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Dedication

To David and Joy




Epigraph

The unfolding of his nature is the chief end of man.

—R.W.E.

Sometimes even to live is an act of courage.

—Seneca
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Key to Abbreviations

Throughout the text, I’ve used abbreviations to reference quotations taken from Emerson’s public lectures and essays. Many of these quotes are widely known and easy to find, and my favorite go-to sources are included in the bibliography. Quotations from Emerson’s dedication speeches and valedictory events are referenced in detail below. All material quoted from Waldo’s miscellaneous private writing and journals is identified with standard endnotes in the notes section.



	AOE

	Address on Education (published posthumously in The Complete Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by his son, Edward Emerson, in 1904)




	B

	“Beauty” (The Conduct of Life, 1860)




	C

	“Compensation” (Essays, First Series, 1841)




	CBW

	“Considerations by the Way” (The Conduct of Life, 1860)




	CFL

	Address at the Concord Free Library (1835)




	CHA

	“Character” (Essays, Second Series, 1844)




	CIR

	“Circles” (Essays, First Series, 1841)




	CL

	“Clubs” (Society and Solitude, 1870)




	COI

	Celebration of Intellect Speech at Tufts College (1861)




	CON

	“The Conservative” (lecture at the Masonic Temple, 1841)




	CONS

	“Considerations” (The Conduct of Life, 1860)




	COU

	“Courage” (Society and Solitude, 1870)




	CTH

	Speech for Meeting of the Citizens Town Hall, Concord (1856)




	CUL

	“Culture” (The Conduct of Life, 1860)




	DSA

	Harvard Divinity School Address (1838)




	E

	“Experience” (Essays, Second Series, 1844)




	F

	“Fate” (The Conduct of Life, 1860)




	FR

	“Friendship” (Essays, First Series, 1841)




	FSL

	Fugitive Slave Law Speech (address to Citizens of Concord, 1851)




	H

	“History” (Essays, First Series, 1841)




	INS

	“Inspiration” (Letters and Social Aims, 1875)




	INT

	“Intellect” (Essays, First Series, 1841)




	L

	“Love” (Essays, First Series, 1841)




	M

	“Manners” (Essays, Second Series, 1844)




	MON

	“Montaigne; or, The Skeptic” (Representative Men, 1850)




	MTR

	“Man the Reformer” (lecture read before the Mechanics’ Apprentices’ Library Association, 1841)




	N

	“Nature” (Nature, 1836)




	NHI

	“Natural History of the Intellect” (The Conduct of Life, 1860)




	O

	“The Over-Soul” (Essays, First Series, 1841)




	POL

	“Politics” (The Conduct of Life, 1860)




	POW

	“Power” (The Conduct of Life, 1860)




	S

	“Success” (Society and Solitude, 1870)




	SL

	“Spiritual Laws” (Essays, First Series, 1841)




	SR

	“Self-Reliance” (Essays, First Series, 1841)




	T

	“The Transcendentalist” (lecture read at the Masonic Temple, 1842)




	TAS

	“The American Scholar” (Phi Beta Kappa speech, 1837)




	TT

	“The Tragic” (essay from The Dial, 1844)




	TYA

	“The Young American” (lecture read before the Mercantile Library Association, 1844)




	W

	“Worship” (The Conduct of Life, 1860)




	WAD

	“Work and Days” (Society and Solitude, 1870)




	WCS

	Williams College Speech (1854)








Preface

Falling in Love with Emerson

I first fell in love with Ralph Waldo Emerson at a crisis point in my own life. I was a heartsick twenty-two-year-old graduate student, floundering in academia, panicky about my future, overwhelmed by self-doubt, and terrified I would never discover who I was—really—or why I’d been put on this baffling planet.

I’d struggled with confusion since childhood. Everywhere I turned, duplicity and hypocrisy were obvious to me as a boy. Nothing—and no one—was quite what it appeared to be. The grown-ups juggled alternating masks in different surroundings and I was a two-faced deceiver myself, concealing who I really was—an angry, fatherless, damaged boy—under a shield of Teflon bravado. I acted the part of an all-American overachiever with a promising future ahead of him while inwardly I was a miserable train wreck—cynical, paranoid, lonely, and lost. I told myself that an advanced degree would help to boost my drooping self-esteem, but that was a fantasy. When that fall semester started, I was as frustrated, angry, and self-punishing as I had ever been in my life, suffocating in academia, bereft of inspiration, holding my breath—hoping for something important to happen, to make things matter, to give me a purpose. Yet what that elusive thing was, exactly, I could not say.

I was also chronically out of cash, which is what led me to apply for a research assistant’s job working for a visiting professor from Yale named Barbara Packer. Professor Packer needed a flunky to do the grunt work on a manuscript she was late in delivering, a study of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s major essays. My job was to hunt down out-of-print reference books, excavate ancient newspaper clips, and transcribe notes from blurry microfiches onto multicolored three-by-five index cards. I knew very little about Emerson at the time. I’d read snippets of his extravagant prose in high school but mostly remembered him as the avuncular mentor to the younger, hipper, more tragic Henry David Thoreau, whose Walden had wowed many of us in senior English. Professor Packer kept me on my toes that year, poring through the library stacks, lugging books home to compare to textual references, and by the time that spring semester rolled around, I’d managed to receive—with no forethought on my part—a fairly good introduction to the life and works of this extraordinary man.

Meeting Emerson changed my life. His big ideas challenged my puny worldview and exposed me to a vision of human potential I had never known existed. His insights were radical and paradigm-shifting: human life has a spiritual purpose (to recognize our true nature, evolve from ignorance to self-knowledge); we are each endowed with unique purpose and genius, and our mandate is to unfold our character as passionately, originally, and bravely as possible. Emerson taught that pain, loss, suffering, and conflict are teachers and guides in disguise, crucial for our awakening; and that nonconformity, inconsistency, introversion, stubbornness, quirkiness, and a “little wickedness” are beneficial virtues for self-realization. Following the crowd is a mistake, and changing your mind is a very good thing. These were eye-opening insights for me, opposed to everything I had been taught. The idea that we are spiritual beings first, personalities second, that no real separation exists between human life and God, cast a sacred light on existence that I had never seen before.

In the secular America where I’d grown up, God was off-limits as a serious topic. I had no faith in a divine creator, was opposed to most organized religions, and considered myself a firm agnostic. Yet when Emerson counseled, “You look within not to find yourself but to find God,”1 I had a sense of what he meant though the terminology was arcane and loaded. When he described the One Mind, the divine intelligence, running like an electric cord through creation, he spoke deeply to my unarticulated experience. He taught that Nature is God made visible in the world—that we see God through the mirror of nature, in other words—and that we are reflected in the creation. He explained that genius is the light of divine intelligence within us, and that we’re inseparable from this power source; that happiness results from obeying its guidance, trusting our own choices, resisting the urge to imitate, knowing ourselves as outcroppings of the natural world (and, therefore, of God), joined in a kind of cosmic fandango with all of existence.

The more of Emerson I read, the more alive I felt. I began to make overdue decisions. I left graduate school, made amends with my family, broke off a bad relationship, moved to New York City, started finding work as a freelance journalist, and stopped blaming the world for my problems. My addiction to taking offense over tiny social transgressions finally lost its allure. “Never fall into the vulgar mistake of dreaming that [you are] persecuted when [you are] contradicted,” Emerson warns us.2 I could hear him speaking to me. I focused on looking inside for the source of my troubles, examining my “angle of vision,” the stories I told myself about myself and the world: who I took myself to be, what things signified, the details that mattered, and those that did not. Emerson emphasized that your angle of vision creates your world, an insight he shared with the ancient Stoics, and that genuine freedom rests in the power to choose how we wish to respond to life’s conditions. Knowing that perspective shapes reality, we’re better able to interrupt our knee-jerk reactions and respond to challenges more skillfully, constructively, mindfully. Except in rare cases of affliction—under physical torture or sickness, for example—a person always has the power to choose her responses and decide when, how, and by whom (or what) she allows herself to be hurt. It was glaringly obvious that the majority of my problems were self-created and arose from how I was choosing to look at situations, not from the circumstances themselves. I learned from Emerson that it is the tendency to cling to false beliefs, and confuse our narratives for reality, that gives rise to most of our suffering. Self-hating, dishonest, twisted stories diminish our lives and prevent us from knowing who we are. Robbed of self-knowledge, we lose our direction. “If one does not know to which port one is sailing, no wind is favorable,” Seneca reminded us.3 A firm grasp on your compass is necessary to reach the desired shore.

My own lifeboat capsized again two years after I arrived in New York. I received a fatal diagnosis that promised me no more than five years to live. With mortality in my face, all bets were off: I quit my vapid magazine job, sold my belongings, gave up the lease on my apartment, said goodbye to my friends, and traveled with a friend to India in hopes of finding a spiritual path that would help me survive my mortal terror. I hopped around from monasteries to ashrams to healing workshops, overwhelmed with questions, seeking spiritual strength, clawing my way through an encroaching darkness. My shredded copy of The Portable Emerson was always with me. If I was having a particularly gruesome day, a well-spent hour with Emerson could pull me off the ledge, remind me of possibility, settle my nerves, shift my perspective, and loosen the noose of self-pity I struggled to keep from around my neck. By the mid-1990s, strangely enough, I was still around and reasonably healthy, and when treatments for my condition finally appeared, I was given a second lease on life, surreal and surprising in the extreme. Aristotle compared good luck to the moment on a battlefield when the arrow hits the guy next to you. It’s an abstract, outer-space, torn-in-half emotion, partly shattering, partly sublime. Awe is the only word that fits.

This torn-in-half feeling of tenuous survival is akin to how many are feeling today. As the world has become more unhinged, a collective sense of outrage and disbelief has settled over citizens in countries around the world, a kind of post-traumatic shock, paranoia, exhaustion, mistrust, and dread of the next heart-stopping news. There’s a dire need for spiritual direction, justice-seeking, restitution, truth-telling, and repairing of the social fabric. Fortunately, alongside this collective trauma is a growing interest in our own potential, an urgent pull toward awakening, a fierce determination to learn from calamity, question our values, reshape our choices, optimize our potential, and cherish our lives, knowing how quickly they can be threatened or taken from us completely. The pandemic has bequeathed us (along with some terrible things) a sudden planetary awareness of our shared impermanence and fragility. This global collision with mortality has given rise to a proportionate upsurge of public interest in self-examination, authenticity, identity, purpose, and what it means to be a fully human being. Not since the consciousness revolution of the 1960s have we witnessed such a nations-wide display of soul-searching and spiritual hunger as we see now.

That is my purpose for writing this book. Emerson’s transformational wisdom is exactly the medicine we need today. His teaching shows us that there is a way through—even when all can seem lost—a humanistic path to self-knowledge that combines the pragmatic, unsentimental strength of the Stoics with the majesty, beauty, and freedom of Transcendental philosophy. Having used these lessons for forty years, I can attest to their power and usefulness and their profound relevance to the problems we face as contemporary people. Emerson will teach you, if you let him, to break down the walls of perceived limitations, move beyond the confines of the self-absorbed ego, and attain a vision of your life that is infinitely larger, deeper, and richer than anything you believed possible. “The health of the eye [demands] a horizon. We are never tired, so long as we can see far enough,” he tells us (N). May this book be a helpmeet in seeing farther, standing taller, listening more closely, loving more deeply, and savoring without apology or reservation the preciousness of your life. Emerson is the teacher we need today. It is high time we reclaimed our national treasure. 




Introduction

Trust Yourself

Dangerous times call for life-saving measures. When human survival is under threat, when our highest values are in decline, we require the sturdiest rope to cling to, a time-tested body of practical wisdom with which to steady ourselves through threat and upheaval.

During the most polarizing, violent period in our nation’s history, from pre-Abolition through the Civil War, an ex-minister named Ralph Waldo Emerson rallied his fellow Americans to trust the better angels of their nature and not be defeated by despair. He called on them to remember their boundless potential, the spirit of ingenuity, audacity, and freedom latent inside them when and if they learned to trust themselves. Emerson was this country’s founding philosopher, the Oracle of Concord, the spiritual guide of a fledgling nation in search of its transcendental soul. His influence on our national character is so pervasive that it often escapes our attention. Do your own thing. Follow your bliss. Life is a journey, not a destination. All of these come from Emerson. Our core belief in the inalienable right to choose our own way, exceed expectations, fulfill our own potential, rise on the basis of merit, and maintain a private self, immune to the pressures of society—these seminal American values come directly from his particular vision of how self-aware human beings can live.

In his lectures, essays, criticism, poems, and letters, Emerson became the eloquent voice of America’s conscience for more than half a century. The spiritual path he called self-reliance promises that everyone is capable of transcending the limitations of her birth regardless of her skin color, class, financial status, or social obstacles. Emerson believed that a spiritual incandescence shines within the human heart and brightens as our self-knowledge increases. This aspirational American theme echoes everywhere you turn. In his commencement speech to the graduating class of Syracuse University, in 2013, George Saunders, the writer and professor, told the departing young people to be mindful of cultivating their awareness of


that luminous part of you that exists beyond personality, your soul if you will, [which] is as bright and shining as any that has ever been. Bright as Shakespeare’s. Bright as Gandhi’s. Bright as Mother Teresa’s.1



Did Saunders know he was channeling Emerson (“All that Adam had, all that Caesar could, you have and can do. . . . Your dominion is as great as theirs. . . . Build, therefore, your own world”)? Who knows. What is indisputable is that “cosmic optimism,” as Emerson described it, beats at the heart of the American dream. He warned his countrymen to remember their spiritual foundations since vaunting materialism and ambition decoupled from self-awareness lead only to degradation.

“It is the vulgarity of this country to believe that naked wealth, unrelieved by any use or design, is merit,” he wrote (WCS). “Americans have many values but they have not Faith or Hope” (MTR). To resuscitate these dormant qualities, we must pay attention to the health and well-being of the spirit.

How Waldo Became Ralph Waldo Emerson

Ralph Waldo Emerson was born in Boston on May 25, 1803, the third of eight children in the family of the Reverend William Emerson, a seventh-generation Unitarian minister, and his wife, Ruth Haskins. At the age of thirty-three, William died suddenly of dysentery, leaving Ruth on her own to raise their children with few social prospects and little money. With the exception of his handicapped brother, Bulkeley, Ralph—who liked to be called Waldo—was the least promising of the Emerson boys. Moody, introverted, and sickly, he suffered through a difficult childhood haunted by feelings of unworthiness in the long shadow of his outgoing brothers. Lodged in his basement room, overlooking the local cemetery, he buried himself in books and daydreamed, struggled with morbid ruminations—only five of the eight Emerson children survived to adulthood—and worried for his family’s safety.

Ruth opened a boardinghouse to make ends meet and was joined by her sister-in-law, Mary Moody Emerson, a brilliant, eccentric, pious spinster who became Waldo’s most influential teacher. With the aid of a social charity, he entered Harvard at age sixteen and was the youngest pupil in the university’s first class, although his academic record was mediocre (he graduated thirtieth in a class of fifty-nine). Drawn to philosophy and religion, Waldo chose to enter the family business and enrolled at Harvard Divinity School two years later with plans to become a minister. After completing his studies, he went to work as an itinerant preacher, and, during an engagement in New Hampshire, made the acquaintance of a lovely, sixteen-year-old poet named Ellen Tucker, with whom he fell deeply in love. The couple married two years later.

Already sick with tuberculosis, Ellen struggled with her health, a battle Waldo fought alongside her for the next eighteen months, determined to save her life. Waldo later described this period as “the happiest and most miserable of his life,”2 ending with Ellen’s death at age nineteen, and Waldo falling into a suicidal depression. Eight months after losing his beloved, unable to shake his awful despair, Waldo made a fateful decision that took him to Ellen’s tomb at Mount Auburn Cemetery on the morning of March 29, 1832 (an episode we’ll look at later on). This transformational experience helped to shock him back to life and set Waldo on his life course. He resigned his prestigious position at Boston’s Second Church, having lost his traditional Christian faith, and set sail for Europe a few months later, determined to salvage his gifts and embark on his life as a professional writer. His neighbor John Stuart Mill provided him with letters of introduction that opened the drawing rooms of several famous writers, including William Wordsworth, who underwhelmed him, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, whom he found stodgy and uninspiring, and Thomas Carlyle, who became a lifelong friend.

After three months in Europe, Waldo returned to Boston and reinvented himself as a lecturer on the Lyceum circuit. The Lyceum movement was part lecture bureau, part debating society, a new venture in popular education catering to people who wished to shed outdated ways of thinking and open their minds to new ideas (in other words, seekers). Though Waldo’s performance style was less than scintillating (a neighbor reportedly likened his onstage presence to that of an upright coffin), his message was electrifying and offered up in his rich baritone voice. It wasn’t long before his appearances were selling out, setting Waldo on the professional path that would support his family for the next half century, traveling up and down the eastern seaboard by railroad and as far west as the Utah Territories.

Four years after Ellen’s death, Waldo married a devout woman named Lydia (Lidian) Jackson, and the couple welcomed two sons and two daughters into their family over the next eight years. The Emersons settled into a large, two-story house on Concord Turnpike where Waldo, heartened by the warm public reaction to his lectures, threw himself into completing his first collection of essays adapted from his public talks. In 1841, he published Nature and sold out the first printing in less than a month. Suddenly, Waldo was catapulted from the ranks of traveling speaker and disgraced ex-minister into Ralph Waldo Emerson, the George Washington of American letters, the Oracle of Concord, and the spiritual voice of his generation. He was a mentor and friend to a generation of writers and thinkers whose work would come to define the nineteenth-century American character. Besides Henry David Thoreau, his Concord circle included Walt Whitman, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, Margaret Fuller, Bronson Alcott, and William Ellery Channing. Whitman credited Waldo’s early praise for his first book, Leaves of Grass, with rescuing the ambitious poet from a fledgling’s morass of self-doubt. “I was simmering, simmering, simmering, Emerson brought me to a boil,” Whitman confided.3

Thoreau took a job as a handyman, gardener, and tutor to the Emerson children in 1842. His friendship with Waldo was complicated, filled with mutual admiration, head butting, and exasperation along with genuine reverence. Waldo admired Henry’s preternatural connection to the local biosphere and his encyclopedic knowledge of its inhabitants, while Henry, who was Waldo’s junior by seven years, grew enamored of his mentor’s spiritual presence and self-reliant philosophy. One year after meeting Henry, Waldo’s youngest son, Wallie, succumbed to scarlet fever, a loss Waldo counted the most tragic of his life. He poured his grief into the poem “Threnody,” which is considered one of the greatest elegies in American literature. Waldo’s lifelong pattern of coping with major loss through redoubled creativity sustained him and suited his philosophy of self-regeneration.

An avid reader of contemplative books, from Seneca’s Letters from a Stoic to the bawdy essays of his favorite, Michel de Montaigne, Waldo was drawn to literature aimed at opening the spiritual eye, elucidating existential questions, and awakening readers to their innate wisdom. He was such a fan of the Bhagavad Gita that Waldo was known around Concord as the “Yankee Hindoo.” His mission “to bring light to the darkened lives of men” never wavered. In today’s marketplace, we categorize such books as self-help, but the idea of sequestering wisdom literature away from the rest of general interest would have struck Waldo as absurd. Montaigne’s biographer, Sarah Bakewell, says as much of her own subject, writing that “the distinction between self-help and academic philosophy wouldn’t have made much sense” to the sixteenth-century French nobleman.4 Waldo insisted that philosophy not aimed at helping us deal with everyday matters did not deserve its name. Like Montaigne and the Stoics before him, he believed that philosophy’s sole purpose is to help us live better, more self-aware lives and appreciate our astounding existence.

Waldo was an avid abolitionist who pressured Abraham Lincoln to fight harder to end slavery and helped to influence the political efforts of several prominent Afro-Americans of his day and after. When social reformer and statesman Frederick Douglass heard him speak, he was profoundly moved by Waldo’s description of what it means to be an “anti-slave”—a topic we’ll look at later on. And when sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois learned of Waldo’s ideas about “double consciousness”—the split between one’s private and public self—it had an undeniable impact on his teachings about emancipation.5 Waldo’s greatest social influence came as the leader of the Transcendentalist movement, which cropped up in the 1840s. Heavily influenced by Eastern spirituality, Transcendentalism was an outcry against the pious religiosity of the day; it reflected a widespread dissatisfaction with the bloodlessness and rationalism of the mainstream Protestant church. Transcendentalists longed to have more intense, direct spiritual experience, and Waldo—who had come to view Jesus as an enlightened human being like the Buddha, Socrates, or Lao Tse, rather than as the only son of God—was their natural leader. “The noxious exaggeration [of] the person of Jesus” (DSA) had turned the historical Christ into a demi-god, subverting the universality of Jesus’s teaching and replacing it with idolatry, he believed. Transcendentalism reversed this dogma, returned spiritual life to its rightful place as an outgrowth of our inherent divinity.

Over the next four decades, he maintained an ambitious speaking schedule that began to slow down only in the late 1860s, when Waldo’s increasing forgetfulness, likely the early signs of Alzheimer’s disease, made it impossible for him to continue. In 1871, he embarked on a final lecture tour of the Midwest before finally retiring from public life. According to his daughter Edith, the slow fading of his memory ceased to trouble Waldo as time went on. “Father is very well and very happy,” she wrote in a letter to Carlyle. “Mother often says that he is the happiest person she ever knew—he is so uniformly in good spirits and waking each morning in a joyful mood.”6

On April 19, 1882, Waldo became ill with pneumonia after being caught in a thunderstorm during his daily walk. Six days later, he was dead. On his last day, he dressed himself despite his wife’s protests and spent the day as usual, reading and writing in his ground floor study. According to Edith, he finally agreed to retire early but refused all attempts to assist him in closing up his study for the night. With the family looking on, Waldo slowly walked from window to window, pulling the shutters and locking them. Then he took the fire apart in the hearth, as was his custom, setting the sticks on end, one by one, and separating out the burning coals. After Waldo had completed his duties, he took up his reading lamp and climbed the stairs to his room, leaving his study for the last time.

What Is Self-Reliance?

The principles of Waldo’s philosophy are universal and require no spiritual faith to put into practice.


	Each person creates her own reality.

	Nothing (save physical violence) can harm you except with your permission.

	Obstacles can become opportunities.

	Virtue is the portal to happiness.

	The God in you connects you to the God in all things.

	Character is destiny.

	There is no me without you (interdependence is everything).

	Mortality is the greatest teacher.

	Wonder and awe are the keys to the kingdom.

	Life without self-knowledge is not worth living.



Self-reliance has nothing to do with selfishness. This is the single greatest misconception surrounding Waldo’s central teaching, which has been associated too often with toxic individualism and Ayn Randian phallocracy. Waldo makes it eminently clear that self-reliance is first and foremost a spiritual practice. “Self-reliance is reliance on God,” he said (FSL). “There is nothing so weak as an egotist” (TYA). In his teaching, you will see how he factors in the physical with the metaphysical, the material with the transcendent, and encourages us to dissolve the false duality between spirituality and everyday life.

We have never needed this integration more. “Alas for America . . . the air is loaded with poppy, with imbecility, with dispersions and sloth,” Waldo lamented in 1840,7 when the population of Boston was ninety thousand and the opiate epidemic was not yet imagined. He deplored the passivity of his contemporaries—“Timorous, desponding whimperers, afraid of truth and each other” (SR)—and warned that greed and loneliness would become chronic American malaises if we abandoned our spiritual values. “My own quarrel with America [is that] the geography is sublime, the men are not,” he admitted (CBW). Waldo’s prescience on the state of the American soul has been borne out in tragic proportions. Depression, anxiety, addiction, and fear levels are on a catastrophic rise. Between 2007 and 2018, the suicide rates of young people aged ten to twenty-four increased nearly 60 percent.8 Rates of deliberate self-harm among ten-to fourteen-year-old girls, by cutting or self-poisoning, nearly tripled in the US between 2009 and 2015.9 From superbugs to fire tornados, poisonous waters to fishless seas, we’re inundated with warnings of present and future destruction around the clock. COVID-19 multiplied this terror, turning the planet into an earth-size petri dish for propagating global panic. A sizable poll that aimed at measuring Americans’ various fears reported that more than 70 percent live in dread of natural disasters, and comparable statistics apply to cyber terrorism, government corruption, civil war, random violence, and ending up homeless in the streets.10

Waldo’s teachings help to dispel the illusion of our own powerlessness, turning the reader’s wisdom eye toward spiritual awakening. Along with the Stoics, he reminds us that this expanded perspective is available to all who take the time to grapple with their experience, investigate their point of view, and separate truth from falsehood. This is what constitutes an examined life. “The one thing [Emerson] is adamant about is that we should look—we must look—for that is the liquor of life, that brooding upon issues, that attention to thought even as we weed the garden or milk the cow,” poet Mary Oliver writes.11 In the light of self-awareness, the conventional world reveals its true nature as a stand-in for a deeper reality. Think of those one-dimensional folly houses you drive by in the English countryside, their unreality concealed by a showy façade. Waldo believed that our attachment to appearances and surface illusions prevents us from recognizing our true home in the universe.

Self-reliance drew from three philosophical streams, starting with Waldo’s ingrained Christianity. Jesus’s teachings remained dear to him despite his apostasy from the church. This disconnect is mirrored in the movement of many Christians away from tradition in favor of updated approaches to faith today. The number of Christians who remain loyal to the old-time church has dropped by nearly half since the turn of the millennium.12 As indelibly as it was woven into Waldo’s character, Christianity pervades American culture to a degree we sometimes forget.* Christians who find themselves struggling with ecclesiastical doubt while maintaining their devotion to the teachings of Jesus will recognize in Waldo’s conflict their own disaffection and ambivalence.

Beyond its Christian influences, self-reliance is the philosophical love child of two apparently star-crossed forebears, Transcendentalism and Stoicism. These divergent schools of thought have more in common with one another than you might think. Transcendentalism was a spiritual rebellion against the hierarchical, sexist, nature-negative, sin-and-redemption-focused doctrines of the Protestant church. Transcendentalists sought a more direct relationship with God than was offered through stodgy church rituals; they sought a faith strengthened by intuition, emotion, revelation, and our natural connection to “the inviolable order of the world.” Focused on the potential of human goodness, Transcendentalism teaches that spiritual intermediaries are unnecessary for maintaining a close connection with God.

Though the Transcendentalist movement was short-lived, lasting only twenty years or so, the roots of this philosophy run deep in a nation where originality and personal freedom are so highly prized. Waldo’s notion of an “original relationship to the universe” (N), and his belief that a divine spirit pervades all of nature (including human nature), became inseparable from transcendental American ideas of self-determination, individual rights, and spiritual liberty. When Lady Gaga belts her anthem “Born This Way” to stadiums of freak flag–flying devotees, she’s paying homage to this current of emancipation. Many of this country’s most heated debates, particularly those concerning racial justice, gender equality, religious liberties, and the sacrilegious abuse of Mother Nature, emerge from the transcendentalist playbook as well.

Optimism is another legacy of Transcendentalism, but this wasn’t a hopefulness based on denying the evil of which people are capable. Instead, Waldo’s “cosmic optimism” faces the brutal facts of human fallibility without losing sight of their redemptive potential. When Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., an ardent Transcendentalist, preached that “the arc of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice,” he was echoing such cosmic optimism. Waldo insisted that even in the worst of circumstances, goodness and wisdom are possible. “This time, like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it,” he wrote (TAS). Though gimlet-eyed about humanity’s failings, he was hopeful when it came to individual people and our ability to better our lives.

This faith in self-improvement is integral to Stoicism as well. This pragmatic, down-to-earth philosophy, popularized two thousand years ago in Greece and Rome, was forged in the tragedies of the ancient world. Emperor Marcus Aurelius wrote his Meditations as the Antonine Plague swept through his realm, killing a third of its citizenry. Stoicism is at its best when circumstances are at their worst, which explains its growing popularity today. The Stoics put forth practical tools for thriving in the face of challenge, including the sort of “spiritual exercises” you will find at the end of this book; in fact, marked parallels have been identified between Stoic spiritual exercises and cognitive behavioral therapy.13 Their insistence on self-investigation, gratitude for what we have, humility toward what we don’t know (and can’t control), the benefits of adversity, the freedom to change perspective, and the Divine Mystery that infuses the world coincide precisely with Waldo’s teachings. The Stoic practice of accepting life as it is (amor fati), even when times are difficult, and their focus on the growth potential of remembering our mortality (memento mori) are integral to self-reliance as well. Finally, Waldo and the Stoics shared a central philosophical question: namely, how can we cultivate happiness (eudaimonia) in a fragile, unpredictable, dangerous world? They agreed that authentic well-being is only possible through “rational transcendence,” by taking refuge in “the last of the human freedoms” (in the words of psychologist Viktor Frankl): the ability to choose our attitude in any given set of circumstances. This freedom allows us to remain ourselves when life robs us of the things we cherish.

How to Use This Book

These twelve lessons mirror the perennial steps on the path of personal awakening. We begin with originality and character, the discovery of an interior world, and how to use self-inquiry as a doorway to wisdom. In Lesson Two, we move to the question of perspective, Waldo’s insights into the nature of self-created reality, and how shifting your angle of vision can radically improve your quality of life. Next, we explore the ways in which nonconformity contributes to the process of self-realization. In Lesson Four, we turn to paradox and contradiction, and Waldo’s insistence (shared with the Stoics) that a person’s flaws and limitations hold intrinsic value on the path of personal excellence. We explore the link between confidence and resilience
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