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American Values and Philosophy 
Dr. Andrew Fiala

afiala@csufresno.edu
www.andrewfiala.com

@PhilosophyFiala

Course Plan

• Oct. 2: The Problem of American Philosophy 
• Who are we?  What do we value?  What unites and divides us?

• Oct. 9: Individualism, Polarization, and Division
• Problems: Monism, Pluralism, Relativism and Moral Anarchism

• Oct. 16: Science, Religion, and Secularism
• Problems: Empiricism, Mysticism, and Fundamentalism

• Oct. 23: Pragmatism, Experimentation, and the Future
• Problems: Change/Progress, Fear, Meliorism, Hope

mailto:afiala@csufresno.edu
http://www.andrewfiala.com/
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Science, Religion, Politics

Discussion

• Is there an American religion?
•What should Americans believe?
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Dewey’s “Common Faith”
Intolerance, abuse, calling of names because of 
differences of opinion about religion or politics 
or business, as well as because of differences of 
race, color, wealth or degree of culture are 
treason to the democratic way of life.

• John Dewey, “Creative Democracy” (1939)

• All endeavor for the better is moved by faith in 
what is possible, not by adherence to the 
actual.
• Dewey, A Common Faith (1934)

Which Religion?
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Vine Deloria, God is Red (1973)

•Who will find peace with the lands?  Who will 
listen to the trees, the animals and birds, the 
voices of the place of the land?  As the long-
forgotten peoples of the respective continents 
rise and begin to reclaim their ancient 
heritage they will discover the meaning of the 
lands of their ancestors.  That is when the 
invaders of the North American continent will 
finally disocver that for this land, God is red.

Vine Deloria 
1933-2005

Margaret Fuller on Religion Gone Bad
Woman in the 19th Century (1845)

• Yet, by men in this country, as by the Jews, when Moses 
was leading them to the promised land, everything has 
been done that inherited depravity could do, to hinder 
the promise of Heaven from its fulfilment. The cross, 
here as elsewhere, has been planted only to be 
blasphemed by cruelty and fraud. The name of the 
Prince of Peace has been profaned by all kinds of 
injustice toward the Gentile whom he said he came to 
save. But I need not speak of what has been done 
towards the Red Man, the Black Man. Those deeds are 
the scoff of the world; and they have been accompanied 
by such pious words…

Margaret Fuller
1810-1850
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The Cult of the Genius

The Apotheosis of George Washington
Capitol Rotunda, by Constantino Brumidi, 1865 
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“War”

• Washington 
victorious

“Science”

• Minerva 
(Athena)
teaching 
Franklin, 
Morse, and 
Fulton
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“Commerce”

• Mercury giving a 
bag of gold to 
Revolutionary War 
financier, Robert 
Morris.
• Note: “e pluribus 

unum” banner

“Mechanics”

• Forging 
weapons
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The Cult of the Genius
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Emerson: Power, Nature, Growth, Genius
• Nothing solid is secure; every thing tilts and rocks.
• In all animal and vegetable forms, the physiologist concedes that no 

chemistry, no mechanics, can account for the facts, but a mysterious 
principle of life must be assumed, which not only inhabits the organ, but 
makes the organ.
• Nature replies, `I grow.' All is nascent, infant… Total nature is growing like 

a field of maize in July; is becoming somewhat else; is in rapid 
metamorphosis.
• When nature has work to be done, she creates a genius to do it.

• Emerson, “The Method of Nature” (1841)

Thoreau on Nature’s Genius

• The thin snow now driving from the north and 
lodging on my coat consists of those beautiful 
star crystals.
• How full of the creative genius is the air in which 

these are generated! I should hardly admire 
more if real stars fell and lodged on my coat. 
Nature is full of genius, full of the divinity; so 
that not a snowflake escapes its fashioning 
hand.
• Thoreau’s Journal January 5, 1856
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Trumpian Genius
Emerson: “When nature has work to be done, she 
creates a genius to do it.”

Is President Trump a genius? Emerson might’ve said ‘Yes,’ Madison 
might’ve said, ‘Oh, no!’
Fiala, Fresno Bee, October 13, 2019
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/op-ed/article236020513.html

• It helps to see Donald Trump as an Emersonian individual.  He is brash, self-
assured, and unafraid to proclaim himself “a very stable genius.”  

• Emerson wrote, “To believe our own thought, to believe that what is true for you 
in your private heart is true for all men—that is genius.”  Defenders of the status 
quo will not agree.  But that’s to be expected.  Emerson said, “to be great is to be 
misunderstood.”

• Nor will the masses understand the variable moods and shifting stories of the 
genius.  We might demand a consistent story from our genius-in-chief.  But 
Emerson said: “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds… With 
consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do.”  

• An Emersonian genius overturns conventional wisdom and re-creates the world 
in his own image.  Emerson cites Socrates and Jesus.  The world crucifies radical 
revolutionaries.  But history will be the judge.  Today’s foolishness may look like 
heroism tomorrow.  

• Genius is tenacious.  Where a normal person would resign in the face of 
adversity, our President doubles down.  He has lately refused to admit that the 
House impeach inquiry is constitutionally legitimate.  His followers admire his 
tenacity.  This audacity creates the “magnetism” that Emerson saw in the self-
reliant genius.    

https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/op-ed/article236020513.html
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Is President Trump a genius? 
Fiala, Fresno Bee, October 13, 2019
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/op-ed/article236020513.html

• Emersonian individualism is only one aspect of the American soul.  
While we admire genius, we also distrust it.  James Madison and 
his colleagues explained in the Federalist Papers that our system 
was intended to prevent ambitious individuals from usurping 
power.  Madison said, “ambition must be made to counteract 
ambition.”  
• Checks and balances limit individual genius in order to prevent 

despotism.  And rather than celebrating individual genius, the 
Federalist Papers speak of “the genius of the people.”  The 
Constitution focuses on “we the people.”  We are not to be ruled 
by individual genius…
• This system is set up to defend liberty and prevent its destruction.  

The founders knew that so-called geniuses were typically not as 
wise as they believe themselves to be.  Madison explains, “If men 
were angels, no government would be necessary.”  We are not 
angels.  And so we need limited government.  

Is President Trump a genius? 
Fiala, Fresno Bee, October 13, 2019
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/op-ed/article236020513.html

• But some men think themselves better than the rest.  
John Jay—another Federalist author—warned against 
“brilliant appearances of genius and patriotism, which, 
like transient meteors, sometimes mislead as well as 
dazzle.”  The remedy for such dazzling displays of self-
inflated ego run amok is impeachment.
• In a speech at the Constitutional Convention, Madison 

warned “All men having power ought to be distrusted.”  
Our tradition celebrates the self-trusting genius.  But we 
also distrust him.  As our current crisis deepens we will 
be forced to pick sides in an old debate that is deeply 
rooted in the American tradition.

https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/op-ed/article236020513.html
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/op-ed/article236020513.html
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Constitutional Roots of Political Secularism
• Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom: all men 

shall be free to profess, and by argument to 
maintain, their opinions in matters of religion, and 
that the same shall in no wise diminish, enlarge, or 
affect their civil capacities.

• First Amendment: Congress shall make no law 
respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof…
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Trump Administration Against Secularism
Fox News, October 14, 2019
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/ag-barr-blasts-militant-secularists-attacks-on-
religious-freeom

• AG Barr blasts 'militant secularists' in speech on religious 
freedom 
• Attorney General William Barr blasted "militant secularists" 

and their attacks on Judeo-Christian values in a blistering 
speech at Notre Dame Friday, saying "religion has been 
under increasing attack" over the past five decades. 
• Barr, a devout Catholic, told students and faculty at the 

university's law school that "the problem is not that religion 
is being forced on others, the problem is that irreligion is 
being forced — secular values are being forced on people 
of faith." 

Trump Administration Against Secularism
Fox News, October 14, 2019
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/ag-barr-blasts-militant-secularists-attacks-on-
religious-freeom
• “Among the militant secularists are many so-called progressives,” he 

said. “But where is the progress? We are told we are living in a post-
Christian era, but what has replaced the Judeo-Christian moral 
system? What is it that can fill the spiritual void in the hearts of the 
individual person? And what is the system of values that can sustain 
human social life?” 

• Barr contends that many of society's ills are caused because of the 
breakdown of religion in society. 

• "This is not decay," he said. "This is organized destruction. Secular 
forces and their allies have marshaled all the forces of mass 
communication, popular culture, the entertainment industry, and 
academia, in an unremitting assault on religion and traditional values." 

• Barr said "ground zero" for the attacks is the schools, pointing to New 
Jersey's passage of a law requiring public schools to adopt LGBT 
curriculum. 

https://www.foxnews.com/politics/ag-barr-blasts-militant-secularists-attacks-on-religious-freeom
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/ag-barr-blasts-militant-secularists-attacks-on-religious-freeom
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More from William Barr’s Notre Dame Speech, Oct 2019
https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-william-p-barr-delivers-
remarks-law-school-and-de-nicola-center-ethics

• Social order must flow up from the people themselves – freely 
obeying the dictates of inwardly-possessed and commonly-
shared moral values. And to control willful human beings, with 
and infinite capacity to rationalize, those moral values must rest 
on authority independent of men’s will – they must flow from a 
transcendent Supreme Being.
• In short, in the Framers’ view, free government was only suitable 

and sustainable for a religious people – a people who recognized 
that there was a transcendent moral order antecedent to both 
the state and manmade law and who had the discipline to 
control themselves according to those enduring principles.
• Modern secularists dismiss this idea of morality as other 

worldly-superstition imposed by a kill-joy clergy.

William Barr’s Notre Dame Speech, Oct 2019
https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-william-p-barr-delivers-
remarks-law-school-and-de-nicola-center-ethics

• In other words, religion helps frame moral culture 
within society that instills and reinforces moral 
discipline.
• I think we all recognize that over the past 50 years 

religion has been under increasing attack.  On the one 
hand, we have seen the steady erosion of our 
traditional Judeo-Christian moral system and a 
comprehensive effort to drive it from the public 
square.

https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-william-p-barr-delivers-remarks-law-school-and-de-nicola-center-ethics
https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-william-p-barr-delivers-remarks-law-school-and-de-nicola-center-ethics
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William Barr’s Notre Dame Speech, Oct 2019
https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-william-p-barr-delivers-
remarks-law-school-and-de-nicola-center-ethics

• On the other hand, we see the growing ascendancy of secularism and 
the doctrine of moral relativism.  By any honest assessment, the 
consequences of this moral upheaval have been grim.

• Virtually every measure of social pathology continues to gain ground.
• In 1965, the illegitimacy rate was eight percent. In 1992, when I was 

last Attorney General, it was 25 percent. Today it is over 40 percent. In 
many of our large urban areas, it is around 70 percent.

• Along with the wreckage of the family, we are see record levels of 
depression and mental illness, dispirited young people, soaring suicide 
rates, increasing numbers of angry and alienated young males, an 
increase in senseless violence, and a deadly drug epidemic.

• I will not dwell on all the bitter results of new secular age. Suffice it to 
say that the campaign to destroy the traditional moral order has 
brought with it immense suffering, wreckage, and misery. And yet, the 
forces secularism, ignoring these tragic results, press on with even 
greater militancy.

The Fact of American Religious Diversity

• January 20, 2009, Barack Obama 
Inaugural: 
•We know that our patchwork 

heritage is a strength, not a 
weakness. We are a nation of 
Christians and Muslims, Jews 
and Hindus, and non-believers. 

https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-william-p-barr-delivers-remarks-law-school-and-de-nicola-center-ethics
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Trump on Religion and Religious Liberty
• The United States is founded on the principle 

that our rights do not come from 
government; they come from God.
• Our Founders understood that no right is more 

fundamental to a peaceful, prosperous, and virtuous 
society than the right to follow one’s religious 
convictions.
• Regrettably, the religious freedom enjoyed by 

American citizens is rare in the 
world. Approximately 80 percent of the world’s 
population live in countries where religious liberty is 
threatened, restricted, or even banned.

Donald Trump, United Nations
Sept. 23, 2019

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-
statements/remarks-president-trump-
united-nations-event-religious-freedom-
new-york-ny/

Trump: Return to Judeo-Christian Values
Values Voter Summit, Oct. 13, 2017
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-2017-values-voter-summit/

• “We are stopping cold the attacks on 
Judeo-Christian values
• You know, we’re getting near that 

beautiful Christmas season that people 
don’t talk about anymore.  (They don’t 
use the word “Christmas” because it’s not 
politically correct.  You go to department 
stores, and they’ll say, “Happy New Year” 
and they’ll say other things.  And it will be 
red, they’ll have it painted, but they don’t 
say it.  Well, guess what?  We’re saying 
“Merry Christmas” again.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-united-nations-event-religious-freedom-new-york-ny/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-2017-values-voter-summit/
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Trump at Values Voter Summit 
October 14, 2019
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-values-voter-summit/

• This evening, I am deeply honored to be back with so many pastors 
and leaders and friends and patriots at the 2019 Values Voter 
Summit. You are the warriors on the frontiers defending American 
freedom.

Trump at Values Voter Summit 
October 14, 2019
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-values-voter-summit/

• We meet tonight at a crucial moment in our nation’s 
history. Our shared values are under assault like never 
before. Extreme left-wing radicals, both inside and 
outside government, are determined to shred our 
Constitution and eradicate the beliefs we all 
cherish. Far-left socialists are trying to tear down the 
traditions and customs that made America the greatest 
nation on Earth. They reject the principles of our 
Founding Fathers — principles enshrined into the 
Declaration of Independence, which proclaims that our 
rights come from our creator.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-values-voter-summit/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-values-voter-summit/
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Trump at Values Voter Summit 
October 14, 2019
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-values-voter-summit/

• But despite the delusions of the radical left, all of us here 
today know that our rights come from God almighty, and 
they can never be taken away.
• Together, we will protect those God-given rights for our 

children, our children’s children, and generations of 
Americans to come. On every front, the ultra-left is waging 
war on the values shared by everyone in this room. They 
are trying to silence and punish the speech of Christians and 
religious believers of all faiths. You know it better than 
anyone. They are trying to use the courts to rewrite the 
laws, undermine democracy, and force through an agenda 
they can’t pass at the ballot box. They just can’t seem to do 
it, can they?

Trump at Values Voter Summit 
October 14, 2019
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-values-voter-summit/

• They are trying to hound you from the workplace, expel 
you from the public square, and weaken the American 
family, and indoctrinate our children. They resent and 
disdain faithful Americans who hold fast to our nation’s 
historic values. And, if given the chance, they would 
use every instrument of government power, including 
the IRS, to try to shut you down.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-values-voter-summit/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-values-voter-summit/
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Conflict Between Science and Religion

• TRUMP at UN, Sept 2019: And I also want to 
thank Franklin Graham because he’s been so 
instrumental in everything we’re doing. He’s 
done such an incredible job in so many 
different ways, including floods and hurricanes.

Conflict Between Science and Religion
Ben Carson 2012
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z6ChFtIDUbg
ALSO: https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/ben-carsons-scientific-ignorance

• I personally believe that this theory that Darwin came 
up with was something that was encouraged by the 
adversary, and it has become what is scientifically, 
politically correct.
• You have all these highfalutin scientists, and they’re 

saying that there was this gigantic explosion and 
everything came into perfect order.
• I mean, you want to talk about fairy tales, that is 

amazing.
Ben Carson
Sect. of Housing
And Urban Development

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z6ChFtIDUbg
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/ben-carsons-scientific-ignorance
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The State of Science in the Trump Era
Union of Concerned Scientists, Jan 23, 2019
https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/state-science-trump-era

• The Trump administration over its first two years has shown a pervasive pattern of 
sidelining science in critical decisionmaking, compromising our nation's ability to meet 
current and future public health and environmental challenges. UCS first documented 
this pattern in 2017, six months after President Trump's inauguration. Our 2019 
report, The State of Science in the Trump Era, finds that the administration has continued 
to undermine science.

• Sidelining expertise and independent science advice
• Compromising public protections
• Reducing public access to government science and scientists
• Censoring the Voices of Scientists
• Sidelining Federal Advisory Committees
• Undermining Science-Based Safeguards
• Halting, Suppressing and Altering Scientific Studies

Example: Hurricane Dorian
• Commerce Department officials were 

responsible for drafting a statement 
that rebuked National Weather Service 
staff after they sent a tweet 
countering President Trump’s 
statements about Hurricane 
Dorian, according to a letter sent by the 
House Science committee Thursday.

• The Hill (October 10, 2019)
• https://thehill.com/policy/energy-

environment/465294-commerce-staff-drafted-
statement-rebuking-weather-service-for

https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/state-science-trump-era
https://thehill.com/policy/energy-environment/465294-commerce-staff-drafted-statement-rebuking-weather-service-for
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Which Religion?

Religious Diversity in America Public Religion 
Research Institute 2016
https://www.prri.org/research/american-religious-landscape-christian-religiously-unaffiliated/

https://www.prri.org/research/american-religious-landscape-christian-religiously-unaffiliated/
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Some Key Findings from Public Religion 
Research Institute 2016
• White Christians now account for fewer than half of the public. Today, only 43% of 

Americans identify as white and Christian, and only 30% as white and Protestant. In 
1976, roughly eight in ten (81%) Americans identified as white and identified with a 
Christian denomination, and a majority (55%) were white Protestants.

• Non-Christian religious groups are growing, but they still represent less than one in ten 
Americans combined. Jewish Americans constitute 2% of the public while Muslims, 
Buddhists, and Hindus each constitute only 1% of the public. All other non-Christian 
religions constitute an additional 1%.

• The Catholic Church is experiencing an ethnic transformation. Twenty-five years ago, 
nearly nine in ten (87%) Catholics were white, non-Hispanic, compared to 55% today. 
Fewer than four in ten (36%) Catholics under the age of 30 are white, non-Hispanic; 52% 
are Hispanic.

• Atheists and agnostics account for a minority of all religiously unaffiliated. Most are 
secular. Atheists and agnostics account for only about one-quarter (27%) of all religiously 
unaffiliated Americans. Nearly six in ten (58%) religiously unaffiliated Americans identify 
as secular, someone who is not religious; 16% of religiously unaffiliated Americans 
nonetheless report that they identify as a “religious person.”

Rise of the “Nones”
Public Religion Research Institute 2016
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Emersonian Roots of Religious Pluralism

Emerson

James

Muir

Tolstoy

GandhiDewey

Thoreau

Vivekenanda

Emerson’s Global Vision

• The appearance of the Hebrew Moses, of the Indian Buddha, — in Greece, 
of the Seven Wise Masters, of the acute and upright Socrates, and of the 
Stoic Zeno, — in Judea, the advent of Jesus, — and in modern 
Christendom, of the realists Huss, Savonarola, and Luther, are causal facts 
which came to forward races to new convictions, and elevate the rule of 
life. In the presence of these agencies, it is frivolous to insist on the 
invention of printing or gunpowder, of steam-power or gas light, 
percussion-caps and rubber-shoes, which are toys thrown off from that 
security, freedom, and exhilaration which a healthy morality creates in 
society. These arts add a comfort and smoothness to house and street life; 
but a purer morality, which kindles genius, civilizes civilization, casts 
backward all that we held sacred into the profane.
• Emerson, “American Civilization” (1862)
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Pluralist Dream of Religious Convergence
Swami Vivekenanda at 1st Parliament of the World’s Religions 
(Chicago 1893)

• I am proud to belong to a religion which has taught the 
world both tolerance and universal acceptance. We 
believe not only in universal toleration, but we accept 
all religions as true.

• I will quote to you, brethren, a few lines from a hymn 
which I remember to have repeated from my earliest 
boyhood, which is every day repeated by millions of 
human beings:

• As the different streams having there sources in 
different places all mingle their water in the sea, so, O 
Lord, the different paths which men take through 
different tendencies, various though they appear, 
crooked or straight, all lead to thee.

Swami Vivekenanda
1863-1902

Vivekenanda’s Pluralism
Parliament of the World’s Religions in Chicago 1893

• The Christian is not to become a Hindu or a 
Buddhist, nor a Hindu or a Buddhist to become a 
Christian. But each must assimilate the spirit of the 
others and yet preserve his individuality and grow 
according to his own law of growth

Swami Vivekenanda
1863 – 1902
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Pluralistic Convergence?
All religions are true; all religions have some 
error in them.

To me God is Truth and Love; God is ethics and 
morality; God is fearlessness. God is the source 
of Light and Life and yet He is above and beyond 
all these. God is conscience. He is even the 
atheism of the atheist.

Gandhi, All Men are Brothers

M.K. Gandhi
1869-1948

William James’s Radical Pluralism

• A single explanation of a fact only explains it from a 
single point of view… To invoke the 'Unknowable' 
explains only so much as is unknowable, 'Thought' 
only so much as is thought, 'God' only so much as is 
God. Which thought? Which God?—are questions 
that have to be answered 
• James, The Will to Believe and Other Essays (1897)
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James: Psycho-Social Analysis of Philosophy and Religion
From Pragmatism (1907)

• THE TENDER-MINDED
• Rationalistic (going by 

'principles’)
• Intellectualistic
• Idealistic
• Optimistic 
• Religious
• Free-willist
• Monistic
• Dogmatical

• THE TOUGH-MINDED
• Empiricist (going by 

'facts’)
• Sensationalistic
• Materialistic
• Pessimistic
• Irreligious
• Fatalistic
• Pluralistic
• Sceptical

“The tough think of the tender as sentimentalists and soft-heads. The tender feel the 
tough to be unrefined, callous, or brutal.”

Philosophy as “personal flavor”

• “The books of all the great philosophers are like so 
many men. Our sense of an essential personal flavor 
in each one of them, typical but indescribable, is the 
finest fruit of our own accomplished philosophic 
education. What the system pretends to be is a 
picture of the great universe of God. What it is—
and oh so flagrantly!—is the revelation of how 
intensely odd the personal flavor of some fellow 
creature is.”
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James on Vivekenanda (and Emerson!)
Monism = Tender-Minded 
• This is Vivekananda's mystical One of which I read to 

you. This is Reality with the big R, reality that makes 
the timeless claim, reality to which defeat can't 
happen. This is what the men of principles, and in 
general all the men whom I called tender-minded in 
my first lecture, think themselves obliged to postulate.
• James, Pragmatism

James on Vivekenanda (and Emerson!)
Monism = Tender-Minded 
• We are not parts of the One; It has no parts; and since in a sense we 

undeniably ARE, it must be that each of us is the One, indivisibly and 
totally. AN ABSOLUTE ONE, AND I THAT ONE--surely we have here a 
religion which, emotionally considered, has a high pragmatic value; it 
imparts a perfect sumptuosity of security. 

• As our Swami says in another place:
• "When man has seen himself as one with the infinite Being of the 

universe, when all separateness has ceased, when all men, all women, 
all angels, all gods, all animals, all plants, the whole universe has been 
melted into that oneness, then all fear disappears. Whom to fear? Can 
I hurt myself? Can I kill myself? Can I injure myself? Do you fear 
yourself? Then will all sorrow disappear. What can cause me sorrow? I 
am the One Existence of the universe. Then all jealousies will 
disappear…”
• James, Pragmatism
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Radical pluralism

•The idea that all religions are 
basically the same “is a lovely 
sentiment but it is dangerous, 
disrespectful, and untrue.”  
• Stephen Prothero God is Not One

Radical pluralism
• The world’s religious rivals do converge 

when it comes to ethics but they diverge 
sharply on doctrine, ritual, mythology, 
experience, and law.  These difference 
may not matter to mystics or 
philosophers of religion but they matter 
to ordinary religious people.” 

• Prothero God is Not One
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Emerson, “Divinity School Address” (1838)

• Men have come to speak of the revelation as 
somewhat long ago given and done, as if God 
were dead. 

• Let me admonish you, first of all, to go alone; to 
refuse the good models, even those which are 
sacred in the imagination of men, and dare to 
love God without mediator or veil. 

• The imitator dooms himself to hopeless 
mediocrity. 

Ralph Waldo 
Emerson
1803-1882
Leaves the Church 
1832

The Emersonian Religion

• Mind is the only reality, of which men and all other natures are better or 
worse reflectors.
• The Transcendentalist adopts the whole connection of spiritual doctrine. 

He believes in miracle, in the perpetual openness of the human mind to 
new influx of light and power; he believes in inspiration, and in ecstasy.
• Everything real is self-existent. Everything divine shares the self-existence 

of Deity. All that you call the world is the shadow of that substance which 
you are, the perpetual creation of the powers of thought, of those that are 
dependent and of those that are independent of your will.
• “The Transcendentalist” (1842)
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Emersonian Religion

• Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist. He who would gather 
immortal palms must not be hindered by the name of goodness, but must 
explore if it be goodness. Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your 
own mind. Absolve you to yourself, and you shall have the suffrage of the 
world. I remember an answer which when quite young I was prompted to 
make to a valued adviser, who was wont to importune me with the dear 
old doctrines of the church. On my saying, What have I to do with the 
sacredness of traditions, if I live wholly from within? my friend suggested,--
"But these impulses may be from below, not from above." I replied, "They 
do not seem to me to be such; but if I am the Devil's child, I will live then 
from the Devil." No law can be sacred to me but that of my nature.
• As men's prayers are a disease of the will, so are their creeds a disease of 

the intellect.
• Emerson, “Self-Reliance” (1841)

Emersonian Religion
• The soul that ascends to worship the great God is 

plain and true.
• The simplest person, who in his integrity worships 

God, becomes God.
• The faith that stands on authority is not faith. The 

reliance on authority measures the decline of 
religion, the withdrawal of the soul.
• When we have broken our god of tradition, and 

ceased from our god of rhetoric, then may God 
fire the heart with his presence.
• Emerson, “The Over-Soul” (1841)

Ralph Waldo 
Emerson
1803-1882
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Emersonian Religion

• In the woods, we return to reason and faith. 
There I feel that nothing can befall me in life, -
- no disgrace, no calamity, which nature 
cannot repair. Standing on the bare ground, --
my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted 
into infinite space, -- all mean egotism 
vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I 
am nothing; I see all; the currents of the 
Universal Being circulate through me; I am 
part or particle of God. 
• Emerson, “Nature” (1836)

John Muir, “Man’s Place in the  Universe”
• From the dust of the earth, from the common 

elementary fund, the Creator has made Homo sapiens. 
From the same material he has made every other 
creature, however noxious and insignificant to us. They 
are earth-born companions and our fellow mortals. The 
fearfully good, the orthodox, of this laborious patch-
work of modern civilization cry "Heresy" on every one 
whose sympathies reach a single hair's breadth beyond 
the boundary epidermis of our own species. Not content 
with taking all of earth, they also claim the celestial 
country as the only ones who possess the kind of souls 
for which that imponderable empire was planned.

John Muir
1838-1914
Born in Scotland
Moved to Wisconsin in 
1849
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John Muir, “Man’s Place in the  Universe”
• This star, our own good earth, made many a 

successful journey around the heavens ere man 
was made, and whole kingdoms of creatures 
enjoyed existence and returned to dust ere man 
appeared to claim them. After human beings 
have also played their part in Creation's plan, 
they too may disappear without any general 
burning or extraordinary commotion whatever.

John Muir, “Unpublished Writings”
• No synonym for God is so perfect as Beauty. 
• In God's wildness lies the hope of the world - the great 

fresh unblighted, unredeemed wilderness. 
• We all flow from one fountain Soul. All are expressions 

of one Love. God does not appear, and flow out, only 
from narrow chinks and round bored wells here and 
there in favored races and places, but He flows in 
grand undivided currents, shoreless and boundless 
over creeds and forms and all kinds of civilizations and 
peoples and beasts, saturating all and fountainizing all.

John Muir
1838-1914
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Vine Deloria, God is Red (1973)

• The lands of the planet call to humankind for 
redemption.  But it is a redemption of sanity, not a 
supernatural reclamation project at the end of 
history.  The planet itself calls to the other living 
species for relive.  Religion cannot be kept within th
bounds of sermons and scripture.  It is a force in and 
of itself and it calls for the integration of lands and 
peoples in harmonious unity.

Vine Deloria 
1933-2005

Vine Deloria, God is Red (1973)

• Who will find peace with the lands?  Who will listen 
to the trees, the animals and birds, the voices of the 
place of the land?  As the long-forgotten peoples of 
the respective continents rise and begin to reclaim 
their ancient heritage they will discover the meaning 
of the lands of their ancestors.  That is when the 
invaders of the North American continent will finally 
disocver that for this land, God is red.

Vine Deloria 
1933-2005


