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Introduction

Nineteenth-century literature is a stage where important questions of politics and religion are being contended.  The United States was founded as a reform movement of sorts, the goal being to preserve religious autonomy. At times, religious movements in America conflicted with the ideals of the democratic spirit.  In response to the perceived religious oppression, nineteenth-century American authors illustrate religious oppression in early America and thus demonstrate a need for reform.  While embracing the democratic spirit of America, Ralph Waldo Emerson and Mark Twain engage in an inter-textual discussion of the possibility of religious reform in America that is intertwined with a scathing commentary on the organized religions of Christianity, which can be applied to modern America.  Both Emerson and Twain reject the institution of the church, but arrive at different understandings or ideas about the effectiveness of religious reform.  

In this paper, I will be studying the biographies and literature of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Mark Twain in order to argue that there are significant similarities in their philosophies regarding religion and Christianity.  In fact, passages from Mark Twain’s literature that echo the religious, cultural, and political philosophy proposed by Emerson in the early part of the nineteenth century.  Therefore, the study will focus on Twain’s and Emerson’s respective critiques of Christianity in America, which involve the rejection of church tradition and the exposure of its power.  In analyzing the complex relationship between Emersonian philosophy and the literature of Mark Twain, I begin with a biographical chapter sketching Emerson’s and Twain’s surprisingly similar religious experiences. The second chapter will define Emersonian philosophy, to which, I later argue, Twain is responding.  Chapter three indicates passages from Mark Twain’s work that seem to be in conversation with the Emersonian philosophy described in chapter two.  The final chapter discusses the current social, political, and religious implications of the connection between these two seemingly disparate nineteenth-century authors.  

CHAPTER ONE
Similar Lives Lead to Similar Conclusions:

Important Similarities and Differences in Emerson and Twain’s Religious Biographies

Although Ralph Waldo Emerson and Mark Twain are often viewed as representatives of two distinct literary eras, earlier and later nineteenth-century American literature, respectively, they develop a critical understanding of religion that is remarkably similar.  Emerson’s and Twain’s criticisms of institutionalized religion embrace a philosophy of liberal biblical interpretation that rejects a literal reading of the Bible.  Emerson’s radicalism eventually leads him to reject the authority of the Bible and institution of the church entirely.  Twain rejects the Bible and the institution of the church; even more radically, he questions the existence of a benevolent and supreme God.  However, despite their radicalism, neither Emerson nor Twain was raised in an anti-religious or anti-Christian setting.  Instead, both had at least one parent who was sincerely religious; yet, both Emerson and Twain become icons of anti-institutionalized religion.  Regardless of the criticism Emerson and Twain both faced for their commentary on America and religion, they both have became great prophets in American culture.  Interestingly, their corresponding messages about Christianity and religion are conclusions drawn from life experiences and religious biographies of a parallel nature.  

As children, Emerson and Twain suffered similar losses.  Both of their fathers died when they were merely boys.  Ralph Waldo Emerson was born on May 25, 1803 to William and Ruth Emerson in Boston, Massachusetts.  Emerson’s father, William Emerson, was a Unitarian minister at the First Church in Boston, the fifth generation of ministers in Emerson’s family.  Early in his childhood, Waldo enjoyed the luxuries associated with being a son of the minister to the most socially and politically influential church congregation in New England.  However, his father’s early death forced Waldo’s mother to keep a boarding house in order to pay for her children’s education.  Emerson attended Boston Public Latin School at age nine, but exhibited no promise of literary greatness (Baym, 1103).  Although Ralph Waldo Emerson received a rather elite education, the financial stability of the family suffered greatly after his father’s death; the once relatively affluent family struggled, and the children were often inadequately clothed.  As a result, the family often depended on the charity of the church for survival (Baym 1103).
As a minister, Emerson’s father exhibited caution and observed tradition.  As a preacher, he established what would be the opposite of his son’s legacy.  He did not preach radical sermons that would offend the wealthy conservatives in his congregation.  Unlike his son, William Emerson “wanted to stand well in the opinions of others” (Barish 13).  His ministry at the First Church of Boston was a symbol of status.  It was the oldest church in Boston, which made it one of the oldest churches in the nation as well; therefore, William Emerson reaped the social and political benefits of overseeing a church of self-proclaimed American aristocrats (13-14).  However, his sermons were often criticized for lacking imagination and compassion and Waldo remembered him as a stern individual. Emerson’s mother, Ruth, was also a religious traditionalist compared to her son.  Ruth Emerson had been born into a Royalist and Anglican family and was devout throughout her lifetime, even after the deaths of her son and husband.  In the face of tragedy, “She struggled to reconcile her grief with the knowledge that all things come from God.  It would be a mistake to think that Ruth Emerson turned to religion only in times of trial.  She led a deeply religious life.  Every day after breakfast she retired to her room for reading and contemplation and she was not to be disturbed” (Richardson 21).  When faced with similar tragedies Ralph Waldo Emerson replicated his mother’s understanding and ultimate acceptance of grief and loss, which allowed him to support an idealistic conception of God.  

Samuel Clemens, born to John Marshall Clemens and Jane Lampton on November 30, 1835 in Florida, Missouri, endured a childhood that significantly influenced his writing and was oddly similar to that of Ralph Waldo Emerson.  Although the Clemens family was not as wealthy as the Emersons were to begin with, the Clemens family did own slaves and a small amount of land.  John Clemens was an attorney and storekeeper.  Like Emerson’s, Clemens’s early childhood was one of moderate affluence, which abruptly changed after the death of his father.  As an author and an adult, Twain laughed at his parents pride in ancestors who were Virginians and who traced their linage to English nobility (Kaplan 12).  Clemens attended three schools in Hannibal until the age of thirteen.  He was a reluctant student, and after terminating his formal education in 1849, he joined his brother Orion as a journeyman printer at a newspaper in Hannibal.  He began working to supplement the family income, which was insufficient to provide for the family after his father’s death. 

Unlike Emerson, Twain did not grow up immersed in religion.  His father, who attended church on only one occasion, and never again was “an agnostic and an anticleric” – a position later adopted by Mark Twain (Kaplan 14).  His mother was the religiously devout parent in Clemens’s life.  She was a Presbyterian, who instilled Protestant Christianity in her children.  In doing so, she

subject[ed] young Clemens to a religion of chronic anxiety and certain damnation which, although he later rejected it, reinforced his lifelong sense of wrongdoing, his obsession with conscience, and his inability to disabuse himself altogether of a belief in the reality of hell and Satan. (Kaplan 15)
The religious and spiritual beliefs of Jane Clemens undoubtedly shaped her son’s work as Mark Twain, who eventually rejected all notions of organized religion and even the authority of the Bible.


Despite the eventual skepticism of Twain and the apostasy of Emerson, both men endured a period marked by a heightened sense of conventional religiosity.  For Emerson, this phase is most apparent when he began his theological studies at Harvard Divinity School in 1825, and then in October of the following year, when he began his career as a preacher.  Emerson was ordained as a junior pastor of Boston’s Second Church, where he followed in the footsteps of notable American ministers (Baym 1103).  One biography of Emerson describes his entering the ministry at the age of twenty-one as a commitment to a “life of public service through eloquence,” and not “a life of preserving and disseminating religious dogma” (1103).  Ironically, Emerson left his position as church minister in Boston because he felt he could not profess the ideas and traditions of the Unitarian Church in which he did not entirely believe. 


Emerson’s first wife, Ellen Tucker, whom he married in 1829, was a significant influence on his career as a minister.  He met Ellen while giving a guest sermon at a new Unitarian Church in Concord, New Hampshire (Barish 216).  Emerson’s short marriage to Ellen is marked by an intensity in his intellectual, religious, and philosophical excitement. Robert D. Richardson notes, “Marriage and Ellen’s illness had deepened and matured Emerson, had brought on his capacity for sympathy” (98).  When Ellen died of tuberculosis, he told his aunt, Mary Moody, “My angel is gone to heaven this morning and I am alone in this world and strangely happy” (Richardson 109).  The tragedy did not lead him to plunge into despair, however; instead, Emerson more explicitly developed his sense of religion and spirituality for which he is celebrated. 

For Samuel Clemens, a period of heightened religious sensibility was most obvious after he met his future wife, Olivia Langdon, a conventional Christian.  In a letter to Olivia prior to their marriage, Clemens wrote: “I believe in you even as I believe in the Saviour” (Kaplan 81). According to Justin Kaplan, this statement is an indication of Clemens’s short-lived “conversion.”  Thirty years later, Clemens looked back on his metaphor saying it was, “as simple and unquestioning as the faith of a devotee in the idol he worships… it was nearly like a subject’s feeling for his sovereign – a something which he does not have to reason out, or study about, but which comes natural” (Kaplan 81-82).  Olivia’s traditional lifestyle and orthodox Christianity rubbed off on Clemens for a while.  During this short time he prayed and went to church, which was as close to religious conventionalism as Clemens ever demonstrated; his observance of Christianity’s rules, however, faded quickly.  

Samuel Clemens gave up his attempt at religious conventionalism because he found especially “offensive the notion that he should read the Bible, especially the Old Testament for the improvement of his soul” (E. Emerson 629).  He valued the lessons he learned from his own experiences over what he felt were contradictory stories in the Bible.  According to Jude V. Nixon, he objected to the Bible because “he felt that many of its stories, especially in the Old Testament, went against his reason” (Nixon 324).  Although Clemens’s participation in religious orthodoxy was short-lived, his feelings for Olivia Langdon did not fade.  She remained the object of his love and affection, despite his developing an increasingly low opinion of institutionalized religion in general. 

Both Emerson’s and Clemens’s sentimentality for religious tradition and orthodoxy faded quickly, and although they were writing at different ends of the nineteenth-century, their religious philosophies and criticisms became intriguingly similar as they began to establish themselves, especially in their roles as famous and skillful lecturers.  Both considered spirituality important, but rejected the formality and requirements of institutionalized religion.  As a result, they both criticized the physical church, the Bible, ministers, prayer and worship. 

Influenced by William Ellery Channing and German philosophers, Ralph Waldo Emerson began weaving the liberalism he learned into his sermons. At one point during his preaching career, he was even accused of inadequate scriptural references in a sermon by Henry Ware Jr., the pastor Emerson had succeeded (Robinson 13-15).  Emerson became uncomfortable serving the Lord’s Supper during services because of his growing uncertainty of its validity.  He notified the church of his uneasiness and resigned a few months later.  In the year following his resignation he traveled to Europe and met with prominent literary figures such as Carlyle, Wordsworth, and Coleridge.  Soon after, he began his career as a lecturer.  Only six years after his resignation from the Second Church in Boston, Emerson delivered one of his two most notable lectures, the “Harvard Divinity School Address,” a speech so controversial that he was barred from speaking at Harvard for three decades.  Yet, despite the harsh criticism Emerson received he continued writing and speaking; the former preacher became America’s best known lecturer and a prominent American literary figure.  

Emerson left the pulpit to free himself from the institution of organized religion.  Ironically, Mark Twain’s literary persona progressively resembled that of a preacher as his literary career matured.  Like Emerson’s ministerial career, Twain’s literary career began with a critique of biblical literalism in such early works, as Innocents Abroad and Tom Sawyer.  As his thinking about religion evolved, Twain’s writing became sermon-like; his later writing became more and more religiously focused, critical of organized religion, and of religious paradigms.  In 1865, in a letter to his brother, Orion Clemens, he claimed:

I never had but two powerful ambitions in my life.  One was to be a pilot, & the other a preacher of the gospel.  I accomplished the one and failed in the other, because I could not supply myself with the necessary stock in trade- i.e. religion. I have given it up forever… But I have a “call” to literature of a low order- i.e., humorous.  It is nothing to be proud of, but it is my strongest suit, &if I were to listen to that maxim of stern duty which says that to do right you must multiply one or two or the three talents which the Almighty trusts to your keeping. (Kaplan 60)

Arguably, Twain did not fail at becoming a preacher; however, he became a preacher of an unorganized religion – of literary humor.  His novels, short stories, and lectures become his sermons; humor eventually becomes his religion.  Like Emerson, Twain was criticized for his critique of religion and Christendom, but, as with Emerson, the disapproval did not have a quieting effect on him.  Twain’s continuing celebrity as a literary and philosophical icon who speaks to readers worldwide is evidence of his keen ability to describe the human condition realistically. 


The religious biographies of both Emerson and Twain are marked by striking similarities as well as minor difference, which reveal their roles as American literary prophets in the nineteenth-century and even today.  Both men developed critical commentaries on American social and religious behavior that are similar.  The two eventually articulate disgust with Americans for their religious orthodoxy and evangelicalism.  Neither Emerson nor Twain assumes that the Bible is divinely inspired and thus the literal word of God.  As a result of this historical way of understanding the Bible, Emerson and Twain developed similar beliefs regarding the worship of religious icons such as Jesus Christ or Moses.  The similarities in their critiques of religion and in their personal theologies enabled Emerson and Twain to address what they both felt was an issue in nineteenth-century America: the relationship between organized religion and spirituality and its effect on the individual.   Emerson’s ideas are implicit in Twain’s plots.  Twain often agrees with Emerson and yearns for the Emersonian idealism to be actualized in real society.  The echoes of Emerson’s philosophy and critique of Christianity are prominent throughout Twain’s writing.  However, eventually Twain is unable to maintain Emerson’s optimism and he is forced to accept what he observes to be the reality of the human race.  Emerson believes fully in the divinity of man and nature.  He assumes a just and benevolent God.  However, instead of reverence, Twain dies expressing rage at the creator of mankind. 

CHAPTER TWO

Why Going to Church on Sunday No More Makes Me a Good Christian Than Voting Makes Me a Good Citizen. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson is one of the great religious and philosophical thinkers in American history.  His writings, sermons, and lectures have inspired a multitude of “disciples” influenced by his theology such as Henry David Thoreau, Friederichk Ntzsche, Walt Whitman, and Margaret Fuller.  Despite its influence, Emersonian theology is difficult to define.  His theology remained in a fluid state throughout his lifetime, and Emerson did not hesitate to alter minor aspects if it meant replacing an untruth with a truth.  As a result, Emerson was constantly engaged in a quest to acheive the greatest experience of religious truth possible.  The greatness of Emerson’s religious philosophy stems from his willingness to accept the unknown or the untraditional.  His theology is not a dogma; there are no commandments, no offices, no robes, no communion, no hierarchy, and no ladies auxiliary. Instead, Emerson’s religious philosophy revolves solely around the individual and nature.  He does not establish a new church doctrine; rather, he offers a new form of spirituality and faith, two characteristics of religious experience Emerson felt were missing from contemporary Christian churches.  Emerson’s theology does not require a universally accepted and applied creed or doctrine; his theology is based primarily on religious individualism, which allows the worshiper the freedom to use his or her own intuitive reasoning to seek the religious and spiritual truths of the universe.  

I. Deconstructing the Church:

For Emerson, being religious does not necessarily involve attending a church service or being a member of a congregation.  Religion in the abstract sense to Emerson is a personal relationship between the soul and nature, which allows individuals to develop answers to the questions about the universe: “who am I?,” “who is God?” and “what is the purpose of human existence?”.   According to Emerson, all individuals have the capacity to discover the answers to universal questions and even conceive of the creator, which he states in the introduction to “Nature.”  Explaining that the world and life must be read as symbols, Emerson writes:

Undoubtedly we have no questions to ask which are unanswerable.  We must trust the perfection of the creation so far as to believe that what ever curiosity the order of things has awakened in our minds, the order of things can satisfy.  Every man’s condition is a solution in hieroglyphic to those inquiries he would put. (Nature 24) 

Emerson believes in the greatness of humankind and its capacity to conceive of universal truths by understanding the existence of life symbolically.  This principle is one example of the way in which Emersonian religious philosophy is antithetical to the institution of religion. 

  
For Emerson, religious experience is a demonstration of individual human genius, which requires harmony between the soul and the universe and has nothing to do with the institution of the church: “To believe your own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men, – that is genius” (Self- Reliance 94).  Emerson finds that the experience of attending church demonstrates the exact opposite of genius.  It is often a boring and mindless repetition of old forms and phrases. Criticism of the zombie-like state of worshipers during church services is a major point of connection between Emersonian religious philosophy and the literature of Mark Twain.  Both Emerson and Twain argue that the notion that God is available, for example, only on Sunday mornings from ten to eleven is intellectually preposterous and void of any true religious experience.  According to Emerson’s theology, the words “church” and “religion” are not synonymous; rather the “church” is merely an institution, a building.  

The “church” as a model for achieving communion with God is problematic because there is no “one size fits all” religious experience, according to Emerson.  The model of religion offered by the “church” does little to help its worshippers achieve true insight.  In Emerson’s “Divinity School Address,” he claims: “Historical Christianity has fallen into the error that corrupts all attempts to communicate religion” (Divinity 83).  Emerson blames the traditions of the church for the mundane experience of religion at religious ceremonies.  Later in his “Divinity School Address” he says, the “Sabbath has lost the splendor of nature; it is unlovely; we are glad when it is done” (Divinity 86).  It is for these reasons that Emerson argues that the sense of religion communicated during Sunday worship is a religious untruth for most worshipers According to Emerson, the institutionalized religious model accepted by many Americans de-emphasizes individual, intuitive reasoning by over-emphasizing ritual and tradition.  For Emerson religious experience can only be achieved by developing a personal understanding of the religious truths of the universe, to which we are guided by intuition.  

Institutions, such as churches, are a product of culture or society according to Emerson: “religion and ethics, which may be fitly called the practice of ideas, or the introduction of ideas into life, have an analogous effect with all lower culture, in degrading nature and suggesting its dependence on spirit” (Nature 48).  While Emerson believes in ethical and religious feeling, he is troubled when they put nature underfoot and when they are translated into duties or obligations.  When written down on paper, duties become limitations, which are imposed on individuals by individuals.  These systems, such as historical Christianity, are not part of nature because they are restrictive.  According to Emerson, “nature is made to conspire with the spirit to emancipate us” (Nature 45).  Therefore, institutions that limit man are in conflict with nature, as is the case with historical Christianity. 

Instead of “church” religion, Emerson offers a faith-based religion that requires only nature and the individual.  Religious experience and communion with God can be achieved in the complex simplicity of nature. In his “Divinity School Address” Emerson writes “whilst the doors of the temple stand open, night and day, before every man, and the oracles of this truth cease never, it is guarded by one stern condition; this, namely, it is an intuition” (Divinity 82).  The Emersonian Church does not have a steeple or pews or large double doors.  The temple is nature.  Experience and intuition replace blind faith and rationality; personal integrity replaces the authority of church history, doctrine, tradition, and the Bible.  And, when all of the church rules and creeds no longer hinder the worshiper’s path to spirituality, the worshiper will become alive with a sense of true religion, foreign to any dogma.  According to Emerson, what the worshiper will experience is the sublime.  This feeling will be unique to the individual.  It cannot be dictated or memorized; it is the ability of the soul to achieve peace and understanding with nature.  The experience of religion is to feel and be divine, according to Emerson. 

Emerson describes a moment of personal elation, in chapter one of his essay “Nature.”  This essay, according to Robert D. Richardson, “was Emerson’s starting point for a new theology” (Richardson 103).  Describing a moment of sublimity, Emerson writes, 

Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded sky, without having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration.  I am glad to the brink of fear… In the woods, we return to reason and faith.  There I feel that nothing can befall me in life. (Nature 27) 

Emerson experiences the religious feelings he believes all individuals are capable of achieving and allows his readers to witness his moment of revelation.  Emerson is asserting his religious philosophy based on personal experience rather than faith in traditions or doctrines.  His religion is neither overly rational nor excessively based on faith in tradition.  These two theological extremes are problematic for Emerson in the Unitarian Church and historical Christianity, respectively.  Unlike traditional church doctrines, Emersonian religious philosophy is based on the premise that every individual has the ability to use intuitive reasoning and his or her sensory perceptions to find religious truths otherwise muted by the doctrines of Christianity. 

Emerson’s radical theology invited a multitude of criticisms.  Emerson’s philosophy of religious individualism was commonly subject to criticism, which claimed that by rejecting church doctrine Emerson merely justifies anarchy.  However, this critique does not capture the religious sentiment of Emerson.  Furthermore, Andrews Norton, a former student of Emerson’s, criticized him for claiming Jesus was merely a man like any other man. Andrews Norton states:

By a belief in Christianity, we mean the belief that Christianity is a revelation by God of the truths of religion; and that the divine authority of him whom God commissioned to speak to us in his name was attested, in the only mode in which it could be, by miraculous displays of his power.  (Norton)

Norton declares Emerson an infidel and a non-believer in Christianity.  Norton’s beliefs were not unlike those of many of the Christians of the nineteenth-century; however, Emerson was not deterred by Norton’s traditionalist critique.  Tradition was a target of Emerson’s assault on religion and he embraced his infidelity. 

Emerson’s liberal faith is more challenging to achieve that it initially seems.  According to Emerson, an individual must establish his or her own rules or laws of religion and ethics, be honest with the self, and abide by these standards.  Emerson argues that it is much more difficult to be religiously self-governed than it is to be ruled by a church institution.  According to Emerson, those who are religiously self-governed will achieve a feeling of sublime that Emerson considers a true experience of religion. In his article, “Emerson and Nature,”  Robert D. Richardson Jr. points out that “by religion, Emerson means concrete, personal, religious feelings or experience” (103).  Thus, Emersonian religious philosophy suggests that an individual who is self-governing and in conversation with the soul and nature possesses a religious understanding that is more real than what is achieved by those individuals who follow the dogma of a church religion.  
Emerson believes that intuition, which is universal to all humans, is the guardian and protector of universal truths, and that everyone has the power to find religious truth within.  A preacher or a minister is not a necessity, according to Emerson, in order to achieve spiritual and religious harmony with nature.  Therefore, a worshipper cannot receive religion from the “church;” he or she can simply gain ideas about religion, but the truth of such ideas must be determined by each individual within his or her soul.  In the “Divinity School Address,” Emerson demonstrates this by saying, “[i]t [intuition and thus religion] cannot be received at second hand. Truly speaking, it is not instruction, but provocation that I can receive from another soul” (Divinity 82).  In Emerson’s view, religious truths are found internally and individually, not externally; therefore, the institution of the church is not necessary to achieve authentic religious experience according to Emersonian religious philosophy.

Emerson’s critique regarding the state of  religion during the nineteenth-century placed him in direct opposition to historical Christianity.  Although Emerson was raised in a family deeply connected with the Unitarian Church, which during the nineteenth-century was considered dangerously liberal, he considered even this institution oppressive.  Emerson’s opposition to historical Christianity illustrates how he also rejected the teachings of his ancestors, who formed a long line of ministers, including his father.  His willingness to reject the traditions of the Unitarian Church and his ancestors demonstrates his trust in intuitive reasoning.  

II. Emerson and the Problem of the Preacher:

“Preachers are always pleasant company when they are off duty.” –Mark Twain
- Letter to San Francisco Alta California, written April 30, 1867; published June 10, 1867
The physical church and the traditions of historical Christianity were among Emerson’s primary complaints about the practice of religion in America during the nineteenth-century.  As a result, church clergy were also a target of Emerson’s critique of orthodox religion.  As a minister, Emerson quickly found his institution of faith limiting and oppressive.  The doctrines of his church required him to accept ideas about religion that he found alienating from his personal religious experiences and convictions.  Emerson did not believe in church symbolism or that the Bible is the literal word of God.  It is “for this reason” that Emerson never “refers to the Bible as an authority” (Richardson 103).  In a protest, which according to Robert D. Richardson is a “protest not against, but on behalf of religion,” Emerson critiques the impotence of the preacher while speaking at the Harvard Divinity School’s graduation in 1838 (103).  In the “Divinity School Address,” Emerson’s advocacy of personal religious truths is juxtaposed with a criticism of the notion of a spiritual hierarchy.  Emerson rejects the idea that preachers should be regarded as more spiritual than the members of their congregation.  

In his “Harvard Divinity School Address,” Emerson defines preaching as “the expression of the moral sentiment in application to the duties of life” (Divinity 86).  For Emerson, preaching is not merely the rehearsal of Biblical readings and church doctrine but the application of morals and duties to real-life experiences.  Religion exists for Emerson in the present; therefore, it is the job of the preacher to “convert life into truth” (Divinity 87).  In order to do this a preacher must rely on both personal experience and knowledge of universal truths.  In his speech Emerson goes on to say to the future pastors that 

The true preacher can be known for this, that he deals out to the people his life, – life passed through the fire of thought.  But of the bad preacher, it could not be told from his sermon what age of the world he fell in; whether he had a father or a child; whether he was a freeholder or a pauper; whether he was a citizen or a countryman; or any other fact of his biography.  (Divinity 87)

Here, Emerson preaches what he himself practices.  When he described what he identifies as the sublime in “Nature,” he also invites others to achieve a similar experience in order to find authenticity.  According to Emerson, a good preacher must make religion alive and real; he does not believe in the antiquated version of spirituality portrayed by the preachers of his day.

For Emerson, a true minister is a preacher who preaches and practices only what he feels.  Emerson sees the preachers of the nineteenth-century as alienated from the religion to which they purport to subscribe.  To him, their sermons lack any evidence of their own hearts and minds, which Emerson believes is an example of a religious un-truth.  He believes this religious un-truth is woven into church dogma by the “indolence and fear” of the worshiper; as a result, “the friend of man [or the preacher] is made the injurer of man” (Divinity 84).  This interferes with religious and spiritual freedom and creates conflict between religion and nature, thus destroying the freedom Emerson feels is necessary for individuals to achieve a personal religious experience with nature

In his Divinity School Address, Emerson not only criticizes the worshiper for elevating the preacher to a superior status but also attacks the ministers for taking sublimity out of religion.  Emerson believes that Sunday worship – if it is to actually be worship – must acknowledge the facts of nature, not ignore them.  However, Emerson finds that this is not the case in orthodox churches; instead, he declares that, “The priest’s Sabbath has lost the splendor of nature; it is unlovely; we are glad when it is done” (Divinity 87).  In order to convey this to his congregation of graduates, Emerson refers to a personal experience in which he endured a church service.  In his lecture, he proclaimed

I once heard a preacher who sorely tempted me to say I would go to church no more.  Men go, thought I, where they are wont to go, else had no soul entered the temple in the afternoon.  A snow-storm was falling around us.  The snow-storm was real, the preacher merely spectral, and the eye felt the sad contrast in looking at him, and then out of the window behind him into the beautiful meteor of the snow.  He had lived in vain.  He had no one word intimating that he had laughed or wept, was married or in love, had been commended, or cheated, or chagrined.  He had ever lived and acted, we were none the wiser for it.  (Divinity 87)

Emerson describes a moment with which worshipers of traditional religions can easily identify.  The choir to which Emerson is preaching happens to be the very people, who Emerson argues, will likely someday preach to a church full of passive clock and storm-watchers very much like himself. Ralph Waldo Emerson’s memory of enduring church will be replicated by Twain’s character Tom in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.  Ironically, going to church for Tom is one of the few activities in which he cannot find adventure.


Although Emerson is called a heretic after giving this lecture, he is not arguing to completely eradicate the church or its preachers. Emerson merely claims that the church needs to become a part of modernity.  In his “Divinity School Address” Emerson transforms the preacher into a teacher as an alternative to the current role of the preacher.  He calls on the future preachers to “indicate with sufficient clearness the falseness of our [historical Christianity’s] theology…to show that God is, not was; that He speaketh, not spake” (Divinity 90).  Emerson’s alternative preacher is a spiritual equal in religious worship in a vital religion. For Emerson, religion exists rather than existed.  

III. Community:

Emerson’s critique of the preacher in his “Divinity School Address” is related to his critique of the religious community created by orthodox religions.  Church communities are not only actual church congregations but also the mini-congregations, which manifest as church members struggle for power over their religious peers.  Emerson feels these extraneous reasons are what motivate individuals to come to Church on Sundays, not religion.  In his Journals he says “ The young preacher is discouraged by learning the motives that brought his great congregation to church.  Scarcely ten came to hear his sermon” (Journal B 37).  Such organizations, including the church “Board of Directors,” “Ladies Auxiliary,” and “Pastoral Council” pack the pews, but are antithetical to true religion, according to Emerson.  In his view, the church and the church communities within the physical structure of the church are inauthentic and conflict with the tenets of a democratic society, which Emerson translates into religious ideals.

In the physical and institutional church, says Emerson, humans are oppressed; however, in nature, they are free. Nature is meant to emancipate humanity and “all [people] have equal rights, in virtue of being identical in nature” (Politics 156).  However, society has corrupted these ideals and transformed them into a mirage, which is historical Christianity.  In institutional religion, all men are not created equal: “society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members.  Society is a joint-stock company, in which the members agree, for the better securing of his bread to each shareholder, to surrender the liberty and culture of the eater” (Self-Reliance 96).  Emerson’s point about society in general parallels the societies of churchgoers he critiques.  Society’s negative effect on individual conscience is not unlike the negative effect adherence to church doctrine has on the conscience of a worshiper, according to Emerson. 

In the “Divinity School Address,” Emerson describes the way in which congregations, much like societies, mute the individual’s ability to hear his or her conscience, which Emerson believes is the voice of the soul.  He says: “All men go in flocks to this saint or that poet, avoiding the God who seeth in secret.  They cannot see in secret; they love to be blind in public.  They think society wiser than their soul, and know not that one soul, and their soul, is wiser than the whole world” (Divinity 90).  The “blind” are most church-goers, according to this model.  Therefore, the individual in society is no different than the individual in church, according to Emerson.  They are the worshipers who worship to please others; they are the worshipers who proclaim their membership to a particular faith but secretly disagree with portions of the tenets, while Emerson disagrees openly. They are the worshipers who dutifully attend church services for reasons other than achieving a personal understanding of the world in which they live.  All of these examples refer to the way in which membership in an orthodox congregation is as disempowering to the worshiper as society is to the individual. 

Societies are driven by power; in historical Christianity, separating the worshiper from his or her conscience causes the worshiper to submit to the institution rather than to rely on his or her ability to use intuitive reasoning.  The resulting experience is passive and empty.  According to Emerson, an institution is not necessary for humans to experience religion because intuition is innate to all of humanity.  In an essay entitled “Self- Reliance,” Emerson writes “To believe in your own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men, – that is genius. (Self-Reliance 94).  In “Self-Reliance,” Emerson argues against the conformity, that is produced by societies and congregations alike.  He finds that individual, intuitive, and natural intelligence is humanity’s defense against experiencing oppression in any society, including those that are of a religious character.  In “The Poet,” Emerson defines this remedy as “genius.”  He says: “Genius is the activity which repairs the decay of things, whether wholly or partly of a material and finite kind.  Nature, through all her kingdoms ensures herself” (Poet 197).  Therefore, in order to experience what Emerson believes is true religion, one must be free and in order to be free one must be self-reliant. 

IV. Declaring Religious Independence:

In a sermon given on July 4th 1829, titled “Where the Spirit of the Lord is there is Liberty,” Emerson declares religious independence from orthodox religion by integrating democratic theory into his theology.  Delivering this sermon on the Fourth of July, the day in history when America asserted its independence, suggests that Emerson is marking a similar theological revolution.  Emersonian theology makes religion democratic rather than autocratic.  For Emerson, democracy, either political or religious, is not guaranteed simply by the structures of the institution.  In fact, the existence of an organized religion or a place of worship inhibits religious autonomy.  Within the institution of the church, the worshipers must guarantee their own freedom by asserting their religious independence.  In this religiously and politically motivated sermon, Emerson’s biblical allusion implies that the original sin is not plucking from the tree of knowledge, but giving up one’s independence.  He says:

To exist in the Community it [freedom] must exist in the heart of the citizen. The independence of the state is the independence of the individual men, and when that is gone – though the forms of a free government survive, and hold sway over a degenerate race, it is but a reptile crept into the skeleton of a giant, and the more despicable from the contrast of its pretensions with its nature.  (Sermons V1 313)

Therefore, according to Emerson, freedom exists in an institution only if it exists in the heart of each member.  The reason it is impossible to achieve religious individualism within the established organizations of historical Christianity is that within these structures individualism is not valued.  As for the worshipers, according to Emerson, their souls, their hearts, and their minds are no longer their own. 

In Emerson’s opinion, the human being’s submission to tradition debilitates original thought or intellect.  The perpetual degradation of the individual by the institutions of religion has resulted in humanity’s lack of faith in its own goodness and potential.  Similarly, the worshipers’ submission to historical Christianity is perpetuated by their own lack of faith in themselves and fear of their own power. According to Emerson, choosing to belong to a church or voting for a president does not make one religious or independent.  Instead, these choices provide the individual with the illusion of freedom, within an institution. In this sermon “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, There is Liberty,” Emerson discusses the nature of civil and religious independence.  He asks his parishioners: 

Who is free?  Is it not plain that the multitudes of men born in this land to the blessed heritage of civil and religious independence have yet reduced themselves to a thralldom of on or another kind that is as effectual in crippling their powers as if the irons of a goal were actually used to restrain them.  (Sermons V1 315)

Here, Emerson is criticizing and finding fault with the religious institution as well as with the worshiper, who sacrifices religious independence and individuality to an institutionalized church with established creeds and doctrines.  Emerson blames the worshiper for contributing to the inexistence of religious autonomy by absorbing the teachings and traditions of the church like a sponge, rather than relying on their own minds to reach religious understanding.  
The diminished capacity of individuals to attain religious truths that are personal and in relation to the soul and nature is also addressed in Emerson’s “Divinity School Address.”  He says:“[o]nce man was all; now he is an appendage” (Divinity 82).  Emerson suggests that once man relied on himself spiritually; now he relies on the institution of the church for spirituality.  Here, Emerson is not lamenting the current situation of the worshiper by comparing it to an historical glory age of religion.  Instead, Emerson laments the current state of the worshiper by comparing it to what the state of the worshiper could be, and he hopes it someday will be in the future.

V. “What if God was One of us”:

Emerson wants worshipers to reclaim the immediate experience of revelation and he wants them to rely on observation and intuition rather than holy second-hand books, which he considers the Bible, for example.   For Emerson, a religiously independent worshiper becomes divine.  Emerson’s belief in the divinity of humanity is directly related to his belief that Jesus was merely a man capable of understanding the potential for human greatness.  He says, “Jesus Christ belonged to the true race of prophets” (Divinity 82).  Emerson does not worship Jesus as a greater, more divine being than man.  Instead, he admires Jesus for demonstrating humanity’s potential and believes Jesus serves as an example of the greatness inherent and possible in us all.  

The idolization of historical figures is problematic to Emerson’s religious theology for the reason that it results in humanity’s diminishment.  In “Nature” Emerson writes:

Man is the dwarf of himself.  Once he was permeated and dissolved by the spirit.  He filled nature with his overflowing currents.  Out from him sprang the sun and moon; from man the sun, from woman the moon.  The laws of his mind, the periods of his actions externized themselves into day and night, into the year and the seasons.  But, having made for himself this huge shell, his waters retired; he no longer fills the veins and veinlets; he is shrunk to a drop. (Nature 55)

Emerson is illustrating that once all individuals were equal, humans were the divine or greatest beings, but now, as a result of our own sense of inferiority, Jesus is made superior to humans and humanity is perceived to be of lesser importance.  The diminishment of man, which Emerson sees as an unfortunate reality, is strongly connected to man’s worship of sacred texts. 

VI .The Myth of the Sacred Text:

Emerson does not believe in the idolization of any one religious or supposedly divine figure or sacred book.  In his lecture titled “American Scholar,” Emerson describes how the idolization of the past minimizes the importance and divinity of the present. He says, 

Each age, it is found, must write its own books; or rather each generation for the next succeeding.  The books of an older period will not fit this.

Yet hence arises a grave mischief… The poet chanting was felt to be a divine man: henceforth his chant divine also.  The writer was a just and wise spirit: henceforward it is settled the book is perfect; as love of the hero corrupts into worship of his statue. (Scholar 61)

Here, Emerson is evoking both Jesus and the Bible indirectly, and suggesting a connection between the complacent scholar and the complacent worshiper.  Emerson believed that just because Jesus was an example of a divine individual, his story is not the only word of God.  According to Emerson, the life story of each and every individual could be equally holy and divine. Although the Bible describes the miraculous story of Jesus’ life, it does not mean that the Bible is the most perfect work, nor should it be interpreted exclusively.  According to Emerson, doing so turns the Bible into stone and Jesus into a statue, both of which are disconnected from the soul and nature, instead of relating to humanity.  Worshiping symbols prevents religion from being fluid, which Emerson believed it ought to be. 


In a sermon titled “For What is Man Profited, if he Gain the Whole World and Lose his own Soul?” Emerson says, rather than worship Jesus or the Bible, “I honor more[than the Bible or Jesus] this image of God in human nature which has placed a standard character in every human breast which is above the highest copy of living excellence” (Sermons V2 266).  Emersonian theology is based on the premise that humans are born with the capacity to be and feel divine.  In a celebrated passage from“Nature” Emerson describes his divinity.  He writes, “the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or parcel of God” (Nature 26).  The “I” to which Emerson refers is universal to all human beings.  It is accessible and available.  He believes all beings are part or parcel of God.  However, according to Emerson, human capacity is not realized to its full potential within the institution of religion.  

According to his philosophy, which was and in many cases continues to be seen as radical, Emerson sees himself and others as equal in terms of potential to achieve the greatness demonstrated by their fellow man, Jesus Christ.  Rejecting the notion of a spiritual hierarchy in which few are in power or idolized, Emerson instead proposes a spiritual democracy.  Rather than overthrowing a king, Emerson overthrows a monarchical God, who has been elevated and kept high on a pedestal by the institution and its mindless followers.  In his “Divinity School Address,” Emerson imagines Jesus saying, “I am divine.  Through me, God acts; through me, speaks. Would you see God, see me or see thee, when thou also thinkest as I now think” (Divinity 83).  This statement can be understood as a declaration that all humans are created equal in terms of spiritual potential. 

In Emerson’s view, all humans share a natural capacity and right to abide by our own intuitive reasoning that is natural to us according to our creation.  Therefore, Emerson’s “Divinity School Address” can be read as a Declaration of Independence from institutionalized religion, a declaration placing religion and nature in accordance rather than in conflict.  When the rights and potential of the worshipers are revoked by the institution of the church or the preachers in the pulpit, “[t]he doctrine of inspiration is lost; the base doctrine of the majority of voices usurps the place of the doctrine of the soul” (Divinity 82). Emerson uses the rhetoric of the American Revolution to illustrate the revocation of this spiritual right by describing the institution, which is the voice that speaks for the majority, as a tyrant, a dictatorial government power that has overthrown the spiritual democracy.

Without the freedoms of a spiritual democracy, spiritual and artistic ideals are oppressed from society and eventually become so distant that the suggestion of such things as existing in an oppressed society seems ridiculous. For example, based on historical Christianity and the traditions of the church, “miracles, prophecy, poetry; the ideal life, the holy life, exist as ancient history” (Divinity 82).  Emerson rejects this traditional and historical idol of divinity.  He does not see divinity as in the past; divinity exists.  Therefore, “the very word Miracle, as pronounced by Christian churches, gives us a false impression; it is Monster.  It is not one with the blowing clover and the falling rain” (Divinity 83).  Emerson’s theology emphasizes that miracles exist and occur regularly.  He believes that historical Christianity gives worshipers a false impression of the miracle of nature by attributing miracles only to ancient history.  Emerson feels that the only way to overturn the monstrosity of institutionalized religion is to declare a spiritual democracy in which nature and religion are in harmony.

VII.  Religion without a Church:


Emerson wonders: “Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion be revelation to us, and not the history of theirs” (Nature 23).  In response to this rhetorical question, Emerson describes the religion he hopes will be realized.  This religion is not institutional; it is in nature, with “heaven and earth for its beams and its rafters” (Worship 230).  This religion is not based on an authority other than the authority of the individual religious experience.  The doctrine of this “religion” will not be in a book or be the insights of any one individual, but will be the individual doctrines of all religious souls.  Humans will demonstrate great virtue and the miracle of human nature will not be diminished.  According to this religion, worshipers will always be directly connected with divinity:

There will be a new church founded on moral science; at first cold and naked, a babe in a manger again, the algebra and mathematics of ethical law, the church of men to come, without shawms or psaltery, or sakabut; but it will have heaven and earth for its beams and its rafters; science for symbol and illustration; it will fast enough gather beauty, music, picture, poetry.  Was never stoicism so stern and exigent as this shall be.  It shall send man home to his central solitude, shame these social, supplicating manners, and make him know that much of the time he must have to himself to his friend.  He shall expect no cooperation, he shall walk with no companion. The nameless Thought, the nameless Power, the superpersonal Heart, – he  shall repose alone on that.  He needs only his own verdict.  No good fame can help, no bad fame can hurt him.   The Laws are his consolers, the good Laws themselves are alive, they know if he have kept them, they animate him with the leading of great duty, and an endless horizon.  Honor and fortune exist to him who always recognizes the neighborhood of the great, - always feels himself in the presence of high causes.  (Worship 230) 

Emerson’s religious ideals and his desire to achieve a kind of religious democracy becomes important to the religious and philosophical movement developing in nineteenth-century America known as Transcendentalism.  Emerson’s ideas are central to the movement, which attracted a variety of followers.  The very ideas which Emerson idealistically articulates were revisited in the literature of the nineteenth-century’s most notable religious skeptic. Mark Twain’s analysis of religion has moments that echo the hopes of Ralph Waldo Emerson, but more often Twain’s characters reflect Emerson’s criticisms of religion.  Mark Twain shares many of Emerson’s criticisms of religion, and at times Twain yearns for the religious reforms Emerson proposes; ultimately, however, Twain feels the “damned human race” is incapable of that vision. 

Chapter Three:  America’s Mark Twain 

“He was a Southerner and a Northerner, a Westerner and a New England Yankee – a tireless wanderer” (Ward viii).

In an entry “Ralph Waldo Emerson,” published in the Mark Twain Encyclopedia, Everett Emerson concludes his entry by stating: “It cannot be said that Emerson was a significant influence on Mark Twain and certainly not vice versa.  Rather, Emerson was a presence in Mark Twain’s life as an important representative of New England high culture” (E. Emerson 250).  While Emerson correctly asserts that Mark Twain was not a significant influence to Ralph Waldo Emerson or his work, Everett Emerson incorrectly minimizes the importance and influence of Waldo’s theological philosophy on the life and literature of Mark Twain.  Not only did Ralph Waldo Emerson’s celebrity and the prominence of his ideas in the nineteenth-century literary circle make it nearly impossible for Twain to have not been conversant with Emerson’s philosophy; but, as I will demonstrate, Twain respected Emerson and echoes of the earlier writer’s words and ideas are prolific in Mark Twain’s published and unpublished texts. 

Mark Twain was aware of the Transcendentalist movement and its leaders.  When, in his mid-thirties, Twain moved to Connecticut his proximity to the heart of these intellectuals made it impossible for him to ignore or to be uninfluenced by them.  Emerson is considered the founder of Transcendentalism, and his impact on Twain’s writing and thinking is evidenced by the echoes of Emerson’s ideals throughout Twain’s work.  It has been documented that Twain in fact was well versed in Emerson (Gribben 220-222).  He read Emerson’s essays and poetry, and even enjoyed being compared to Emerson as a lecturer.  Alan Gribben’s book, Mark Twain’s Library:  A Reconstruction, identifies several the Emerson poems and essays read by Twain.  These include: “Brahma” (poem), “Concord Hymn” (poem), “Domestic Life” (essay), two different volumes titled Essays (book), “Mirhridates” (poem), “Monadnoc” (poem), “The Over-Soul” (essay), Selections From the Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Arranged Under the Days of the Year (book), and lastly “Song of Nature” (poem).  Twain’s fairly extensive reading of Emerson suggests that he was more than a “presence” in his life.  Twain valued Emerson’s artistic and philosophical works and he shared with him many criticisms of orthodox Christianity. 

It is clear that Twain saw Emerson as the literary giant that he was and Twain measured himself against Emerson on several occasions.   He “identified Emerson as an important literary figure” and “one of the few writers of nineteenth-century America whose books had lasted forty-two years” (Emerson 249).  Twain was so impressed by Emerson’s celebrity on the literary circuit that he had a passage from Emerson’s “Domestic Life” inscribed on the mantle of his Hartford, Connecticut home. The quote reads: “The ornament of a house is the friends who frequent it” (Gribben 221).  The mantle decoration suggests that Twain admired Emerson and he likely thought it would impress his friends and visitors.  The mantelpiece can even be considered an invitation to Emerson into Mark Twain’s home. 

The literary friendship between Emerson and Twain, however, was threatened by Twain’s spoof of Emerson at the Whittier Birthday dinner in December of 1877.  In the speech, Twain described Emerson as a “seedy little bit of a chap” (“Whittier” 135).  One Twain scholar, Henry Nash Smith, refers to the speech as “That Hideous Mistake,” the title of his article on the incident.  Twain’s behavior, however, is unsurprising, he often attacked authors with whom he felt a connection.  During his career Twain took on Shakespeare, James Fenimore Cooper, William Howells, and others. Yet, out of respect for Emerson, Twain apologized for his harsh characterization. Also, in 1882, Twain called on Emerson to pay his respects before Waldo’s death.  Twain is said to have written “so glad I visited him” in regards to their meeting.

Nonetheless, Mark Twain shares Emerson’s critique of American religion and develops it into a more strident and scathing commentary on Christianity in America.  In Mark Twain and The Limits of Power, James L. Johnson describes the correlation between Mark Twain and Ralph Waldo Emerson in terms of their understanding of the self in relation to the world:  “While Twain seems to have shared with Emerson an initial faith in the realization of the ideal self, and faith in the benevolence of that self, he could not maintain that faith once he explored the implications of such power in his novels” (6).  Although Twain yearned to believe in the truth of Emerson’s idealism, he could not sustain faith in Emersonian optimisim.

As America’s first realist author, Mark Twain is often revered for his astute depictions of the American experience.  During Twain’s life, Christians made up the vast majority of the American population; however, his observations of nineteenth-century Americans did not lead him to develop a positive opinion regarding their moral characters. His judgment of Americans was as decisive as his critique of religion:  He thought both were dangerous.  As for his opinions,  Twain was a radical, much like Emerson.  During his lifetime, he witnesses religious fundamentalism and condemns as dangerous.  As a result, the nostalgic sentimentality Twain exhibits in his early works, which cushions his critique of American Christianity in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, is later replaced with disdain for a seemingly self-deluded America that is perpetuated by American’s most threatening and hidden monopoly: the Christian Religion.  This chapter will illustrate Twain’s criticism of American society, specifically the Christian portion of America and demonstrate the way in which his literature is in conversation with the Emersonian dream.  

I. The Religious Philosophies of  Mark Twain; man and author 

“I am only human – although I regret it” ~ Mark Twain

While Mark Twain is known for his reflections on religion, his religious beliefs were constantly in flux throughout his lifetime.  The numerous inconsistencies in Twain’s religious writing suggest that over time Twain pondered a variety of religious philosophies, making it nearly impossible for scholars to characterize his faith as uniform or doctrinal.  It is unclear whether he believed in a divine God or in the existence of an afterlife.  It is unclear whether he believed in the immortality of humans; and, it is even unclear whether Twain believed humans were even superior to animals.  As a private individual, Mark Twain was constantly engaged with a series of theological questions.   Far from adhering to a particular religion, he questioned “the validity of religious belief” (Emerson 629).  Rather than providing answers, Twain posed important questions about essential Christian beliefs.  As a public persona, however, Mark Twain was certain about his understanding of religion.  He saw religion as a danger to the kind of independent thinking that led people to truly moral decisions and actions.  

Religion fascinated Mark Twain, while at the same time he abhorred it.  The cynicism with which he characterizes American religion in much of his writing leads many admirers of his work to assume he was an atheist.  On the contrary, Samuel Clemens was a religious individual.  His questions regarding the Christian faith were often reflective of the scientific progress during the times in which he lived.  Unlike Ralph Waldo Emerson, Samuel Clemens was influenced by Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. Twain grew up experiencing the “fundamentalist Presbyterianism of the Hannibal Sunday school,” but developed a “Deism molded by Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason,” which was “later modified by the evolutionary determinism of Darwin and his followers” (Baetzhold xvi).  The intersection of science and religion in the world of Mark Twain enabled him to develop an understanding of the world that was more mechanistic than it was religious. 

Twain constantly struggled with the Christian belief in a compassionate God, which he found impossible to reconcile with a world that presents so much pain and suffering.  Clemens faced tremendous losses during his lifetime including the death of his wife Olivia and two of his children; Susan and Jean.  His religious questions increasingly motivated and inspired him to speak out with rage against Christians and the religious institution of Christianity.  In “Religion,” Everett Emerson argues that Twain’s critique of religion is directed primarily at the religious deity, and that “Twain’s very rage seems to affirm that, beneath it all, he is a ‘profoundly religious man’ bent on attacking a real, though indifferent or malicious deity” (624).  God was a primary target of Mark Twain’s fury and his engagement conveys the disappointment of an anguished man. 

Twain seems desperate to be able to believe in the existence of a God who is rational, fair, kind, and benevolent.  However, Twain’s experiences suggest otherwise.  Unlike Emerson, who is able to overcome the despair of losing a loved one, Twain cannot.  He is unable to be inspired by the profound idealism that Emerson embraces.  Although loss is a challenge to Emerson’s optimism, it never really threatens it as it does in the case of Twain.   For Twain, loss confirms the madness of assuming that there is in fact a benevolent and munificent God. 

As a man, Twain was “like the nation he would come to embody, [he] was always reinventing himself, always restless, always full of contradictions” (Burns x).  There is, however, a clear distinction between Mark Twain’s personal anxieties about God and his very unambiguous attack on Christianity.  The Bible, Christianity, churches, missionaries, and churchgoers were all subject to unequivocal scorn in his work.

 II. Mark Twain on Church, Religious Ceremonies, and Prayer:

In a letter to Olivia L. Clemens on the 25th of December, 1873, describing his visit to the Salisbury Cathedral in England, Samuel Clemens wrote: “What a fascinating building it is!  It is the loveliest pile of stone that can be imagined – think of comparing it with that solemn barn at York” (Letters 534).  Twain’s comment is evidence that he does not value churches as a sanctuaries of holiness.  He mocks what some call a “beautiful and historic building, an international symbol of Christianity, and a world class heritage attraction” (Osborne).  While his description of the Salisbury Church is humorous, it is also an assault on worshiping Europe and God.  The “barn” to which Twain refers in his letter is actually a church as well. By describing the physical structure of church as a “pile of stone” and comparing it to a “barn,” Clemens implies the he does not see churches any differently than he sees other buildings.  They are merely piles of stone without any real religious significance.  This would suggest that Clemens, does not believe churches are necessary for religion or the experience of religion.  As with Emerson, the physical church as a symbol of religion and religiousness is problematic for Mark Twain.  

Twain agrees with Emerson in deriding the notion that Sunday morning between ten and eleven o’clock is the only time to experience religion and proximity to God, for example.  In fact, Twain concludes, as does Emerson, that religious feeling is deadened during church services.  In The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Mark Twain develops a scene during which the congregation is bored by the minister’s attempt to inspire his parishioners.  Twain writes, “the minister gave out his text and droned along monotonously through an argument that was so prosey that many a head by and by began to nod” (TATS 41).  The congregation is so bored during the service they begin to fall asleep.  The tediousness of enduring the liturgy is reiterated by the careful placement of Tom Sawyer prior to the beginning of the sermon.  Tom’s caregivers know that being in church seems to encourage Tom to pay attention to everything, except for the minister.  In an effort to force his attention, “Tom [was] placed next the aisle, in order that he might be as far away from the open window and the seductive outside summer scenes as possible” (TATS 39).  Tom, a young boy always in search of excitement, would most certainly find the wildlife outside more invigorating and engaging than any of the grandiose language uttered within the church walls.

Twain’s church scene in chapter five of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer illustrates the exact experience Ralph Waldo Emerson describes in his Address before the Harvard Divinity school graduates.  In his “Divinity School Address” Emerson says, “I once heard a preacher who sorely tempted me to say I would go to church no more… A snow-storm was falling around us.  The snow-storm was real, the preacher merely spectral, and the eye felt the sad contrast in looking at him, and then out of the window behind him into the beautiful meteor of the snow” (Divinity 87).  These juxtaposed passages suggest a strong connection between Emerson’s critique of organized religion and the experiences of Twain’s characters; both want a more immediate and visceral experience of God than what the church offers. 

Twain’s drowsy congregation is a replication of many “silent Emersons” in church each Sunday, tempted to quit after each sermon.  Moreover, Tom’s experience is a performance of the exact complaints Ralph Waldo Emerson offers regarding church services.  Just as Emerson finds the snowstorm outside the chapel was more interesting than the sermon being delivered inside, so Tom would prefer to be in nature.  Both Emerson and Twain think life is ultimately more engaging and interesting than attending a church ceremony.  As with Emerson, nature is Twain’s church and his office is in nature.  

It is possible that instead of a chapel, Mark Twain had a study, which overlooked the hills and valleys of Southern New York.  Like Emerson and Huck Finn who go out into the wilderness to contemplate moral dilemmas, Twain also seeks out nature to solve his problems and calm his soul.  At the Langdon home in Elmira his sister-in-law surprised Twain with a “hilltop pavilion where he could write in peace” (Ward 96).  The pavilion was secluded, but had a window on each of its eight walls so that Twain could be in complete view of his natural surrounding.  In fact, the windows were even designed so that they opened into the walls of the structure so as not to obstruct his view.  Of his little temple Twain wrote: 

It is the loveliest place you ever saw, octagonal with a peaked roof, each face filled with a spacious window,… perched in complete isolation on the top of an elevation that commands leagues of valley and city and retreating ranges of distant blue hills.  It is a cozy nest… and when the storms sweep down the remote valley and the lighting flashes behind the hills beyond and the rain beats upon the roof over my head – imagine the luxury of it.  (Ward 96-97)

It was in his Elmira study that Twain wrote the largest portions of many of his most notable stories.  As Twain grew more and more critical of religion in his personal life, his criticisms became more and more explicit in his writing.  

Twain repeatedly reiterates the ineffectiveness of going to church in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.  He even goes as far as describing it as “suffering” (TATS 42).  Twain appeals to human nature in his description of Tom’s boredom and the equally uninterested congregation by introducing a beetle, which is attacked by a dog, thereby interrupting the service with heaps of laughter: Tom and “other people uninterested in the sermon found relief in the beetle” (TATS 42).  The beetle episode provides additional evidence to suggest that for Twain, life is ultimately more engaging and real than the banausic performance of the minister. He writes that “It was a genuine relief for the whole congregation when the ordeal was over and the benediction pronounced” (TATS 44).  For both Twain and Emerson, the requirement of church attendance makes the observation of that tradition void of any true religious significance.  

By reproducing Emerson’s critique of church services, Twain allows readers to relate their own experiences of being bored and distracted in church with Tom’s.  Twain depicts the Sabbath almost identically to what Emerson suggests: “But now the priest’s Sabbath has lost the splendor of nature; it is unlovely; we are glad when it is done; we can make, we do make, even sitting in our pews, a far better, holier, sweeter for ourselves” (Divinity 86).  The habit of the ceremony is worshipped its meaning forgotten.  

Alfred Kazin discusses the monotonous religious experience described in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer in his book, God & the American Writer.  Kazin argues that in Tom Sawyer scripture is replaced by superstition – the “underground scripture:” 

So in Tom Sawyer superstition is the underground scripture.  “Church” is just the way the community of respectable whites keep together.  It has no religious content (as it had none for Mark Twain).  It is a social duty, a civic routine that is unquestioned by everyone.  One people, one church, one faith in little old Hannibal! A dissembling.  What counts for Mark Twain is the image of a boy in perfectly comfortable surroundings always acting up, playing mischief, miscreant, scapegrace, in a game that only he is allowed to win. (Kazin 184)

Kazin points out what Twain is demonstrating during the church scene with Tom.  In The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, going to church is a tradition that is belabored rather than beloved.  It is a Christian tradition that is unquestioned and meaningless.  And, ironically, according to Mark Twain it is a tradition in which a “community of respectable” and morally self-righteous individuals participate; yet even those individuals often behave irreverently like Tom Sawyer.

In “Self-Reliance,” Emerson writes that society “everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members.  Society is a joint-stock company, in which the members agree, for the better securing of his bread to each shareholder, to surrender the liberty and culture of the eater” (Self –Reliance 96).  Twain would agree with Emerson that society has a negative impact on the individual in the nineteenth-century.  Twain illustrated society’s power over the individual in church-going and church-tradition.  Both Emerson and Twain see the Church functioning within society as, at best, a cipher and at worst, a tyrant.  

Attending a church celebration appears to be an act of servility to the clergy and to God, rather than a meaningful spiritual encounter.  For Twain, this reality leads him to believe that church traditions are oppressive to the congregation members.  Take the formulaic nature of prayers.  Twain describes Tom’s experience of listening to a prayer:  
The boy whose history this book relates, did not enjoy the prayer, he only endured it – if he even did that much.  He was restive, all through it; he kept a tally of the details of the prayer, unconsciously – for he was not listening, but he knew the ground of old, and the clergyman’s regular route over it. (TATS 40)

In this passage, Twain is careful to refrain from specifying exactly who the “boy” is and Tom is not mentioned again for several lines. By addressing Tom as “the boy,” Twain is able to attribute this experience to boys in general, who in church are directed to pray but do not pay attention to the meaning or purpose of prayer.  

 Twain’s description of Tom in church and his implicit critique of religious ceremony parallels the critique of church formality offered by Ralph Waldo Emerson.  In his “Divinity School Address,” Emerson states:
Whenever the pulpit is usurped by a formalist, then is the worshipper defrauded and disconsolate.  We shrink as soon as the prayers begin, which do not uplift, but smite and offend us.  (86-87)

This passage illustrates the way in which Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer echoes the ideas presented by Ralph Waldo Emerson’s lecture to Harvard Divinity students in 1838.  The boy to whom Twain is referring in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer shrinks while he “endures” the prayer. He is uninterested and restless – unconsciously listening but retaining nothing, for he is not engaged with the essence of Christianity; he is thoughtlessly submitting to a list of rules and forms.  This is almost an exact characterization of the impact Christian society has on the worshiper as described by Emerson.  Moreover, like Emerson, Twain does not entirely blame the church for the corruption of religious experience; he attributes blame to the followers of religion as well.  In fact, Twain is often extremely disapproving of individuals who construe religious symbolism literally, behavior he as dangerous. 

III. The Bible, Biblical Text, and Literalism: 

“The Christian’s Bible is a drug store.  Its contents remain the same; but the medical practice changes” – Mark Twain in Bible Teaching and Religious Practice (1890)

Samuel Clemens was quite familiar with the Bible.  According to the “Introduction” of the The Bible According to Mark Twain, “Biblical echoes abound in [Twain’s] works, and there are grounds for asserting that the Bible influenced him more profoundly than any other single book” (Baetzhold xvii).   Like Emerson, Twain often rewrote passages from the Bible and incorporated them into his literature.  There is an entire collection of texts written by Twain compiled under the title The Bible According to Mark Twain.  Furthermore, Twain took it upon himself to write The Diaries of Adam and Eve as well as a collection of letters entitled Letters from the Earth in which the author assumes the personae of Satan and mocks the religious practices of humans. Twain’s largest complaint with religion during the nineteenth-century involved the literal interpretation of the Bible.  Twain was disgusted with the application of biblical literalism to practices he felt were unjust – above all, missionary endeavors entangled with imperialism and the institution of slavery. 

Twain read the Bible practically.  He is angered by the many contradictions in the Old Testament and resents the church’s suggestion that studying the Bible will provide spirituality (E. Emerson 630).  To a certain extent, Twain’s understanding and use of the Bible is Emersonian.  David Tomlinson argues that “Though [Mark Twain] did not credit Ralph Waldo Emerson with suggesting his practical approach to sacred literature or to the people or places depicted in it, Twain used the method Emerson touted in “The American Scholar” – he looked through his own eyes rather than through those of tradition” (73). Twain was self-reliant; he did not take for granted what others before him believed.  Instead, he learned from his own experiences and observations.  Twain enjoyed and was even amused by biblical narratives like Adam and Eve and he even felt free to play with them.

In The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Tom Sawyer embodies the childhood that most Americans wish they could have experienced.  His fantasies are amalgamated with reality and his reality is almost entirely derived from the books he has read.  Tom Sawyer was a literalist; he believed the words on the page.  Samuel Clemens, however, was not.  He did not interpret written works of any kind as reality, but rather as an allegory, symbolic of an individual perspective.  The character Tom Sawyer believes in performance; he often performs the identity of a character in a book and truly believes that his outward appearance and his actions make him the character he is performing.  Tom believes absolutely in what he reads and his adventures, good or bad, are justified by his readings. Twain, however, believed literalists like Tom lack the imagination required to see what some might term “the big picture.”  
The literalism Tom exhibits in Sunday school is related to Twain’s interpretation of American religious experience in the nineteenth-century.  He criticizes organized religion of any kind.  He thought literalists coveted the Bible; but they did not understand it.  For example, “Tom bent all his energies to the memorizing of five verses, and he chose part of the Sermon on the Mount, because he could find no verses that were shorter.  At the end of a half hour Tom had a vague general idea of his lesson but no more” (TATS 23).  Tom’s manic memorizing of the Bible produces no insights about the Beatitudes or its lessons about meekness, selflessness, or truth.  In Sunday school, when the students were expected to recite their Bible verses, they spent more time on the memorization of the verse than its message.  

Emerson’s critique of such rote educational practices in “American Scholar” is the exact phenomenon Twain mocks in describing Tom’s Bible studies.  Emerson states, “In the right state [the scholar] is Man Thinking.  In the degenerate state, when the victim of society, he tends to become a mere thinker, or still worse, the parrot of another man’s thinking” (Scholar 59).  Tom in Sunday school is a parrot.  He is required to repeat verses and is tested on his ability to memorize them rather than understand them. Twain writes: “they came to recite their lessons, not one of them knew his verses perfectly, but had to be prompted all along” (TATS 28).  Not only did the students not understand the words they repeated, but they also recited them incorrectly.  Twain agrees with Emerson and realizes that it is inside the churches and Sunday schools of America that unthinking parrots are created.  

Twain implies that biblical literalism has a degrading effect on the individual.  The students are not learning but practicing the ideas of others.  This implication is a direct echo to Emerson’s essay “Nature,” which Twain is known to have both owned and read (Gribben 220-222).  Emerson writes, “religion and ethics, which may be fitly called the practice of ideas, or the introduction of ideas into life, have an analogous effect with all lower culture, in degrading nature and suggesting its dependence on spirit” (48).  In The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Mark Twain illustrates this “lower culture” in Tom’s recitation of the Bible. 

Twain likewise describes the consequences of biblical literalism.  Tom tries to impress Becky Thatcher, to whom he is romantically attracted, by pretending to have memorized a number of verses from the Bible.  According to Tomlinson, 

He contrives to trade his boy treasures for colored tickets showing the number of verses memorized, and he presents enough of the tickets to win a Bible.  He expects the presentation of the Bible in front of the entire Sunday school to be his moment of glory.  He will impress Becky and her parents.  That glory fades, however, when Tom is asked to demonstrate his Bible knowledge by naming the twelve disciples and the only biblical names he can think of are David and Goliath.  (Tomlinson 74)

Aside from criticizing individuals who are literalists, this episode is also criticizing organized religion for causing such behavior.  The episode with Tom “shows how the Calvinistic emphasis on the Bible can be distorted by a clever boy” (74).  According to Twain, the spirituality derived from obligatory Bible studies is as artificial as Tom’s moment of grandeur.  Tom was not actively engaged in comprehending the text, but rather he was tolerating it and cheating, in order to falsely inflate his moral character in the eyes of others.  His empty performance is a metaphor for the performance of a sermon.  The minister recites stories from the Bible using elevated language, which makes it unintelligible to the congregation. Thus, the meaning is seemingly absent.  

 In The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, religion bores the individual.  It is tedious and suffocating.  These characteristics are the product of religious evangelicalism that has seeped its way into everyday life in America.  Tom has memorized sections of the Bible, but he does not seem to have any real religion.  Twain demonstrates how literalism, biblical or not, is a noxious characteristic in American society.  Twain’s criticism of literalism goes beyond Emerson’s critique of biblical literalism.  Emerson thinks biblical literalism is bad because it is empty, whereas Twain sees it as dangerous, since the Bible is used to justify both slavery and imperialism. 

IV. Preachers and Missionaries:

In his work, Twain was unrelentingly critical of both preachers and missionaries, especially in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court and “To the Person Sitting In Darkness.” Ironically, however, Samuel Clemens’s best friend was Joseph H. Twitchell,  “pastor of the Asylum Hill Congregational Church,” which was “an opulent structure renamed by Mark Twain, in honor of the flock’s considerable stake in the economy of the Gilded Age, ‘The Church of the Holy Speculators’” (Kaplan 89-90).  Still, despite his friendship with Twitchell, Twain thought most priests and missionaries were corrupt. 

In “Bible Teaching and Religious Practice” Twain condemns preachers and their institutions.  Disgusted by the church’s and preacher’s justification of such atrocities as slavery, Twain writes: 

The methods of the priest and the parson have been very curious, their history is very entertaining.  In all the ages the Roman Church has owned slaves, bought and sold slaves, authorized and encouraged her children to trade in them.  Long after some Christian peoples had freed their slaves the Church still held on to hers.  If any could know, to absolute certainty that all this was right, and according to God’s will and desire, surely it was she, since she was God’s specially appointed representative on earth and sole authorized and infallible expounder of his Bible.  There were the texts; there was no mistaking their meaning; she was right, she was doing in this thing what the Bible had mapped out for her to do.  So unassailable was her position that in all the centuries she had no word to say against human slavery.  Yet now at last, in our immediate day, we hear a Pope saying slave trading is wrong and we see him sending an expedition to Africa to stop it.  The texts remain, it is the practice that has changed.  Why? Because the world has corrected the Bible.  The Church never corrects it.  (Twain 140).

Following the slave narrators in their view, Twain illustrates the hypocrisy of the Church and its perpetuation by the preachers, who used religious texts and their authority to justify the heinous treatment of blacks in the slave trade.   Twain’s assessment provides an answer to a question posed by Emerson in “Self-Reliance.”   Emerson asks, “If malice and vanity wear the coat of philanthropy, shall that pass?” (96).
Although Twain is not specifically responding to this passage, his analysis reflects his consideration of that same question.  Twain is illustrating the extent to which the Church and its ministers are fallible and even self-interested.  Twain agrees with Emerson who says, “The evils of the church that now is are manifest” (92).  Both see little good resulting from Christianity in the nineteenth-century. 

Twain, who did not rely on preachers for religion, and he felt missionaries were an even more disdainful kind of preacher. In a caption under a photo of the Kawaiaho Church in Honolulu, Hawaii, the editors quote Twain as saying: “The missionaries have Christianized and educated the natives.  All this ameliorating has at last built up in the native women a profound respect for chastity – in other people” (Ward 52).  This comment exemplifies the hypocrisy of Christianity, according to Twain.  It cannot stop human nature or human desire, despite the church’s continual efforts to do so.  

In the early part of Twain’s career he saw missionaries as humorous. However, in the later part of his career, Twain “came to view missionaries as the agents of imperialism” (Oggel 581).  In this, he did not find humor.  His later view of missionaries correlates with his understanding that politics and religion become indistinguishable in efforts to Christianize abroad.  As a result, Twain is skeptical of real preachers and of those in his literature.  He often adopts a deeply sarcastic tone when he is referring to preachers, especially in his later works.  Evidently, Twain was not hopeful that Christianity would ever change its ways. The church, its operatives – ministers, missionaries, and Sunday school teachers – advocate readings of the Bible that empower believers without requiring them to behave ethically, like the newly Christian women of Hawaii who continue to misbehave. 

V. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn as a Savage Critique of Christianity and Slavery:

Samuel Clemens grew up in a slave holding family.  His mother was a southern fundamentalist Presbyterian, who defended the institution of slavery.  As an adult, Mark Twain knew slavery was evil, but as a child, Samuel Clemens was taught that it was righteous – that God approved it.  He recalled: 

In my schoolboy days I had no aversion to slavery.  I was not aware that there was anything wrong about it.  No one arraigned it in my hearing; the local papers said nothing against it; the local pulpit taught us that God approved it, that it was a holy thing, and the doubter need only look in the Bible if he wished to settle his mind – and then the texts were read aloud to us to make the matter sure; if the slaves themselves had an aversion to slavery they were wise and said nothing.  (Twain 115)

Here, Twain implies that the people, like his mother, who were unquestioning worshipers, were slaves themselves – slaves to the institution of religion and the authority of tradition.  

In Twain’s early writing, the worshiper is to blame for the despicable behavior carried out in the name of religion. Such an individual is often a literalist who does not think for himself or herself. Worshipers exhibit a degree of self-righteousness according to a scale, which weighs good versus evil according to literal readings of the Bible.  Twain initially blames worshipers for failing to transcend the mandate to obey church tradition – in Twain’s account, even young Huck can think outside the church box.  However, at the end of Twain’s career he goes beyond blaming the followers of religion and blames God for the failure of humankind.  

In Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Miss Watson and the Widow Douglas exhibit the same self-deluded moral philosophy Twain observes in his mother. They are self-proclaimed exemplars of morality who fail to recognize that their behavior towards slaves is immoral.  The characters are extensions of Jane Lampton Clemens.  Miss Watson “fetched the niggers in and had prayers,” which, ironically, means she made the slaves give thanks and pray to God for the life they had been given (Twain 72).  Her disassociation of slavery from her general knowledge of morality is problematic to Twain. He saw this troubling behavior in his mother, who says of one of her own slaves:

Poor thing, when he sings, it shows that he is not remembering, and that comforts me; but when he is still, I am afraid he is thinking, and I cannot bear it.  He will never see his mother again; if he can sing, I must not hinder it, but be thankful for it.  If you were older, you would understand me; then that friendless child’s noise would make you glad.  (Autobiography 116)

Clemens’s mother, Miss Watson and the Widow Douglas exemplify both feminine sympathy and the Christian fallacy that makes slavery seem like a gift to the slaves.  This religious “justification” of slavery horrifies Twain: decent women like Miss Watson, the Widow, and Twain’s mother all behave this way because they have been taught to– by the church and from the pulpit. 

In addition to highlighting the collusion of politics and Christianity, Twain also takes on Christian symbols and myths.  In Huck Finn, Twain examines the notion that white and black are symbols for good and evil, according to Christian teachings.  In Twain’s view, all Christian self-righteousness includes this attitude and, according to the church symbolism, goodness is inherent in whites.  Therefore, even the least respectable white Christians can treat those who are not white as inferior.  It is for this reason that Pap Finn considers himself morally and socially superior to those born with dark skin.

Even Jim seems to adhere to this notion unquestioningly.  During a conversation with Huck, Jim attempts to describe the moral character of Pap, Huck’s drunk, immoral, and incompetent father.  Jim says, “Dey’s two angels hoverin’ roun’ ‘bout him.  One uv ‘em is white en shiny, en ‘tother one is black.  De white one gits him to go right, a little while, den de black one sail in en bust it all up” (Twain 85).  Twain realizes that church dogma has infiltrated American society so profoundly and is so deeply rooted that it is accepted even by those who, like Jim, are oppressed and mistreated by its teachings. As Emerson put it in his “Divinity School Address,”  “The idioms of [Jesus’s] language and the figures of his rhetoric have usurped the place of his truth; and churches are not built on his principles, but on his tropes, Christianity became a Mythus” (83).  Twain and Emerson both agree that truth has been uprooted Christianity that has become dominant.  The church is an inadequate and distorting replacement for the truth that they both find in nature.  For Twain, the justification of slavery using church doctrine is the most compelling argument in support of this claim. 

 Certain characters in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn – Pap, the Widow Douglas and Miss Watson – reflect the way in which the Emersonian ideals of a spiritual democracy in which all worshipers are created equal fails in a real society.  Twain points out that although the ideal is embraced in theory, the characters use religious models to assert their supposed superiority over others, thus contradicting the ideal of spiritual equality entirely.  Mark Twain identifies prayer as the most common religious tool used by the worshiper for this aim.  Miss Watson told Huck to pray so he could be as “good” as she believes she is: “She told me [Huck] to pray everyday, and what ever I asked for I would get it” (AHF 78).  Miss Watson suggests that prayer is a type of currency, which can be exchanged for the wants of the worshipper. According to Miss Watson, “the thing a body could get by praying for it was ‘spiritual gifts’” (AHF 79).  According to Twain, Miss Watson believes she has bought her way to salvation through prayer; however, it is important to notice Clemens distinguishes between the body and the soul in this passage.  Miss Watson does not seem to think prayer has a relation to spirituality and the soul but rather to society and the body.  

Twain’s critique of Miss. Watson reveals that her religious beliefs and use of prayer are artificial and self-serving.  According to Twain, she improperlys subscribe to the notion that there is a hierarchy of goodness, that establishes that one’s outward appearance is an indication of one’s inner morality.  According to Stanley Brodwin, “In such a view, human behavior is intrinsically comic, because it is motivated by false and artificial ideals it believes are sacred truths” (Brodwin 225).  Miss Watson conceives of prayer falsely and, according to Twain, her understanding of its purpose and intention is corrupt.  Hers is the sort of prayer Emerson critiques in “Self-Reliance.” Of prayers and those who use them Emerson says:

Prayer that craves a particular commodity, anything less than all good, is vicious.  Prayer is the contemplation of the facts of life from the highest point of view…But prayer as a means to effect a private end is meanness and theft.  It supposes dualism and not unity in nature and consciousness.  As soon as the man is at one with God, he will not beg.  He will then see prayer in all action.  The prayer of the farmer kneeling in his field to weed it, the prayer of the rower kneeling with the stroke of his oar, are true prayers heard throughout nature.  (Self-Reliance 108-109) 

The behavior of Pap, the Widow, and Miss Watson illustrate how worshipers misconstrue a benevolent ideal for their own purposes.  At this point in Twain’s career, the worshipers are to blame for failing to notice the hypocrisy of their situation in life and not transcending this. 

Huck finds Miss Watson’s use of prayer ineffective.  The traditional Christian use of prayer offers Huck no meaningful process by which he can negotiate his moral dilemmas.  In this sense, Huck is an Emersonian character; he is critical of prayer and its value.  One moment of in which one of Twain’s characters experiences unity with God occurs in chapter eighteen of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  As Huck floats on down the river he says, “there warn’t no home like the raft, after all.  Other places do seem cramped up and smothery, but a raft don’t.  You feel might free and easy and comfortable on the raft” (AHF 177).  For Huck, his raft is his church and being is his prayer.  Although a believer in Transcendentalism for only a moment, Twain’s creation of Huck’s idealism is strikingly similar to Emerson’s religious philosophy and all the idealism it sustains.   

VI. Connecticut Yankee: Religion then and now:

Over the course of five years, Twain posed an alternative view of the worshiper in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.  In this novel, Hank Morgan realizes the problem of peasant mentality in Medieval England.  However, he does not realize he is also a product of peasant thinking; the only difference is that it is the modern version.  In the novel, Hank is an American imperialist, used by Twain to illustrate the corruption of religion and the extent to which America is still a monarchy and an imperialist power.  However, with respect to the worshiper, Twain, in Connecticut Yankee, removes the blame from the worshiper and suggests that most humans are both blind to and incapable of recognizing their own servitude.

Twain’s Hank Morgan recognizes hypocrisies in others but not in himself.  Twain attributes the blame to the impact of institutions over a long period of time.  He illustrates what Emerson suggests has happened to humanity: “The doctrine of the divine nature being forgotten, a sickness infects and dwarfs the constitution” (Divinity 82).  Hank Morgan is aware of the fact that individuals can be blind to their own situation.  However, his own conditioning prevents him from realizing that it has happened to him as well.  Having been in Camelot for years he says: “I realized, then what a creepy, dull, inanimate horror this land had been to me all these years, and how I had been in such a stifled condition of mind as to have grown used to it almost beyond the power to notice it” (CY 132).  Hank Morgan is a proponent of Christianity; and, because of his ignorance to his own condition, he appoints himself, by the divine right of American superiority, to the task of modernizing King Arthur’s monopolistic kingdom.  Hank replaces religion with capitalism, which Twain sees as equally limiting to the individual. 

Echoing the arguments posed by Emerson in his “American Scholar and “Divinity School Address,” the character Hank Morgan asserts that before the establishment of the church’s supremacy throughout history, “men were men” and honor was achieved by merit, not by birth.  Thus, in Camelot, the church

came to the front, with an axe to grind; and she was wise, subtle and knew more than one way to skin a cat- or a nation; she invented “divine right of kings,” and propped it all around brick by brick, with the Beatitudes- wrenching them from their good purpose to make them fortify an evil one; she preached (to the commoner,) humility, obedience to superiors, the beauty of self-sacrifice; she preached (to the commoner,) meekness under insult; preached (still to the commoner,) patience, meanness of spirit, non resistance under oppression; and she introduced heritable ranks and aristocracies, and taught all the Christian populations of the earth to bow down to them and worship them. (CY 42-43)

Morgan’s criticism of the Catholic Church focuses on the church’s transformation of the Beatitudes’ purpose from good to evil.  The Beatitudes are a kind of constitution to Christianity, which through a careful and clever misreading the Catholic Church has created itself as a monarchy. 

This passage indicates an important way in which Twain adopts Emersonian philosophy.  According to Twain, the average American worshiper will believe in the atrocities of the past but disbelieve they exist in the present.  He agrees with Emerson that “in history our imagination plays us false” (102).  However, Twain does not believe there is ever hope for the present.  In A Connecticut Yankee, Hank Morgan does.  Twain’s goal in the novel is to get rid of established religion completely. However it becomes questionable whether a king ruling by divine right is any different than a capitalistic boss.  Twain wonders if it is any more possible to be free thinking in Hank Morgan’s capitalist Camelot than it is in King Author’s autocracy. 

Hank Morgan is the representative American; he does not believe there is an established religious congregation in America that is as atrocious as was the Church in Mediaeval England.  Referring to the American situation, Morgan states:

Of course that taint, the reverence for rank and title, had been in our American blood, too – I know that; but when I left America it had disappeared- at least to all intents and purposed. The remnant of it was restricted to the dudes and dudesses.  When a disease has worked its way down to that level, it may fairly be said to be out of the system. (CY 43)

The irony is that reverence for rank and title had not disappeared in America. In the illustrations Mark Twain commissioned for the text, J.P. Morgan, the American business mogul, is depicted as the new King Arthur.

Twain’s disgust for worshipers is more obviously revealed in A Connecticut Yankee than in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Not only is Hank Morgan a symbol of the modern day American and Christian worshiper, but he is also an example of a trained human weapon that threatens the good of society.  The proliferation of such individuals leads Twain to the realization that the danger of Christianity is much greater than he had previously recognized. 

As a result of Christianity, Twain sees members of society functioning as machines, having no capacity for individual thought or action.   In A Connecticut Yankee, Twain wrote:

Their entire being was reduced to a monotonous dead level of patience, resignation, dumb, uncomplaining acceptance of whatever might befall them in this life.  Their very imagination was dead.  When you can say that of a man, I recon he has struck bottom, there is no lower deep for him.  (101). 

Both Emerson and Twain are “ashamed to think how easily we capitulate to badges and names, to large societies and dead institutions” (Self-Reliance 96).  The difference between their shame, however, is that Emerson hopes to inspire individuals to be self-reliant and think critically, whereas Twain believes individuals are so acquiescent to church doctrine that there is no hope for a society of truly self-reliant individuals. 

His critique applies to both religion and politics and although Twain is no longer paralleling Emerson’s argument regarding the practices of religious traditions in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, he does have moments during which he desires the possibility of an Emersonian utopia.  However, more often than not these brief moments of idealism are replaced by what Twain considers the reality of the human condition, which is incapable of the Emersonian vision.  

VII. When Politics, Economics, and Religion Collide:

In 1901, only nine years before his death, Twain addressed “To the Person Sitting in Darkness” to the American people.  The title is ironic because America and other imperialist nations often refer to nations in need of Christianization as being in the dark.  Twain disagrees with this philosophy and suggests that Americans are in need of some enlightenment themselves.  According to Twain, political agendas are commingled with Christianizing missions. Democratization and Christianization are explicitly American business endeavors in “To the Person Sitting In Darkness.”   At this point in his career, Twain realizes that Christianity is not a religion, but a corporation which has conspired with political machines to manipulate its members. His critique is of religion, politics, and corporations, three forces in nineteenth-century society, which Twain sees as oppressive to the integrity of the individual.   In “To the Person Sitting In Darkness,” Twain satirically offers financial advice to the Christians involved in the “business of” democratizing or Christianizing of others: 

Extending the Blessings of Civilization to our Brother who Sits in Darkness has been a good trade and has paid well, on the whole; and there is money in it yet, if carefully worked – but not enough, in my judgment, to make any considerable risk advisable. (TPSD 269). 

Twain realizes that he cannot convince a financially profitable corporation to cease the distribution of its product for moral reasons.  Therefore, Twain does not even try to persuade the American “church corporations” to think differently about its morals and the morality of its engagements.  Instead, Twain tries to convince the corporation to cease corporate expansion efforts in order to prevent future monetary losses.  According to Twain, the Christian church is as greedy as any other corporation and moral suasion is only a whisper compared to thunderous greed.

Greed is what motivates imperialism, and throughout his career Twain identifies imperialism as a confusing of the supposed ideals of democracy and Christianity.  American Imperialism is an issue Emerson did not analyze extensively; therefore, Twain’s treatment of it is a significant point of difference between their philosophies on religion.  In A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court Twain expresses an ambivalence about America. On the one hand, it is superior to the dark ages and the Catholic church that made them dark; on the other hand, America is becoming a dangerously imperialist nation.  In the following passage, Hank Morgan targets one oppressor while transforming himself into another.  

I had started a teacher factory and a lot of Sunday – schools the first thing; as a result I now have an admirable system of graded schools in full blast in those place, and also a complete variety of Protestant congregations all in a prosperous and growing condition.  Everybody could be any kind of Christian he wanted to; there was complete freedom in that matter.  But I confined public religious teaching to the churches and Sunday- schools, permitting nothing of it in my other educational buildings. I could have given my own sect the preference and made everybody a Presbyterian without any trouble, but that would have been to affront a law of human nature: spiritual wants and instincts are as various in the human family as are physical appetites, complexions and features and a man is only at his best, morally when he is equipped with the religious garment whose color and shape and size most nicely accommodate the spiritual complexion, angularities, and stature of an individual who wears it; and besides I was afraid of a united Church; it makes might power, the mightiest conceivable, and then when it by and by gets into selfish hands , as it is always bound to do, it means death to human liberty and paralysis to human thought. (CY 50) 

Hank Morgan realizes the problem of an established religion, while at the same time he replaces it by introducing capitalism.  He makes humans machines.  He establishes teacher-factories in which there is no individual thought or exploration of ideas.  The educational situation Hank Morgan has created mirrors the state of intellectualism described by Emerson in “The American Scholar.”  “The state of society” says Emerson,  “is one in which the members have suffered amputation from the trunk, and strut about so many walking monsters,  - a good finger, a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a man” (59).  From what Emerson is saying, it can be argued that the products of Hank Morgan’s teacher factory are similarly truncated.  For this reason, independence of thought has been replaced by mechanization.  Emerson and Twain both see this phenomenon as having a notoriously negative impact on the individual as well as on society. 
In a sense, Hank is a type of American missionary, a figure Twain despised.  Twain suggests that America is hypocritical when democracy and Christianity are packaged as one.  Democrats require religious freedom and plurality; America sees itself as Christian.  For Twain, writing in 1901, America “itself has lost its soul, soiled by a money-sick, ‘religion-sick’ society” (Brodwin 232).  The collision of politics, economics, and religion has created a society which is no longer capable of democracy or morality.  In both King Arthur’s kingdom and Hank Morgan’s capitalist, whether in America or transposed to Camelot, society, independence of thought, and self-reliance are not valued but are squashed by the institutions in power.  Twain sees neither society as a safe-haven for an Emersonian utopia. 

VIII. Reflections on Religion – The Final Years:


In the final years before his death, Mark Twain’s writing expressed his fervent contempt for America, Americans, and the human race in general.  Over the course of his career Twain becomes a kind of a preacher – a prophet crying out in the wilderness.  In a letter to his brother, Orion Clemens, he characterizes himself as a preacher of a low order.  He writes:

I never had but two powerful ambitions in my life.  One was to be a pilot, and the other a preacher of the gospel.  I accomplished one and failed in the other, because I could not supply myself with the necessary stock in trade – i.e., religion.  I have given it up forever… But I have had a ‘call’ to literature of a low order… (Kaplan 60)

Although Twain’s work is intensely critical of all aspects of religion, including preachers, his writing ironically becomes sermon-like.  He becomes a secular minister to the American people preaching not the traditional dogma for which he criticizes other members of the pulpit for doing but a “countertheology” (Brodwin 233).   Emerson and Twain are both preaching the same tune, but from their own experiences – their own gospels. 


According to Mark Twain an Illustrated Biography, in a letter from an admirer, Twain was asked where he found the material for his stories.  In his response, Twain wrote: 

‘When pretending to portray life, I confine myself to life with which I am familiar’ Then he listed all the lives he has known: boyhood on the Mississippi, printer’s apprentice and riverboat pilot, Confederate soldier, prospector, and newspaper reporter, lecturer and publisher – and now a failure at a business venture, he wrote, whose story ‘would make a large book in which a million men would see themselves in a mirror… and after would cast dust upon their heads, cursing and blaspheming. (Ward 147). 

Mark Twain’s playful response indicates he intended his stories and lectures to serve a purpose similar to that of the Bible.  He jokingly saw his life as analogous to the narratives in the Bible. The stories he writes reflect the lives of those who read them and offer implicit moral lessons regarding human behavior.  Twain thought the humor in his words made the lessons more bearable and understandable.  In fact, for Twain, religion is replaced by humor. 


In 1906, Mark Twain dictated five pieces entitled “Reflections on Religion.”  According to Everett Emerson, “it is important to note that in these dictations Clemens did not seek to characterize what others believed about God but rather what he himself believed, or, as he would have said, what he knew about ‘the real God, the genuine God, the maker of the mighty universe’” (Emerson 631).  Unlike in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, in which Mark Twain struggles with identifying the source of malevolence in the American people, here Mark Twain blames God.  In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Twain blames the worshipers for their own wickedness.  Only a few years later, in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, Twain blames both the worshiper and the Christian church for the monster of religion he feels has been created. 

The concept of creation resonates with Mark Twain; he often wonders if malevolence is part of human nature or whether it is nurtured by evil monopolies such as the Christian church.  In his later years, Twain believes God intended to create humans who are capable of evil and blames Him for this injustice.  In “Reflections on Religion,” Mark Twain argues that “Man is a machine and God made it… Whoever makes a machine here below is responsible for that machine’s performance” (ROR 51).  Therefore, according to Twain, God should be held liable for the immoral behavior of humans, which Twain observes.  

Twain’s determinative mechanism, his blaming of God for humanity’s flaws contrasts with Emerson’s understanding of the responsibility of the individual to affect change. Twain’s view of responsibility conflicts with Emerson’s vision of humans as part and particle of the divine Creator.  For Emerson, the Christian church is simply a force that perpetuates the possibility for individuals to give in to temptation.  However, in Twain’s opinion, God created the organization that is engaged in producing evil the way a train produced steam.  Twain reduces human beings to soulless machines, devised by an engineer who is amused by the sins and tragedies of his toys.

Nonetheless, Twain did not begin his writing career with the notion that God is responsible for all of man’s actions, good or bad.  However, Twain’s enduring critique of all organized Christianity and those who adhere to its dogma does not contradict with his final conclusions about theology.  Twain’s sermon  “puts the pulpit in a comical situation, because in spite of all its ingenuities of explanation and apology it convicts its God of being a wanton and pitiless tyrant in the case of the unoffending beasts” (ROR 47).  At this point in his career, Mark Twain has finally realized the true nature of the beast, that proliferates such immoral and ignorant individuals: God and the religious structures that praise him. 

Mark Twain’s disdain for human ignorance and moral vanity is heightened by his realization that “it is to… celestial bandits that the naïve and confiding and illogical human rabbit looks for a Heaven of eternal bliss” (ROR 47). The religious fallacy, then, is a trick played by the members of the clergy who believe in their own self-importance. As an author and a figurative member of America’s literary clergy, Twain is America’s supreme realist because his “writings expose what is concealed, warped, ‘sugar-coated,’ or denied by civilization’s authorities: by the churches, guidebooks, historians, novelists, poets, playwrights, senators, and tobacco-spitting country sages” (Brodwin 241). Over the course of Mark Twain’s writing career, he exposes God’s own vanity and self- righteousness as the C.E.O of a despicable corporate religion. 

A Final Gesture Concerning Optimism or Despair – America Where are We Now?

 
The ultimate moment of Emersonian Transcendentalism in the literature of Mark Twain occurs during chapter nineteen of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  If an ideal religious moment can be attributed to Mark Twain, it is Huck’s experience floating down the river, in a state of complete peace and utter unity with nature.  The raft and nature are Huck’s temple, and simply being is his prayer.  He becomes one with the river, the dawn, the stars, the sights, sounds and smells of nature, and he becomes one with Jim and the reader.  

Sometimes we’d have that whole river all to ourselves for the longest time. Yonder was the banks and the islands, across the water; and maybe a spark – which was a candle in a cabin window – and sometimes on the water you could see a spark or two – on a raft or a scow, you know; and maybe you could hear a fiddle or a song coming over from one of those crafts.  It’s lovely to live on a raft.  We had the sky, up there, all speckled with stars, and we used to lay on our backs and look up at them, and discus about whether they was made, or only just happened.  (AHF)

Huck’s moment on the raft is the most profound experience of the Emersonian sublime in any of Twain’s wrtings.  In a way Emerson, Twain, and Huck are all on the raft floating down the river.  However, for Twain, the problem with this moment is that it is not sustainable.  


Twain’s observations about humanity lead him to believe that the ideal moment of religious experience cannot be preserved in real life or within society.  Huck is floating down the river being in the presence of God without the tyranny of any obligations, doctrines, or clergy.  Both Emerson and Twain hope that individuals will someday reach this goal:  that religion in America could be liberating and free from the tyranny of Christianity, formulaic worship, and passivity.  However, Twain sees Americans as too orthodox, too mechanical, and too self-interested to ever accomplish this dream.  For Twain, Emerson’s optimism is clouded by despair regarding the potential for religious freedom in America.


Although Emerson and Twain are writing during the nineteenth-century on a stage in which religion, in some ways, was very different from the Christianity of today, essentially, the criticisms they offer and the conclusions they draw reflect important problems with contemporary America.  Despite the fact that the twentieth-century was marked by movements of liberation, which included a sense of freedom from strict Christian traditions, as we step further into the twenty-first-century, Americans have become more and more conservative in their expressions of religion.  In light of the September 11th terrorist attacks, America has begun to re-imagine itself as a missionary nation.  We are a nation at war with the religious and political beliefs of Islamic nations, whom we portray as dangerous fundamentalists.  We call it “Operation Iraqi Freedom” and we bring them our democracy and our religion.  As Americans, who supposedly value the ideals of freedom – the freedom of speech, the free exercise and establishment of religion, and an implicit right to privacy – all present in the word and the spirit of our Constitution – we must ask ourselves if we have instead become a nation of crusaders. 


Emerson and Twain would agree that a crusade of any kind has dangerous implications.  In their view, Americans are dangerous because they are so unconscious.  Americans today conceive of themselves as agents of a political agenda, but do not realize that politics and religion have collided.  If Emerson and Twain were observing today’s America, they would be concerned by the scarcity of free-thinkers in our mordern society.  There seems to be no “bare common” or “big river,” where Americans can understand who and what they are.  Instead, Americans seem to be back in the Camelot of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, following a president like king, who appeals to Christian fundamentalism and evangelicalism. 


In the beginning of the twentieth century, Mark Twain made statements about the United States’s war with the Philippines, which echo America’s situation in Iraq today.  In criticizing the war he wrote: 

Only when a republic's life is in danger should a man uphold his government when it is in the wrong.  There is no other time.  This Republic's life is not in peril.  The nation has sold its honor for a phrase...  The stupid phrase needed help, and it got another one: "Even if the war be wrong we are in it and must fight it out: we cannot retire from it without dishonor...  Why, not even a burglar could have said it better.  We cannot withdraw from this sordid raid because to grant peace to those little people on their terms – independence –would dishonor us.  You have flung away Adam's phrase- you should take it up and examine it again.”  He said, "An inglorious peace is better than a dishonorable war.”

Twain’s critique of that past war is also relevant to the present.  Both Twain and Emerson believe that morality emerges from within.  In this passage, Twain describes immorality; according to him, it is wrong to sacrifice one’s own moral instincts in the name of some institution, doctrine, or government.  Emerson and Twain criticize religion because it requires this blind faith of its followers.  Like “patriotism,” it requires obedience. 


Emerson and Twain both hope America will someday be a society of people who are not obedient, unquestioning, unthinking and absolute loyalists.  They do believe in a universal morality, but disagree whether there is a universal God.  Nonetheless, they are both believers in the democratic spirit and desire a kind of spiritual democracy.  Religion, imperialism, and for Twain, capitalism are all institutions that are un-democratic by nature. 

 
In my view, Emerson and Twain would be as disconcerted by contemporary Christians and Christianity as they were of them while they were living.  However, this project and my own experiences lead me to believe that there is still hope, even though our nation seems to be slipping back into accepted tradition instead of looking for answers from within.  The hope for America lies not in a major religious revolution, but in little ones.  For both Emerson and Twain, individual religious experience and independent thought are the antidotes to conformity.  Self-Reliance and individual experience are to be valued and the integrity of personal insight will provide guidance.  As Emerson says “If therefore a man claims to know and speak of God and carries you backward to the phraseology of some old mouldered nation in another country, in another world, believe him not” (Rowe 103-4).  No American should want to wake up in Camelot.  Each individual action and individual thought is potentially a step in the right direction.  It can be a step away from oppressive institutions and onto Huck’s raft.  In nature, we are free.

I became interested in these two authors a few years after questioning my own religious upbringing. I was raised a Unitarian Universalist, but have always been surrounded by Catholics.  All of my extended family members and most of my friends belong to the Roman Catholic Church.   I considered joining, but decided against it because it would have pleased my grandmother more than myself.  I took Major Authors: Mark Twain and Transcendental Literature and realized both Emerson and Twain affirmed my own convictions.  This realization led me to notice similarities between their philosophies, resemblances rarely discussed in scholarship.   My research has reaffirmed my initial inclination and I feel both authors offer a discussion of theology and human behavior, that should be considered more frequently in today’s America. 
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