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Meditation: a poem by Mary Oliver entitled “Going to Walden.”  This poem was inspired by a day on which friends of Mary Oliver invited her to join them on a trip to Walden Pond.  Mary Oliver decided not to join them.

It isn’t very far as highways lie. 

I might be back by night fall, having seen 

The rough pines, and the stones, and the clear water. 

Friends argue that I might be wiser for it. 

They do not hear that far-off Yankee whisper: 

How dull we grow from hurrying here and there!

Many have gone, and think me half a fool 

To miss a day away in the cool country. 

Maybe. But in a book I read and cherish, 

Going to Walden is not so easy a thing 

As a green visit. It is the slow and difficult 

Trick of living, and finding it where you are.

Reading: from a sermon entitled “Out from Walden” by the Unitarian Universalist minister, Patrick O’Neill (preached at the Service of the Living Tradition in 2005)

What lends the Free Church both constant power and constant challenge, of course, is it's unique placement as that City on the Hill that is always both part of society and prophet to that society. It has been the nature of our Church and its ministry from time immemorial always to wrestle with a kind of schizoid tendency to shift back and forth between full-blown retreat from the world on the one hand, offering itself as sanctuary and refuge from the world – and full-blown engagement and confrontation with the world on the other hand. The Church as Comforter of our afflictions, haven in our struggles, on the one hand. [On the other] the Church as Afflicter of our comfort and poker of our conscience; the Church as Righteous Prophet demanding our efforts to mend what is broken in the world; to heal what is wounded in our communities; to hold gently the sorrows and to address lovingly the pain of those perennially left out on the margins of society; the hopeless and the helpless; the war-torn and the hungry […] of the world.

Perhaps no one figure in our history more personally incarnates the push and pull of our Unitarian Universalist dance between retreat and engagement with the world than our beloved idealist, Henry David Thoreau, who in his intentional withdrawal from society into the woods of Walden Pond […] appeals to one very deep historic strain of UU sensibility; while his great essay on "Civil Disobedience" and his willingness to be jailed as an anti-war and Abolitionist tax protester makes him a hero in another chamber of the Unitarian Universalist heart.

Reading: by Dudley Barlow from an article entitled “Teaching Thoreau” (Education Digest, January 2005)

Of all the things I teach in the course of the year, Thoreau is always the most difficult for me…

Probably the Thoreau idea that most puts the kids off, the idea that seems to them to be the most foolish, is that we should want less. When he says, "... my greatest skill has been to want but little," they refuse to take him seriously. They cannot imagine how anyone could want not more but fewer things, and the idea that the quality of life could actually be improved if we coveted less seems to them to be utter nonsense.

Well, how could they not reject this idea? The notion runs counter to everything the culture has had to say to them for their entire lives. I understand that someone once asked J.P. Morgan how much money was enough. His answer: "Just a little more." Morgan, they get. Thoreau, they think, is a crackpot.
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I was in my teens when I first heard of Henry David Thoreau.  I learned he was a man whose claim to fame was that he turned his back on the social conventions of his time, and instead created a home for himself in the wild.  He built a small house with his own two hands on the banks of a small pond and lived simply from the fruits of the land. 

I imagined Thoreau was a kind of self-appointed Robinson Crusoe, not tragically ship-wrecked and accidentally stranded, but intentionally removed from the fetters of civilization.  I imagined he was a fierce individualist, with a survivalist streak.  A hermit who aimed to prove that he could live a simpler and more satisfying life than his neighbors, his neighbors whose days were filled with the drudgery of farm or factory work, and driven by the eternal goal of accumulating ever more material possessions and financial wealth.

Thoreau took the opposite approach.  In his mind our wealth can best be measured not by what we own, but what we can do without.  He believed a person “is rich to the proportion to the number of things which he can afford to let alone.”
These ideas were very attractive to me when I was young.  In my own mildly rebellious phase, I was quick to find fault with all societal expectations which seemed to wreak of small-mindedness, drudgery and thoughtless convention.

At that stage in life my own financial means were very limited.  I much preferred to make due with less, than sacrificing my precious freedom and actually getting a paying job. I have fond memories of hitchhiking around the country with a friend, hiking through beautiful woodlands, camping in remote valleys, spending evenings at a small fire and philosophizing about the meaning of life.

* * *

I was surprised, much later, to learn that Thoreau wasn’t quite the radical recluse I had imagined.  Walden Pond, it turns out, was not an untouched idyll on this country’s wild frontier, it was a pond not far from Concord, Massachusetts, the town in which Thoreau was born and his family lived.  It was an easy walk from the closest village.

The land on which he built his house was no remote wilderness.  It was a piece of property his friend Ralph Waldo Emerson owned.  Thoreau was a good family friend of the Emersons, and while living at Walden Pond would spend most weekends at their home. Suddenly Thoreau seemed less like a rugged Robinson Crusoe, and more like someone who was camping in a friend’s back yard.

Thoreau’s stay at Walden Pond was also not a life-time commitment.  It was a two-year venture, more like an extended sabbatical.  Despite his stated intention to live self-sufficiently and simply, he nevertheless sent his laundry out to be washed.  Far from being a recluse, he frequently entertained visitors and friends in his small home.  At times more people would visit than fit into the house.

Thoreau is remembered for his high principles and activism.  He chose to go to jail rather than pay taxes that would support state-sanctioned slavery and the War against Mexico.  I imagined Thoreau must have spent many long years in prison – an early American Nelson Mandela.  

I was surprised to learn that his piece on Civil Disobedience was written after, not many years of voluntary imprisonment, but one single night spent in jail.  The day after being locked up, a woman, perhaps an aunt of his, paid his taxes and thus set him free.  

* * *

Thoreau’s writings are indeed masterpieces.  He was a poet, a prophet, an eloquent social critic.  But looking at the events of his short life, he would seem to be a very unlikely American hero.

He was born in 1817 and baptized at the Unitarian church in Concord.  His father tried his hand at various jobs, the most successful being a small pencil making business.  Thoreau was a bright child, and after school went on to Harvard.  He was not interested getting good grades, but instead liked to use the library to pursue his own interests. He graduated in the middle of his class when he was twenty years old.  

His first job was as a teacher in his old elementary school in Concord.  But after two weeks he realized he wasn’t cut out for teaching, so he quit and worked in his father’s pencil business, instead.  A year later he decided to start a small progressive school with his brother John.  

Thoreau fell in love with a young woman named Ellen Sewall, and proposed to marry her.  She accepted.  But when her parents heard of it, they broke off the engagement.  Thoreau wasn’t the kind of husband they envisioned for their daughter.  The rest of his life Thoreau remained a bachelor.

The small school lasted for three years, until his brother tragically fell ill and died, after contracting tetanus from a small cut in his finger.

While Thoreau was at Harvard he had met Emerson, and became a close friend and disciple of his.  Emerson encouraged Thoreau to write.  For three years in his mid twenties Thoreau lived mostly at the Emersons’.  After his brother’s death, Thoreau moved to New York, where he became a tutor for the family of Emerson’s brother, William.  He tried to get a foothold in the New York literary scene, but failed.  A year later, disenchanted with city life and disappointed by his lack of success, he returned to Concord, and went back to work at his father’s pencil business.

After a year, he grew restless and decided to pick up an idea of a Harvard friend of his, who had built a lakeside hut in which to relax and read.  Thus in the spring of 1845, when he was 27 years old, he built his now famous house on Walden Pond.  It was midway through his time at Walden that he spent a night in jail, because he refused to pay his poll tax.

After two years and two months he brought his time at Walden to a close.  He was ready for something else.  “I have several more lives to live,” he said.  He stayed some more with the Emersons, traveled through Maine, worked as a surveyor, spent more of his time in the family pencil business, and took the business over when his father died.

Over the years, Thoreau’s interest in Transcendentalism waned, and he became more of an activist.  He was strongly drawn to the radical abolitionist, John Brown.  By the time he was forty his health was failing.  He was devastated when John Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry failed, and Brown was hanged in 1859.  Thoreau was 44 years old when he died of tuberculosis in 1862.

* * *

To the casual observer, the events of Thoreau’s life would seen anything but heroic.  Some would consider it a life riddled with failure. But I don’t think it was.

Thoreau’s goal in moving to Walden was to “live deliberately.”  His intention was never to flee civilization for good, but rather to create a time and a place apart, from which he could attend to the business of living with greater intentionality.  

He was skeptical of the perpetual busyness that consumed the lives of his neighbors. “Why should we live with such hurry and waste of life?” he wondered.

The natural world was his inspiration.  “Every morning,” he writes, “morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life of equal simplicity, and I may say innocence, with Nature herself…  I got up early and bathed in the pond; that was a religious exercise, and one of the best things which I did… I was as much affected by the faint hum of a mosquito making its invisible and unimaginable tour through my apartment at the earliest dawn, when I was sitting with door and windows open, as I could be by any trumpet that ever sang of fame.”

While Walden was indeed a place a natural beauty, it was by no means extraordinary.  What was extraordinary was Thoreau’s capacity to enjoy the simple pleasure of stepping into the early morning light.  He writes, “The morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is uninterrupted; but few are the ears that hear it.”

What Thoreau learned at Walden was this: 

“that if one advances confidently in the direction on [one’s] dreams, and endeavors to live the life which [one] has imagined, [one] will meet a success unexpected in common hours…”

“In proportion as [one] simplifies [one’s] life, the laws of the universe will appear less complex, and solitude will not be solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness weakness.  If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they should be.  Now put the foundations under them.”

The success of Thoreau’s experiment at Walden Pond is evident, not in the length of time spent there or the degree of solitude found there.  The success lies in the dimensions of his spirit he was able explore, the subtleties of sensation and intuition he was able to discern, the depth of conscience and conviction he was able to plumb.

Though he writes eloquently of the world around him - of nature, of society, of politics – his greatest accomplishment was giving voice to the world within him.  

Even though Thoreau lived a short life, long ago, even though his experiment in deliberate living lasted only two years and two months, the honesty of his thought, the clarity of his words, the truth of his vision has lasted for generations.

Even though he spent only one night in jail, his conscience and his moral vision inspired Mahatma Gandhi’s peaceful revolution, and Dr. King’s leadership in the Civil Rights Movement.

Thoreau may have been an idealist and a dreamer.  In a life filled with plenty of failures, his greatest achievement was not a small house he built at the side of a pond, but the castle he built in the air, a castle so compelling, so beautiful, so true, that men and women have been working diligently for over a hundred and fifty years now, to build a foundation for this castle here on earth.

May we be mindful of the truth and beauty 

of the world around us, as well as the world within us.

May we too dare to live deliberately, 

and together build the foundation for a better world.

Amen.
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