw love...

And thus | saw myself.

And this alone?

And this alone awaits you, when you dare
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To that sheer verge where horror hangs, and tremble
Against the falling rock: and, looking down,

Search the dark kingdom. 1t is to self you come—
And that is God. Itis the seed of seeds:

Seed for disastrous and immortal worlds.

It is the answer that no question asked.

Begin anywhere on earth. Become conscious of ymackground, lenses and images.
Appreciate them for what they are. Seek to be s@ltia transparent eyeball. Hope for those
moments of illumination when you are infused whle £ssential energy which is at the center of
all existence.

Home again! My friend Thomas Hale of our church\ertha’s Vineyard, writes:

From the sea we all evolved many eons ago, arsdtd ihe sea that | shall return someday. Is it
thus the heritage of the aquatic ancestors offalsaand the salt that is in our veins that creates
such a tenuous, mystical bond, stronger perhapssdare than others, between the human
experience and grandeur of the oceans?...

Part of this is written while crossing Vineyard &dya numberless passage. It is blowing hard
northwest and the gray-blue sea is flecked withtevas the shaft rumbles beneath me and the
ferry rolls ponderously as she turns the cornetheyred Great Ledge bell at the entrance to
Woods Hole passage. A gull wheels beside us, hdpina handout, while to port a scalloper is
punching her way down the sound. The Island bebs & but another shade of blue gray while
Naushon, close aboard, is a study in muted fatirset-yellows, orchres, brown and green—set
off by rocky outcroppings and patchings of sandgdbe Just another ferry trip perhaps, but to
me another chance to watch and wonder upon theckasging sea.

Far to the west in Taos, New Mexico, Millicent Reog, a grand daughter of Standard Oil baron,
Henry Huttleston Rogers, found her spiritual homéhat very different expression of nature. In
her early fifty’s she slowly succumbed to the capusnces of childhood rheumatic fever. As she
lay dying she wrote to one of her sons:

...just remember that | want to be buried in Tao$wlte wide sky — Life has been marvelous ,
all the experiences good and bad | have enjoyesh) pain and illness because out of it so many
things were discovered. One has so little timbddstill and look at the Earth and the changing
colors and the Forest — and the voices of peopleckiuds and light on water, smells and sound
and music and the taste of wood smoke in the air.

And finally from Hale’s aunt and my friend, descend of the original American poet, Anne
Bradstreet Stedman’s response to her grandfather\d&iss’ poem, In the Water:

...What though this whole cool chasm, this jeweledp,
Would weigh on heavenly scales like tears or dew?
Nothing, not human reason or the leap

Of love divides me from the vacant blue.

Life, that in earth’s least creature sets a flame
Matched in the molten suns, bears but one name.
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THE END
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