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Nature has evolved but one nation. Its name is Humanity,—William Q. Judge

THEOSOPHICAL THOUGHTS FROM THE NEW ENGLAND
TRANSCENDENTALISTS: by F. S. Darrow, A.Mm, Ph.D.

In each century you will invariably find that an out-pouring or upheaval of
spirituality — or call it Mysticism, if you prefer — has taken place. Some one or
more persons have appeared in the world . . . and a greater or less amount of
occult knowledge and teaching has been given out. If you care to do so you can
trace these movements back, century by century, as far as our detailed historical
records extend. — H. P. Blavatsky*

IT is the purpose of this article to call attention to some

of the teachings of a remarkable group of American
thinkers who immediately preceded the foundation of
the modern Theosophical Society. In the writings of
2] the New England Transcendentalists and of members
of the Free Rehgmus Association of New England many proofs can
be gleaned in substantiation of that clause in the Theosophical Con-
stitution which declares that “this Society is a part of a great and
universal movement which has been active in all ages.”

Doubtless, it is generally realized that among the most important
of these teachings in regard to man’s soul is that of the complete
immortality or eternity of the Higher Self — “ without beginning and
without an end see the great circle’s even span.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson declared in 1833:

I recognize the distinction of the outer and the inner Self; the double con-
sciousness that, within this erring, passionate, mortal self, sits a supreme, calm,
immortal mind, whose powers I do not know, but it is stronger than I; it is wiser
than I; it never approved me in any wrong; I seek counsel of it in my doubts;

1. The Key to Theosophy, Conclusion. Point Loma Ed. p. 294.
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I repair to it in my dangers; I pray to it in my undertakings. It scems to me
the face which the Creator uncovers to his child. It is the perception of this
depth in human nature, this infinitude belonging to every man that has been born,
which has given a new value to the habits of reflection and solitude. In this doc-
trine, as deeply fclt by him, is the key by which the words that fell {from Christ
upon the character of God can alone be well and truly explained: “ The Father
is in me; I am in the Father, yet the Father is greater than 1.” 2

The New England thinkers, as pioneers in clearing a path through
the tangled underbrush of scepticism and modern materialism, were of
course familiar with the terms Theosophy and Theosophist, although
the modern ‘I'heosophical Society was not founded until 1875.

Thus we read in a letter written to Mr. Amos Bronson Alcott, the
Concord philosopher, in 1868, seven years before Madame Blavatsky
and Mr. Judge organized the Theosophical Society in New York city:

For Theosophy to have its true efficiency in the world, there must not only
be an intellectual acquaintance with all nature, . . . but there must be the actual
realization of the . . . principles of man’s being, in their original and correlative
positions and this in high confirmed reality.?

Had Mr. Alcott lived to see the practical application of the Theo-
sophical principles in the Raja Yoga education, as founded and direct-
ed by Katherine Tingley, I believe that he would have been the first
to recognize that these prophetic words of his written in 1836 were
now being realized:

The end (of education) is a perfect man. Its aim, through every stage of
influcnee and discipline is self renewal.*

Light is sprung up and the dayspring from on high is again visiting us. . . .

Say not that this era is distant. Verily it is near. Even at this moment, the
heralds of the time are announcing its approach. Omens of Good hover over
us. A deeper and holier faith is quickening the genius of our time. Humanity
awaits the hour of its renewal. The rencvating fiat has gone forth, to revive our
institutions, and remould our men. Faith is lifting her voice and like Jesus near
the tomb of I.azarus is uttering the living words: “I am the Resurrection and
the Life, and he that believeth, though in doubts and sins, shall be reassured of
his immortality and shall flourish in unfading youth! I will mould nature and
man according to my will. I will transfigure all things into the image of my
Ideal.” s

To appreciate the philosophical viewpoint of these New England

2. J. E. Cabot: A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Ewmerson, Boston, 1883: T, p. 213. 3. A B
Alcott: Concord Days, 1872, p. 241. 4. Conversations with Children on the Gospels,
1836-7, I, p. xxx. 5. Idem, I, pp. 1li-lii.
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thinkers, the viewpoint that has caused them to be known as Tran-
scendentalists, the following definitions are instructive.

The late Dr. William T. Harris, former Commissioner of Edu-
cation for the United States, declares:

Transcendentalism means at bottom the emancipation of the soul from prosaic
bondage to the present here and now. There shall be a perspective to our vision
both in time and place. We inherit all ages and all countries; let us enter into
our heritage.®

George Ripley, himself one of the New England reformers, wrote
in 1840:

There is a class of persons who desire a reform in the prevailing philosophy
of the day. These are called Transcendentalists, because they believe in an order
of truths which transcends the sphere of the external senses. Their leading idea
is the supremacy of mind over matter. Hence they maintain that the truth of
religion does not depend on tradition, nor historical facts, but has an unerring
witness in the soul. There is a light, they belicve, which enlighteneth every man
that cometh into the world; there is a faculty in all —the most degraded, the
most ignorant, the most obscure —to perceive spiritual truth when distinctly
presented; and the ultimate appeal on all moral questions is not to a jury of
scholars, a hicrarchy of divines or the prescriptions of a creed, but to the common
sense of the human race.”

The exposition of Theosophy’s “ twin doctrines of Karma and
Reincarnation ”’ occupies a prominent place in the teaching of the New
England Transcendentalists. In fact their statements in regard to
the origin and destiny of the soul are so extended and numerous that
it is possible to select only a few quotations from the large amount of
material.

The interest of these thinkers in the subject of the pre-existence
and rebirth of the human soul, and their endeavor to popularize these
beliefs, is shown by many of their favorite quotations, such as those
from Synesius, Spenser, and Wordsworth.

The motto of Alcott’s chapter on Metamorphoses in his Tablets
is taken from the writings of Hermes T'rismegistus:

Generation is not a creation of life but a production of things to sense, and
making them manifest. Neither is change death but a hiding of that which was,

Both Emerson and Alcott never tire of repeating the glorious lines
from Spenser’s Hymn in Honour of Beautie:

6. T. B. Sanborn and W. T. Harris: A. Bronson Alcott: His Life and Philosophy,
1803, IT, p. 596. 7. O. B. Frothingham: George Ripley, 5th ed., 1886, pp. 84-85.
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Of the soul the body form doth take,
For soul is form and doth the body make.

Wordsworth’s “ Intimations of Immortality ” is even a greater
favorite. Emerson indeed went so far as to declare in his last Dis-
course on Immortality that this Ode was * the best modern essay on
the subject ”; and Alcott not only quoted it habitually in his writings
and lectures but even based the entire system of his practical pedagogy
upon the two following stanzas:

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting;
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s star,
Hath had elsewhere its setting,
And cometh from afar:
Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory, do we come
From God who is our home,

Thou whose exterior semblance doth belie
Thy soul’s immensity ;
Thou best philosopher, who yet doth keep
Thy heritage; thou eye among the blind,
That, deaf and silent, read’st the eternal deep,
Haunted forever by the eternal mind —
Mighty prophet! Seer blest!
On whom those truths do rest
Which we are toiling all our lives to find,
(In darkness lost, the darkness of the grave),
Thou over whom thy immortality
Broods like the day, a master o’er a slave,
A presence which is not to be put by;
Thou little child, yet glorious in the might
Of heaven-born freedom, on thy being’s height.®

To glance for a moment at the words of three of the less prominent
members of the group, we find Thomas T. Stone affirming in The
Dial *:

Man is man, despite of all the lies which would convince him he is not, despite
of all the thoughts which would strive to unman him. There is a spirit in man.

8 Emerson’s Works, Riverside ed., 1893, VIII, p. 328, Letters and Social Aims; San-
born and Harris: A. Bronson Alcott, 1, p. 199. 9. The “Official Organ of the New
England Transcendental Movement,” edited by Margaret Fuller, George Ripley, and Ralph
Waldo Emerson during the four years between 1840 and 1844; cf. O. B. Frothingham:

Transcendentalism in New England, 1886.
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. .. What is, is. The Eternal is eternal; the temporary must pass it by, leaving
it to stand evermore. There is now, there has been always, power among men
to subdue the ages, to dethrone them, to make them mere outgoings and servitors
of man. It is needed only that we assert our prerogative — that man shall with
heavenly faith affirm: “I am, in me being is. Ages, ye come and go; appear and
disappear; products, not life; vapors from the surface of the soul, not living
fountains. Ye are of me, for me, not T of you or for you. Not with you my
affinity but with the Eternal. I am! T live, spirit I have not; spirit am I!”

Professor Frederic Hedge of Harvard University, another of the
New England Transcendentalists, writes of the human soul:

Our being is deeper than we know; it undergrounds all conscious experience.
. . . All conscious being springs from a root unknown. . . . Our experience is
not co-extensive with our being, our memory does not comprehend it. We bear
not the root but the root us. What is that root? We call it soul. . . . It is
larger than we are and older than we are — that is than our conscious self. . . .
The supposition of pre-existence . . . scems best to match the supposed continued
existence of the soul hereafter. Whatever had a beginning in time . . . must end
in time. The eternal destination which faith ascribes to the soul presupposes an
eternal origin. . . . This was the theory of the most learned and acute of the
Christian Fathers (i.e. Origen). Of all the theories respecting the origin of the
soul it seems to me the most plausible and therefore the one most likely to throw
light on the question of the life to come. . . . A new and bodily organism I hold
to be an essential part of the soul’s destination . . . (but) the soul is the same.®

From the Poems of David A. Wasson we quote the following
verses:

Of old was in the household of the One
A troup of babes immortal. . . .

. . . In us the mystery

Of the beginning and the end will roll
Tts perfect circle evermore. For this,
This is the secret of the All,— in each
Perfected life the whole is new created.
In every moment is create anew
Perpetual, myriad-fold; creation runs,
Renews, and multiplies itself for aye.

Life his dwelling leaveth
But as a bird, its nest;
But as a bird, that, soaring
Flees from the winter’s cold. . . .
Our souls, so pressed with sense, deluded are,

10. Ways of the Spirit, (1877), 1901, pp. 357-367.
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And doubtingly their home, their right, recall,
Sweet in the bosom memories will teem
Of birth and bliss empyreal, but we smile
We smile despair, then say, “’Tis but a dream:
Clay, clay is real, nor doth our thought beguile.”
Courage, my soul! Thy drcam renew, renew!
The worlds are shadows; spirit’s dream is true?

Of the members of the Free Religious Association, more or less
directly connected with the Transcendentalists, we shall quote only
from three, James Freeman Clarke, Cyrus Augustus Bartol, and Wil-
liam J. Potter.

In Dr. Clarke’s T'en Great Religions he states that

The modern doctrine of the evolution of bodily organisms is not complete,
unless we unite it with the idea of a corresponding evolution of the spiritual
monad, from which every organic form derives its unity. Evolution has a satis-
factory meaning only when we admit that the soul is developed and educated by
passing through many bodies*?

Dr. Bartol reiterates:

Human individuality (**) is not limited in time more than in space. Doubt-
less the almanac or family register will tell us when we were born. But the soul
is older than our organism. It precedes its clothing. It is the cause, not the
consequence of its material elements; else as materialists understand, it does not
properly exist. Jesus asserted the truth of all men when he said: “ Before Abra-
ham was I am.” . . .

The least attempt at acquaintance with myself shows me the door out of all
finite particulars and compels me to say — I was loved of God before the founda-

tion of the world. . . . “"Tis a spirit ”; and that is what no almanac can measure
and no cradle contain. It is absurd to suppose any mortal beginning of it or end
in death. . . . In some sense, I was born and must die. In some sense, my dwell-

ing holds me; your babe is in the crib, and your sires are in the tomb. But there
is an I, by which all these contents and consignments are disallowed. Before
Abraham was [ am; I have power to lay down my life and power to take it up
again. 1 am conscious of Eternal Generation, that I am what never lay in the
cradle and no coffin can hold but that which sits behind smiling at what was
brought forth and expires.!*

William J. Potter, for many years the President of the Free

11. Poems, 1888, pp. 21, 27, 94, 153. 12, Ten Great Religions, 1833; Part II, pre-
face, p. ix. 13. In this quotation, the word individuality has been intentionally substi-
tuted for that of personality because otherwise the subsequent technical use of these two
terms in modern Theosophy would almost certainly cause confusion and a misunderstanding
of the author’s real meaning. 14. Radical Problems, 1874, p. 93; Rising Faith, 1874,

pp. 187-188, 241.
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Religious Association, not only lectured on pre-existence before the
Radical Club, of which all the prominent Transcendentalists were
members, but in the periodical entitled The Radical, for April, 1808,
published a very excellent article on “ The Doctrine of Pre-Existence
and the Fourth Gospel,” from which the following quotation is taken.

After defining the doctrine of pre-existence as that of the soul’s
eternity, he says:

It is plain that there are two factors which enter into the composition of human
nature: an infinite and a finite, a spiritual and a material, an eternal and a tem-
poral. The finite and temporal factor is manifest in those limitations and neces-
sitics which are imposed upon us by our earthly and material existence. . . . It
is possible, perhaps probable that the soul will always have some form of body
and some material limitation, . . . now taking this form, now that — yet always
ascending in form as giving larger freedom of nature . . . as the scale of being
ascends.

But over and above all change, independent of all limitations of time and
matter, beyond the rcach of the accidental and perishing relations of individual
existence, there enters into human nature another factor by which it lays hold
of a substance that is infinite and everlasting and draws its being therefrom.
There is somewhat of the Absolute and Eternal in every human soul . . . some-
thing that transcends time and space and organic form and makes eternity for
the soul to be the continuous unfolding of a perpetual and indestructible principle
of life rather than the infinite multiplication of days and years. . . .

Nor is it easy to see how with any other view [than that of pre-existence] we
can maintain the doctrine of immortality. If the soul absolutely begins to exist
with the body . . . then how shall we escape the conclusion that, when this phy-
sical organism is dissolved and these conditions cease to be, the soul also must
come to cessation with them, just as the flower, even though it be but half blown,
must die with the plant that has produced it? And this question is being put by
thinking persons more generally and more effectively than theologians of the
old sects and creeds seem to be aware of. I see no way to meet it other than by
asserting the eternal nature of the soul itself. This is the final argument for
immortality that cannot be answered. As we cannot conceive how matter, though
it be constantly changing its form, can yet ever absolutely begin to exist or go out
of existence, so it is equally impossible to conceive that soul, though now organ-
ized in this form of life, now that, can in itself ever begin or cease to be.®

Although the quotations already given are sufficient to impart
some idea of the importance of the belief in pre-existence and rein-
carnation of the New Fngland Transcendentalists in general, never-
theless this belief will be found to be especially emphasized by those

15. The Doctrine of Pre-Existence and the Fourth Gospel, in The Radical for April,
1868; I1I, No. 8, pp. 518-9, 521
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belonging to Emerson’s intimate circle of friends, such as his brother
Charles, Henry D. Thoreau, and Amos Bronson Alcott.
Thus in Thoreau we read:

We have settled down on earth and forgotten heaven. . .. That Eternity
which I see in nature I predict for myself also. . . . Like last year’s vegetation
our human life but dies down to its root and still puts forth its green blade into
eternity. . . . Methinks the hawk that soars so loftily and circles so steadily and
apparently without effort, has earned this power by fasthfully creeping on the
ground as a reptile in o former state of existence*

And he wrote to Emerson in 1843:

Hawthorne, too, I remember as one with whom I sauntered in old heroic times
along the banks of the Scamander and amid the ruins of chariots and heroes.

A similar expression occurs in the notes from Charles Chauncy
Emerson’s Journal published by his brother Ralph Waldo some years
after Charles’ death:

The reason why Homer is to me like a dewy morning is because I too lived
while Troy was, and sailed in the hollow ships of the Grecians to sack the devoted
town. The rosy-fingered dawn as it crimsoned the tops of Ida, the broad seashore
covered with tents, the Trojan hosts in their painted armor, and the rushing
chariots of Diomede and Idomeneus — all these I too saw; my soul animated the
frame of some nameless Argive. . . . We forget that we have been drugged by
the sleepy bowl of the present.

But when a lively chord in the soul is struck, when the windows for a moment
are unbarred, the long and varied past is recovered. We recognize it all; we are
no mere brief, ignoble creatures, we seize our immortality and bind together the
related parts of our secular being. . . . Something there is in the spirit which
changes not, neither is weary, but ever returns into itself, and partakes of the
eternity of God.'®

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s own belief is thus stated by his friend,
Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes:

Emerson was an idealist in the Platonic sense of the word, a spiritualist as
opposed to a materialist. He believes, he says, “ as the wise Spenser teaches,”
that the soul makes its own body. This, of course, involves the doctrine of pre-
existence; a doctrine older than Spenser, older than Plato or Pythagoras, having
its cradle in India, fighting its way down through Greek philosophers and Chris-
tian fathers and German professors, to our own time.®

16. Thoreau’s Works, Riverside ed., II, Walden, p. 61; IX, Excursions, p. 331;
VI, Autumn, pp. 187, 225. 17. Idem, XI, Letters, p. 110. 18. Posthumous publication
entitled, Notes from the Journal of a Scholar, published in The Dial; cf. Frothingham,

Transcendentalism in New England.  19. Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1895, p. 391.
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From Emerson’s references to his belief in pre-existence we select
the following:

1 am of the oldest religion. Leaving aside the question which was prior, egg
or bird, I believe the mind is the creator of the world and is ever creating: that
at last matter is dead mind; that mind makes the senses it sees with; that the
genius of man is a continuation of the power that made him and that has not
done making him.?®

’

In his poem Woodnotes he hears the “ pine-tree ” sing:
Hearken once more!

T will tell thee the mundane lore.

Older am I than thy numbers wot,

Change T may, but pass I not.

Hitherto all things fast abide,

And anchored in the tempest ride.
Trenchant time behoves to hurry

All to yean and all to bury:

All the forms are fugitive,

But the substances survive.

Ever fresh the broad creation,

A divine improvisation,

From the heart of God proceeds,

A single will, a million deeds.

Once slept the world, an egg of stone,
And pulse, and sound, and light was none;
And God said, “ Throb!” and there was motion
And the vast mass became vast ocean.
Onward and on, the eternal Pan,

Who layeth the world’s incessant plan,
Halteth never in one shape,

But forever doth escape,

Like wave or flame, into new forms.

As the bee through the garden ranges,
From world to world the godhead changes;
As the sheep go feeding in the waste,
From form to form He maketh haste;

This vault which glows immense with light
Is the inn where he lodges for a night.®

We wake and find ourselves on a stair; there are stairs below us, which we
seem to have ascended; there are stairs above us, many a one, which go upward
and out of sight. . .. It is the secret of the world that all things subsist and

20. Works, Riverside ed. 1893; XII, Natural History of the Intellect, pp, 15-16.
21. Idem, 1V, Poems, pp. 55-57.
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do not die, but only retire a little from sight and afterwards return again. . . .
Nothing is dead; men feign themselves dead, and endure much funeral and
mournful obituaries, and there they stand looking out of the window, sound and
well, in some new and strange disguise. . . . We must infer our destiny from
the preparation. We are driven by instinct to hive innumerable experiences which
are of no visible value, and we may revolve through many lives before we shall
assimilate or exhaust them. . . . The soul is not born; it does not die; it was
not produced from any one, nor was any produced from it. Unborn, eternal, it
is not slain, though the body is slain; subtler than what is subtle, greater than
what is great.?

The soul having been often born, or, as the Hindits say, “traveling the path of
existence through thousands of births,” having beheld the things which are here,
those which are in heaven and those which are beneath, there is nothing of which
she has not gained the knowledge; no wonder that she is able to recollect, in
regard to any one thing, what formerly she knew. For, all things in nature being
linked and related, and the soul having heretofore known all, nothing hinders but
that any man who has recalled to mind, or according to the common phrase has
learned, one thing only, should of himself recover all his ancient knowledge, and
find out again all the rest, if he have but courage and faint not in the midst of his
researches. For inquiry and learning is reminiscence all.?®

The soul is an emanation of the Divinity, a part of the soul of the world, a ray
from the source of light. It comes from without into the human body, as into a
temporary abode, it goes out of it anew ; it wanders in ethereal regions, it returns
to visit it — it passes into other habitations, for the soul is immortal.?*

It is interesting to note that at the end of Emerson’s Essay on
“Nature,” finished August, 1836, he reproduces Mr. Alcott’s philo-
sophical beliefs as

some traditions of man and nature, which a certain poet sang to me; and which,
as they have always been in the world, and perhaps reappear to every bard, may
be both history and prophecy.

The foundations of man are not in matter but in spirit. But the element of
the spirit is eternity. To it, therefore, the longest series of events, the oldest

chronologies are young and recent. . . . All history is but the epoch of one
degradation. . . .
A man is a god in ruins, . . . Infancy is the perpetual Messiah, which comes

into the arms of fallen men, and pleads with them to return to paradise. Man is
the dwarf of himself. Once he was permeated and dissolved by spirit. . . .
Thus my Orphic poet sang.?

22. Idewm, 111, Essays, Second Series, Essay 11, Experience, p. 33; Essay VIII, Nominal-
ist and Realist, pp. 179-180; VIII, Letters and Social Aims, Immortality, pp. 319, 333.
23. Idem, IV, Representative Men, p. 94; based on Sydenham’s translation of Plato’s Meno,
81 c-d, Thomas Taylor: The Works of Plato, London, 1804, V, 61. 24. E. W. Emerson,
Journals of Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1901: Vol. 11, p. 341, 1330. 25. Works, Riverside cd.,
1893; I, Nature Add. and Lect.,, pp. 74-75; cf. Sanborn and Harris: Alcott, II, 567-568.
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Few men of any age in ancient or modern times have been more
earnest or more persistent in their advocacy of pre-existence than
Amos Bronson Alcott, all of whose beliefs in fact clustered about this
concept of the soul’s eternity. Emerson wrote of him in 1836-7:

Mr. Alcott is a world-builder. Evermore he tries to solve the problem, whence
is the world. . . . Mr. Alcott is the great man— the most extraordinary man
and the highest genius of the time. . . . He has more of the godlike than any
man I have ever seen, and his presence rebukes and threatens and raises . . .
wonderful is his vision.

And in 1852 he adds:

It were too much to say that the Platonic world I might have learned to treat
as a cloudland, had T not known Alcott, who is a native of that country; yet
I will say that he makes it solid as Massachusetts to me.2®

Mr. Alcott began to spread abroad carly in life his gospel as to
the origin and destiny of the soul. He clung to his belief in pre-
existence through thick and thin and went to his grave belicving in
it even more firmly than ever before, were that possible. In the words
of his friend Dr. William T. Harris: “ The pre-existence of the soul
was as certain to him as the present existence.” * If pressed by a
persistent sceptic for a testimony as to the faith that was in him, his
final reply invariably was: “TI never can believe that T originated in
that matter out there!” * Dr. Bartol, in paying tribute to the memory
of the Concord philosopher, said:

He was a true Transcendentalist, teaching that the soul is no ephemeral thing

but that it lives beyond the momentary impression, in the past, the distant, the
future, and in that eternity where time disappears or all times are alike.?®

And when the long-dreamed-of School of Philosophy was estab-
lished at Concord in 1879, we find Mr, Alcott’s efforts ably seconded
by the Platonist Dr. Hiram K. Jones of Jacksonville, Illinois, who in
a lecture delivered at the school during its sccond session, declared:

A being always born is the soul. It never was not and it never had any other
form; nor can it ever have any other form than it now is . . . and it now is
eternal; it now is in eternity.°

So, too, Louisa M. Alcott, echoing her father’s philosophy, wrote
to one of her friends:

I think immortality is the passing of a soul through many lives or experiences;

26. Sanborn and Harris: A. Brouson Alecott, 11, pp. 504-566. 27. Idem, p. 630.
28. Idem, p. 632, 29. Radical Problems, 1874, p. 89. 30. The Platonist, 1881, p. 68.



























































































































