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Reading:
Margaret Fuller is a towering pillar in the temple of American intellectual history.  Although she once wrote there is “nowhere I worship less than in the places set apart for that purpose,” or maybe even because of that, she is definitely one of us.  Her intellectual legacy—which called for personal transformation and social justice, equality for all, democratic ideals and human rights—could not resonate more strongly with the UUA’s Seven Principles today.  Her life, intensely lived each day of her forty years, a jarring and intoxicating fusion of brilliance and arrogance, compassion and vulnerability, still inspires readers to be full actors in our world, to change it for the better, and most of all, to grow.  On her 200th birthday, let’s reclaim this Transcendentalist saint into the inner circle of the Unitarian pantheon. [Kimberly French, http://www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/162469.shtml].

Sermon:

She was the first-born child of Unitarian parents, and they tell us that her father was disappointed that she was a girl and not a boy.  Perhaps his disappointment was rooted in the reality that in America in the year 1810, opportunities for girls were severely limited: cultivate a manner that is pleasing and deferential, learn homemaking skills, and take great care not to “know too much,” or she will never find a husband.  Upon reflection, Timothy Fuller chose to educate Sarah Margaret as he would have educated a son.  By the age of three and a half, she was reading; by the time she was six, she was doing simple translations from the Latin.  He pushed her, hard.  She later wrote, “I was put at once under discipline of considerable severity, and, at the same time, had a more than ordinarily high standard presented to me. … [My father] thought to gain time, by bringing forward the intellect as early as possible. Thus I had tasks given me, as many and various as the hours would allow, and on subjects beyond my age; with the additional disadvantage of reciting to him in the evening.” [http://www25.uua.org/uuhs/duub/articles/margaretfuller.html; biographical article written by Joan Goodwin].  The discipline led to eyesight problems, headaches, and nightmares, but it also cultivated in her a rare intellect, an uncommon character and, in time, an absolutely unique American voice.  As much as possible, I will share that voice with you this morning, offering you a glimpse of Margaret Fuller’s life and thought expressed largely in her own words.

In her Memoirs she wrote,

From a very early age I have felt that I was not born to the common womanly lot.  I knew I should never find a being who could keep the key of my character; that there would be none on whom I could always lean, from whom I could always learn; that I should be a pilgrim and sojourner on earth, and that the birds and foxes would be surer of a place to lay the head than I.  You understand me, of course; such beings can only find their homes in hearts.  All material luxuries, all the arrangements of society, are mere conveniences to them.


This thought, … affected me sometimes with sadness, sometimes with pride.  I mourned that I never should have a thorough experience of life, never know the full riches of my being; I was proud that I was to test myself in the sternest way, that I was always to return to myself, to be my own priest, pupil, parent, child, husband, and wife.  All this I did not understand as I do now, but this destiny … lay yet enfolded in my mind.  Accordingly, I did not look on any of the persons, brought into relation with me, with common womanly eyes…[Perry Miller The Transcendentalists pp. 333-334].

As she grew a little older Margaret (she dropped the Sarah when she was nine) was sent to several schools for young ladies.  Looking back, she observed, 

I was now in the hands of teachers, who had not, since they came on the earth, put to themselves one intelligent question as to their business here.  Good dispositions and employment for the heart gave a tone to all they said, which was pleasing, and not perverting.  They, no doubt, injured those who accepted the husks they proffered for bread, and believed that exercise of memory was study, and to know what others knew, was the object of study.  But to me this was all penetrable.  I had known great living minds, – I had seen how they took their food and did their exercise, and what their objects were.  Very early I knew that the only object in life was to grow.  I was often false to this knowledge, in idolatries of particular objects, or impatient longings for happiness, but I have never lost sight of it, have always been controlled by it, and this first gift of thought has never been superseded by a later love. [Perry Miller The Transcendentalists pp. 334-335; italics in the original].

As a young woman, Margaret herself worked as a teacher: at home with her younger brothers and sisters, in Bronson Alcott’s Temple School, and in the Greene Street School in Providence, Rhode Island.  Gradually she developed a teaching style based on conversations: drawing students out, encouraging their questions, creating a lively and enlivening give and take that exercised and enlarged their powers of critical thinking.  For five years (1839-44) she led a series of “Conversations” for women, held in Elizabeth Palmer Peabody’s bookstore in Boston.  There women, who could not enroll at Harvard, could discuss and debate issues of culture, politics, and feminism.  Margaret herself was the “nucleus of conversation,” [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Fuller]; she offered the women not husks but full-bodied bread, and was held in high esteem – tempered with awe and wariness.  On the surface, this distancing was understandable; Margaret is said to have once observed, “I know all the people in America worth knowing, and I find no intellect comparable to my own.”  Even her critics, they tell us, admitted that this was no less than the truth. [Stephen Kendrick A Faith People Make p. 58].

But inside, Margaret was tortured by a crushing loneliness.  In 1843, when she was 33 years old, she wrote a letter to Beethoven, dead these fifteen years.  The letter begins,

My only friend, [repeat: My only friend].

How shall I thank thee for once more breaking the chains of my sorrowful slumber?  My heart beats.  I live again, for I feel that I am worthy audience for thee, and that my being would be reason enough for thine.

Master, my eyes are always clear.  I see that the universe is rich, if I am poor.  I see the insignificance of my sorrows.  In my will, I am not a captive; in my intellect, not a slave.  Is it then my fault that the palsy of my affections benumbs my whole life?

I know that the curse is but for the time. I know what the eternal justice promises.  But on this one sphere, it is sad.  Thou didst say, thou hadst no friend but thy art.  But that one is enough.  I have no art, in which to vent the swell of a soul as deep as thine, Beethoven, and of a kindred frame.  Thou wilt not think me presumptuous in this saying, as another might.  I have always known that thou wouldst welcome and know me, as would no other who ever lived upon the earth since its first creation.

Thou wouldst forgive me, master, that I have not been true to my eventual destiny, and therefore have suffered on every side “the pangs of despised love.”  Thou didst the same; but thou didst borrow from those errors the inspiration of thy genius.  Why is it not thus with me?  Is it because, as a woman, I am bound by a physical law, which prevents the soul from manifesting itself?  Sometimes the moon seems mockingly to say so, - to say that I, too, shall not shine, unless I can find a sun.  O, cold and barren moon, tell a different tale! …

If thou [oh blessed master] wouldst take me wholly to thyself – !  I am lost in this world, where I sometimes meet angels, but of a different star from mine. [Perry Miller The Transcendentalists pp. 335-336].
Among the angels Margaret met regularly was a group of disaffected Unitarians who called themselves the Transcendentalists.  Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Theodore Parker, Elizabeth Peabody, William Ellery Channing – these were all the people in America worth knowing, and Margaret more than held her own in conversation with them.  For two years (1840-1842) she edited the Transcendentalist journal The Dial, thus serving as “the first female editor of a major intellectual journal.” [http://www.uua.org/documents/mfb/worship_resources.pdf#page=12].  In 1843 her essay on the rights of women was published in The Dial and excerpted in Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune; expanded into a book, it was published in 1845 with the title Woman in the Nineteenth Century.  This book is considered one of the major documents in American feminism and a foundational document for the women’s suffrage movement.  In the 1840s she wrote,

…We would have every arbitrary barrier thrown down.  We would have every path laid open to women as freely as to man. … 

Yet then, and only then, will human beings be ripe for this, when inward and outward freedom for woman, as much as for man, shall be acknowledged as a right, not yielded as a concession.  As the friend of the negro assumes that one man cannot, by right, hold another in bondage, so should the friend of woman assume that man cannot, by right, lay even well-meant restrictions on woman.  If the negro be a soul, if the woman be a soul, appareled in flesh, to one master only are they accountable.


Were thought and feeling once so far elevated that man should esteem himself the brother and friend, but nowise the lord and tutor of woman, were he really bound with her in equal worship, arrangements as to function and employment would be of no consequence.  What woman needs is not as a woman to act or rule, but as a nature to grow, as an intellect to discern, as a soul to live freely, and unimpeded to unfold such powers as were given her when we left our common home. …


Ye cannot believe it, men; but the only reason why women ever assume what is more appropriate to you, is because you prevent them from finding out what is fit for themselves.  Were they free, were they wise fully to develop the strength and beauty of woman, they would never wish to be men, or manlike.  The well-instructed moon flies not from her orbit to seize on the glories of her partner.  No; for she knows that one law rules, one heaven contains, one universe replies to them alike…


Male and female represent the two sides of the great radical dualism.  But, in fact, they are perpetually passing into one another.  Fluid hardens to solid, solid rushes to fluid.  There is no wholly masculine man, no purely feminine woman. …


Let us have one creative energy, one incessant revelation.  Let it take what form it will, and let us not bind it by the past to man or woman, black or white. [Perry Miller The Transcendentalists pp. 458-460].

In her conversations, in her writings, in her life, Margaret Fuller held up to woman – and to men – in the nineteenth century the foundational questions articulated once in a letter: “What were we born to do? and how shall we do it? – which,” she went on to observe, “so few ever propose to themselves till their best years are gone by.” [Kimberly French, http://www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/162469.shtml].  Her own best years were very full, but oh, so few: she drowned at sea – within sight of Fire Island in New York – when she was 40, returning to America with her Italian husband and infant son after four years as a foreign correspondent for The New York Tribune.  Perhaps her father was right to have, as she said “[brought] forth the intellect as early as possible.”  For surely it is her intellect that was her greatest gift, the power that was given her when, as she said, she “left our common home.”  Surely it is the fruits of her intellect that are her greatest legacy, timely still today – this very day, the 200th anniversary of her birth.  Surely her voice still echoes, if we would only listen.  And if we do, we will surely hear, as Kimberly French writes in our opening reading, a “jarring and intoxicating fusion of brilliance and arrogance, compassion and vulnerability, [that] still inspires [us] to be full actors in our world, to change it for the better, and most of all, to grow.
Take a moment now, in silence, to ask yourself Margaret Fuller’s foundational questions: what were you born to do? and how shall you do it?

The bell will lead us into silence, and music, will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

