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Dedication

To the memory of my father,

S. Richard Prothero




Epigraph

Have you ever considered what a sacred thing a book is?

EUGENE EXMAN
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Preface

At a Labor Day gathering in 2013, an elderly woman with a wide smile and brown hair parted in the middle approached me and asked if I would come to her house to look at her late father’s library of religious books. I had gotten similar requests before—many people in New England have a lot of theology books—and I usually ignored them. I ignored this request, too, but for some reason it nagged at me. Her house was in Barnstable Village on Cape Cod just five minutes from mine, and she was an acquaintance of my mother. Why not follow up?

When I finally called, this woman, Judy Kaess, told me that her son had just died unexpectedly, and I should try another day. When I checked back a month or two later, Judy’s husband, Dr. Walter Kaess, told me that she had died of cancer. Despite these dual tragedies, Walter called me back a few weeks later and invited me over.

The family home, a large white colonial revival built in 1820, faces Route 6A, otherwise known as Old King’s Highway, just a mile west of the Barnstable County courthouse, which marks the center of Barnstable Village. Out back is a large barn and a greenhouse that serves a terraced garden whose grapevines, blueberry bushes, and roses do not suffer for lack of attention. Beyond the backyard a walking path winds through ten acres of woods to Barnstable Harbor. When I finally arrived at the house in the spring of 2014, Walter greeted me with a slight German accent and an easy smile I never could have managed so soon after attending to so much death. A handsome seventy-something retired general surgeon, Walter projected a combination of calm and competence you might well trust with your life. But I was there to see books, and I was hoping to be in and out in one hour max.

Ushering me into a large library fronting Route 6A, Walter invited me to look around. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves filled two walls, with antique furniture scattered about as an afterthought. I dutifully gravitated to the religion books, expecting to find tomes by dead White men of no interest to me and less interest to booksellers. To my surprise, almost everything was more recent, from a decade or two before or after World War II.

The first book that called out to me was a first edition of Stride Toward Freedom (1958) by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Inside I found a handwritten letter from King’s wife, Coretta Scott King, thanking “Mr. Exman” for giving her his own first edition of a later Dr. King book. “I appreciated so much your gracious inscription which brought back pleasant memories of your visit with us many years ago now,” she wrote. One shelf down was Mrs. King’s autobiography, inscribed to “Eugene Exman, who possesses a beautiful and unselfish spirit, and in appreciation for your contribution to the cause of justice, peace and brotherhood.” I felt my heart racing. Who was this Mr. Eugene Exman and how did he come to know the Kings?

The Living of These Days (1956), an autobiography by the renowned liberal Protestant preacher Harry Emerson Fosdick, also caught my eye. I knew Fosdick, who pastored Manhattan’s massive Riverside Church in the 1930s and 1940s, from my graduate school studies in US religious history, where my adviser, Professor William Hutchison, specialized in Protestant modernism in the United States. This was another first edition (I checked), and it yielded a handful of signed cards and letters. A Christmas card featured a sepia-tone photo of Fosdick and his wife standing on a dock next to a wooden motorboat with the ocean behind them. In a postcard, Fosdick marveled at the sales of his On Being a Real Person (1943): “Am I right in thinking that its distribution is around 250,000 copies? That ought to make good propaganda—if true.” Already the visit was more than worth it, and I was kicking myself for not coming sooner.

Alongside translations of The World of Albert Schweitzer (1955)—in French, German, Swedish, and Japanese—I found a framed photograph of a man Walter identified as his father-in-law alongside the missionary, organist, and medical doctor Albert Schweitzer, both in suits and ties in Aspen, Colorado. Exman was beaming. Schweitzer was looking more dourly old European, with (I would later learn) a touch of altitude sickness. There were a dozen or so books by the English novelist Aldous Huxley, including Brave New World (1932), which made him famous, and The Perennial Philosophy (1945), which located a single ancient wisdom tradition underlying all the world’s religions. One had a friendly note from Huxley tipped in.

As I was struggling to choose which book to explore next, my eyes fell on a copy of Alcoholics Anonymous, more popularly known as the Big Book. It was signed and inscribed by the author, one of AA’s cofounders, Bill Wilson: “For Gene—treasured friend whose good works mean so much to me, and to so many. Gratefully, Bill.” Next to it, in Alcoholics Anonymous Comes of Age (1957), Wilson expressed his “gratitude for all that you have done to make AA what it is.”

Who was this extraordinary person—I was already thinking of him as Mr. X-Man—who had somehow befriended not only an AA founder but also one of the most important twentieth-century British novelists, one of the most revered twentieth-century American preachers, and two Nobel Peace Prize winners?

As I sat with these questions, I continued to wonder why I was there. After a few minutes of silence unrelieved by awkward banter, I pulled AA’s Big Book off the shelf and told Walter it was rare and important, probably worth at least a few thousand dollars. “We don’t want to sell them,” he responded firmly. Judy had contacted me, he explained, because her father had been a religion editor in Manhattan for many years, and she wanted to find an appropriate resting place for his books—a university, perhaps, that might keep the collection together to honor his legacy. Now that Judy was gone, Walter said, he felt that responsibility himself. When I asked about his father-in-law’s work, Walter explained that he and Judy had met in Vienna a year after Exman retired to the Cape in 1965, so he didn’t know much about his career.

As I returned to the books and their enclosed surprises, my historian’s instincts kicked in. “Do you have any of his papers?” I asked. Walter rolled his eyes, tipped his head back, and chuckled. “He was a pack rat,” he said. “Nobody in the Exman family ever threw anything away.”

He led me downstairs.

In a dark, cobwebby corner underneath the creaky basement stairs sat a single filing cabinet, green metal with four drawers. Opening one at random, I found manila file folders organized by year: 1965, 1966, and so on. In one folder I found letters exchanged between Exman and the Episcopal bishop James Pike, who was tried three times for heresy by the Episcopal Church.

It had been hours since the annoyance I had felt as I pulled up to the house was driven out by curiosity and excitement. My time for this visit was over, but I knew I would be back. As I returned the file to its proper drawer, I felt an urgency to learn more about this man whom I had somehow never heard of and to integrate his story into the stories of religion in the United States I had been teaching and writing about for years.

After my short drive home, I took an online crash course on Eugene Exman. On Boston University’s website, I found a chapter on him in an award-winning book by the University of Virginia historian Matthew Hedstrom. There I learned that Exman had run the religious book department at Harper & Brothers (later Harper & Row) from 1928 until 1965, and had traveled to Montgomery, Alabama, early in the civil rights movement to convince King to write his first book. The thousands of books he published over five decades at Harper included both scholarly books in theology and religious studies and more popular books on mysticism and Asian religions. He had a hand in hundreds of bestsellers, including these titles later honored among the “100 Best Spiritual Books of the 20th Century”:

Aldous Huxley, The Perennial Philosophy (1945)

D. T. Suzuki, Essays in Zen Buddhism (1949)

H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (1951)

Dorothy Day, The Long Loneliness (1952)

Huston Smith, The Religions of Man (1958)

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man (1959)

Mircea Eliade, Cosmos and History: The Myth of the Eternal Return (1959)

Jiddu Krishnamurti, Think on These Things (1964)

I believe little in fate and less in providence, but I felt goose bumps as I realized that I was in the process of uncovering, just five minutes from home, a genealogy of modern American religion—stepping-stones across the stream of American consciousness from Protestantism to pluralism, from dogma to experience, and from institutional religion to personal spirituality. But what truly excited me was the awareness that Exman’s books were presenting me with a genealogy of my own professional preoccupations and an invitation to reevaluate them.

I had devoted the prior decade of my professional life to refuting two books on that “100 Best” list: The Perennial Philosophy and The Religions of Man. Whereas Huxley and Smith were convinced that all the world’s religions were essentially the same, I had argued (alongside many other scholars) for irreducible differences among the world’s religions. But far from repelling me, this disagreement drew me in. I started to see where the perennialist impulse to downplay religious differences had come from, whom it had captivated, and why. I started to feel Exman’s library acting on me, challenging me to enter into the sorts of long and rewarding conversations authors inevitably have with the subjects of their research. Maybe an extended conversation with the remains of Exman’s days would teach me something I needed to learn.

I then discovered that my own publisher, HarperOne, was a direct descendant of Exman’s religious book department. In 1977, twelve years after Exman retired to Cape Cod, his successors took that department to San Francisco, renaming it HarperSanFrancisco to underscore the fact that they were searching for alternative spiritual wisdom from their new countercultural outpost on America’s west coast. “The baseline, the common thing,” HarperSanFrancisco publisher Clayton Carlson told the San Francisco Chronicle about this new imprint, “is the universal quest.” In 2007, HarperSanFrancisco became HarperOne, and ten years after that, on the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of its move west, Carlson wrote on his imprint’s website, “We deliberately publish across the entire spectrum of spiritually based movements. We are every tradition’s friend and every uncompromising zealot’s enemy.” After reiterating HarperOne’s long-standing opposition to religious absolutism, Carlson returned to the theme of the universal quest. “Because readers have certain backgrounds and concrete life experiences, they need and wish to listen to an author who, in a particular voice, speaks their psycho-spiritual language,” he wrote. “Whether that voice is feminist or evangelical, Catholic or Sufi, Buddhist, Taoist or metaphysical in orientation, it is my belief that the common bond is the search.”1

As I started looking into Exman’s story, I learned from Hedstrom’s chapter, “Publishing for Seekers,” and from a brief mention in a book by the historian of religion Leigh Eric Schmidt, that Exman was a “seeker” himself, committed to “search for reality wherever it may be found.” I was coming to see Exman’s life as a key link in the emergence of seeker spirituality in the United States—a modern American chapter in what Carlson had called “the universal quest.” How had the United States become a nation of seekers in which spiritual experimentation was something of a national sport, even for self-identified Christians and Jews? Why had religion become a bad word for so many, and spirituality a good one? How had churchgoing Protestants like Exman given birth to our nation of religions? And why had personal experience come to play such a crucial role in cultural and religious life in the contemporary United States?2

Hunting for Exman’s personal papers online, I was delighted to find almost nothing. I learned that, after he retired in 1965, Exman became the in-house archivist for Harper. He was also its in-house chronicler, the author of The Brothers Harper (1965) and The House of Harper (1967). He gave twenty-eight boxes of his research to Columbia University, but they did not concern the religious and spiritual books I was investigating. There were also scattered letters to and from Exman in various archives across the United States, including a few in the archives of my employer, Boston University. His personal archive was nowhere to be found.

Possessed by some combination of wish fulfillment and intuition, I decided that there was more stuff—a lot more—at Exman’s home. The basement filing cabinet had included correspondence only from his 1965 retirement forward. While returning to my car after my first visit to his home, I had glanced at the two-story barn, which seemed to be in unusually good repair for a New England outbuilding. His papers had to be there. I wanted to be the first person to paw through the ephemera of his life, unseen and unread. I called Walter back, and he started digging.

Over the next few years, I visited the Exman house dozens of times. Walter graciously set me up in a dining room where Exman and his wife, Gladys Miller Exman, popularly known as Sunny, had hosted summer retreats for religion authors, including my friend the University of Chicago church historian Martin Marty. Walter now used that room only in the summer when his daughter, son-in-law, and grandchildren were visiting. It became my unofficial office. I began with books long stored away in closets and the attic, opening a box and placing its contents on the dining room table. With help from my daughter and a family friend, I cataloged them, noting which had inscriptions or ephemera inside or contained Exman’s handwritten marginalia.

I learned from one inscription that Exman had been a “cherished friend” of the Yale church historian Jaroslav Pelikan, whose Jesus through the Centuries (1985) had inspired my first trade book, American Jesus (2003). I learned that Exman was even closer to the civil rights pioneer Howard Thurman, who worked at Boston University as dean of Marsh Chapel while King was doing graduate work there. I learned that Exman had published many of the Hindu swamis I had taught in courses on American Hinduism and that in the early 1940s he had cofounded a retreat center that I had visited in the late 1990s. I also learned that Exman was friends with William Ernest Hocking, the author of Re-Thinking Missions (published by Exman in 1932), a book that had obsessed my mentor, William Hutchison.

Things got more interesting when Walter started pulling dozens of boxes of personal and professional papers out of the barn. There were letters to friends and family, but about half the haul comprised letters between Exman and his authors, typically organized by year or author. Other papers concerned his extensive volunteer work with nonprofit civic, religious, and educational groups. There were high school and college papers and report cards, calendars and date books, a dream journal, scrapbooks, readers’ reports for book manuscripts, page proofs, and handwritten notes for talks. And there were material objects of the sort that attach themselves to a life and hang on for decades: a Ouija board, a letter opener with a signature etched by Albert Schweitzer, decades of bulletins from Manhattan’s iconic Riverside Church, and programs from operas, Broadway plays, and musicals. There were photographs, too: carefully crafted studio headshots and candid photos, including images of an India trip where he encountered a guru he described as “the most compassionate person I’ve ever met.”3 Walter also uncovered a massive, multigenerational collection of more than a thousand family letters, postcards, and telegrams. One cache of those letters documented Sunny’s whirlwind courtship and storybook wedding with Exman, just as he was beginning his career at Harper in the late 1920s. Another comprised condolence letters to his survivors after his death.

As I was making my way through this archive, Walter was cleaning up and clearing out the barn. He took a lot of stuff to the dump—“It doesn’t have anything to do with your project,” he said when I asked about a pile of plastic bags on the porch. I begged him to let me be the judge of that. In one bag I saved from oblivion, I found Christmas cards from the ethicist H. Richard Niebuhr, the Zen popularizer Alan Watts, and the AA cofounder Bill Wilson and his wife, Lois Wilson.

Walter eventually introduced me to Exman’s only living child, Wally, an eighty-something man whom I felt I had already met from the many letters I had read between him and his parents. Weighed down by a difficult childhood and recent months on dialysis, Wally was eager to talk about his father, perhaps because he and his father never talked about much. At our first meeting, he presented me with a paper bag of remarkable material: chapter drafts of his father’s uncompleted autobiography, transcripts of Exman’s meetings with various psychics, a huge folder on a commune Exman cofounded in Southern California during World War II, and a reel-to-reel audio tape of one of the LSD trips he took as part of a pioneering group investigating the spiritual benefits of psychedelics.

Who was this man who gave birth to hundreds of bestsellers but never finished his autobiography? Who attended a nondenominational Protestant church faithfully every Sunday for decades yet consulted with psychics and meditated for up to three hours a day? Who cofounded a spiritual commune in Southern California in the early 1940s? Who traveled to what is now Gabon in Central Africa to meet Albert Schweitzer in the early 1950s? Who dropped acid in the late 1950s four years before Timothy Leary’s notorious experiments with psychedelics? Who traveled to India to take on a Hindu guru seven years before the Beatles did the same? Who had a seemingly happy marriage of close to a half century yet passed down to his son a tantalizing collection of letters from a woman friend and Harper ghostwriter who may have been the most important person in his life? (“Of possible interest if there’s to be an EE autobiography,” a folder of those letters reads. “Otherwise destroy.”)

To wrestle with these questions, I was beginning to see, was to wade across that stream of American consciousness—to discover, in the years from the Roaring Twenties to the countercultural sixties, how the ideas of so many Americans were redirected from thinking to feeling, from ideas to experience.

As the cataloging went on, I consulted with Walter and his daughter, Katherine Kaess Christensen, about how and where to find an institutional home for the growing Exman Archive. In the meantime, Walter and Wally told me I was free to take it all home for my research. As I worked my way through it, I was awed and intimidated by the depth and range of the correspondence, which extended from captains of industry (John D. Rockefeller Jr., J. C. Penney) to politicians (Herbert Hoover, Robert Kennedy) to playwrights (Thornton Wilder) and novelists (Kurt Vonnegut, whose house was just a few blocks down the street).

After close to a decade of research and writing, with boxes piling up in my office, folders strewn across my desk, and Exman-edited books overflowing my bookshelves, I returned one last time to the Exman library on May 1, 2020. It was a century after the Spanish flu had swept through Exman’s college, and Walter and I were both wearing masks to be sure we didn’t spread or catch COVID-19. I returned to books I had seen many years earlier, beginning again with the Kings. I took photos of inscriptions and of ephemera Exman had secreted inside his most prized books.

This time I stopped to read a carbon copy of a letter Exman had written in 1951 to Harry Emerson Fosdick regarding his autobiography. In this letter, Exman calls out the flaws in Fosdick’s story while praising what was praiseworthy. As his suggestions gather steam, he seems to be speaking about his own life as much as Fosdick’s. The experiences of any particular individual, if told right, can be read as universal, he tells his old friend. “In a sense your childhood is everyone’s childhood and you can help recreate those moods and feelings that affect us all.” In words he must have shared with dozens of other authors during his lifetime in books, he advises his friend to “tell the story of your experience.” Exman ends the letter with an eloquent charge: to retell his story of a single individual as a story of modern American life: “You will see the book as much more than the story of one man’s life. It can be a kind of spring board to telling something of the religious life in America during the last fifty or sixty years. . . . It is a book of your childhood, youth and early manhood in America that is now gone forever.”4

As I read these words, I felt as if Exman were speaking to some future biographer—to me. Having sat for years with his books and papers, dreams and disappointments, accomplishments and frustrations, I was starting to come to grips with how much his life had already shaped my own since I got that first call from his daughter at summer’s end in 2013. I was almost ready to hazard a few conclusions about the role he had played in shaping the spiritual and religious worlds so many Americans inhabit today, and especially his many contributions to what I was coming to understand as the religion of experience.

All I needed was a push, a charge, which I got at the very end of this letter from one editor to his author: “You have lived through one of the most extraordinary and rapidly changing periods of world history and you have shared in its life and history. Make that world come to life, reconstruct it with kindly detachment.”

Stephen Prothero

West Barnstable, Massachusetts, 2022 




Introduction

Where God Walks

This book tells the story of a life and an idea. The life was lived by Eugene Exman, who ran the religious book department at Harper & Brothers and then Harper & Row between 1928 and 1965—from the Roaring Twenties through World War II, the civil rights movement, and the sixties. The idea is that religion is about experience, and that experience can be a sort of religion. This is a now popular idea—that life is meant to be lived. It may be a central conviction in contemporary American culture—that what matters when you die isn’t the stuff you accumulate but the experiences you’ve had.

During five decades in publishing, Exman edited thousands of books and hundreds of bestsellers, turning Harper into the powerhouse religion publisher in the United States. Exman was present at the creation of the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous and AA itself. He traveled to Montgomery, Alabama, early in the civil rights movement to convince the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to write his first book. He brought to American audiences the work of Europeans, including the African missionary Albert Schweitzer, and of Asians, such as the Zen Buddhist expert D. T. Suzuki and the antiguru guru Jiddu Krishnamurti.

Over the course of his long career, the Catholic activist Dorothy Day and the Black Baptist mystic Howard Thurman would thank Exman for editing their books. He would have a hand in publishing two books—Aldous Huxley’s Perennial Philosophy and Huston Smith’s The Religions of Man—that spread the good news that the world’s religions are different paths to the same mountaintop. He would publish The Prophets by the rabbi and civil rights activist Abraham Heschel and a translation of the Hindu classic The Bhagavad Gita coedited by the Anglo-American expat Christopher Isherwood and the Hindu leader Swami Prabhavananda. He would also help to make a market for paperbacks of dozens of religious studies classics (many still read today)—from Schleiermacher’s On Religion to Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity to Eliade’s The Sacred and the Profane.

Through acts of the creative imagination that doubled as highly profitable business decisions, Exman would exert a profound influence on the course of American religion, helping to challenge understandings of the United States as a Christian nation by popularizing understandings of the country as a nation of religions where religious differences are valued. He would also help transform his country into a nation of seekers in which spiritual experimentation is something of a national sport and searching is valued as much as finding or dwelling. Along the way, he would popularize the religion of experience, which functions in the United States today as an increasingly popular rival to the organized religiosity of churches, synagogues, and mosques.

Exman did more than acquire, edit, and publish bestsellers, however. He also used the convening power afforded him as the dean of religious publishing in the United States to create and sustain a network that would spread the gospel of the religion of experience far and wide. The people he collected and connected would include preachers, priests, rabbis, gurus, philanthropists, captains of industry, university presidents, nonprofit entrepreneurs, and social and political activists. Because most of that network’s members were mystics like himself, I refer to it as his mystics club. Core members of this club crisscrossed the borderlands of race, gender, sexual orientation, and religion, but they shared four key characteristics. Each had an uncanny encounter with the divine. Each was a seeker after God. Each heard God’s call as a mandate to make the world a better place. And each published with Exman.

Together with his friends and authors, he went on a search for meaning in a world where war had made meaning as elusive as God. He did not always find what he was looking for, but he somehow managed to reshape modern American religion, redirecting the lives of millions of Americans from Protestantism to pluralism, from dogma to feeling, and from organized religion to the religion of experience.

Life in Wartime

Eugene Lester Exman was born on July 1, 1900, to Emmet and Mary Etta (Smith) Exman on their farm in Blanchester, Ohio. His father, the last of nine children, kept a just-the-facts diary, light to the point of weightless on affairs of the heart. For that first day of July in the first year of a new century, his diary read, in full: “Sun. 1. Cool, clear. Went to Blanchester.”1 What Emmet does not say is that he went to town to fetch a doctor to deliver his new son. At least to his busy and practical father, Eugene’s birth was literally unremarkable.

Eugene’s upbringing was similarly unremarkable, until it wasn’t. Like millions of midwestern farm boys of the “Lost Generation,” who came of age during World War I, he grew up in a small town at the start of the twentieth century. Then came one of the most remarkable stretches in American history: the Roaring Twenties, the Great Depression, World War II, the postwar economic boom, and the creative tumult of the 1960s. Plus the “search for meaning” that accompanied it all—a search that would preoccupy Eugene’s private and professional lives.

The third of four siblings, Eugene arrived after a sister, Helen, and a brother, Harold. His sister Dot was the youngest. The Exman children worked hard on the family farm, raising pigs and growing hay, corn, and oats. They worked after school. They worked on Saturdays (but not Sundays). They worked throughout the summer. And they were never paid. Exman, who stood 5ʹ8″ as an adult, used to joke that he would have been tall, like his father, but all the farm work had “worn his legs off.”2

Eugene must have been at least a competent farm boy, because at the age of sixteen he won a free trip to the Ohio State Fair after raising the best acre of tomatoes in his county in a contest sponsored by the Ohio State Agricultural Bureau. But his real love was books. He read Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women and Little Men as a ten-year-old, acting out his favorite scenes beneath a tree in the pasture. Success in his studies led him from a one-room schoolhouse to local public schools. In a curriculum that included agricultural lessons alongside the three R’s, he earned good grades, graduating from Blanchester High School in 1918, one year after the United States declared war on Germany and entered World War I.

In the fall of 1918, Eugene marched off with his brother, Harold, to Denison, a Baptist liberal arts college outside Columbus, in the central Ohio town of Granville. The Exman boys were able to enroll thanks to the Students’ Army Training Corps (SATC), which provided shoes, a uniform, and an overcoat, plus room and board, $100 toward tuition, and a salary of a dollar a day. A precursor to today’s ROTC, this new War Department program helped the war effort by transforming over one hundred college campuses into training grounds for future officers. It helped colleges by boosting enrollments that had plunged as college-age boys went to war.

The war made the fall of 1918 an unsettling time to begin college. Denison’s fraternities were all but closed as men spent most of their time in the barracks and awoke before dawn for basic training. But another battle was lurking. In early October, just as Eugene and Harold were sworn into the army, seven people in Granville became horribly sick. They developed red spots on their cheekbones that quickly turned their whole faces blue. Next came black spots on limbs, nosebleeds, and loss of smell. They had come down with the Spanish flu, which would eventually infect roughly one-third of the world’s population. In the first phase of this global epidemic, most patients developed nothing more serious than sore throats, headaches, and fever. This second phase was far deadlier. Pneumonia typically took those who died, filling their lungs with mucous.

Denison immediately shut down large group meetings, including two of Ohio’s most sacred activities: church and football. In October 1918, the student paper The Denisonian reported that the school was staying open because it was safer to stay on campus than to return home. Travel is “extremely dangerous,” the story read, “since public carriers are the best method of spreading the disease.” In late October, administrators shut down get-togethers of any sort, leaving The Denisonian’s editors to complain that there wasn’t much of anything to write about anymore. Before the year was done, both brothers were hospitalized with the Spanish flu.3

Armistice Day—November 11, 1918—further unsettled things. As Germany surrendered, Americans temporarily set aside their fears of infection and partied in the streets to celebrate the end of “the war to end all wars.” But the SATC program ended, too, and with it Harold’s and Eugene’s paychecks.

Harold dropped out and went home. He wanted to be a farmer, and who needed college for that? Eugene stayed. For the remainder of his freshman year he took a job tending to animals at a nearby farm. Later in his college career, he supported himself with various odd jobs, including ringing the college bell between classes. One summer, he rode a bicycle through the Ohio countryside, taking orders for The People’s Home Library of the R. C. Barnum Company—a self-described practical collection of three books that included medical advice and recipes.

Eugene was a B student. He was not athletic, and he was neither particularly tall nor particularly handsome. In fact, he was as plain as Ohio farmland. But he had an inviting smile and a way with words. He made friends easily and would keep many for life. As an upperclassman, Eugene worked as a reporter and editor for The Denisonian. He was elected to student government. He had an active social life. The Commons Club was particularly important to him. Founded a couple of years before he arrived on campus, it served as an alternative to Greek life for nonfraternity men. Its egalitarianism and inclusivism—it was not expensive, and it was open to any man who wanted to join—appealed to Eugene, who was also active in Christian organizations such as the YMCA and the Baptist Young People’s Union.

Through these organizations, thoughts of a career as a Christian missionary snuck up on him. So did doubts about his faith. In his courses, Exman ran into intellectual challenges he was not ready to meet. He had been told that, if he did not believe the whale swallowed Jonah and spit him up on dry land, then he needed to give up the Bible and his Christian faith. “But I could do neither,” Exman confessed. He sat up at night with his Christian friends, trying to square what they were learning from their anthropology and zoology professors with what they had been taught by parents and pastors. “We wondered if anyone could, in the 20th century, live out the Sermon on the Mount,” he explained. “Or must man have a secular life and a separate religious life? We had no answers.”4

As graduation neared, Eugene was on the cusp of marrying his college sweetheart, but friends and family warned against it. His spunky aunt Leola told him not to rush into either marriage or seminary, which he was also considering, because he owed it to his parents, and especially to his bedraggled mother, to lift his family out of poverty. Also, young love was suspect. “If we all married our first sweetheart,” Aunt Leola wrote, “some of us—most of us—would be in a pretty fix now.”5

Eugene’s college yearbook, which described him as a “genial” young man with “a host of friends,” prophesied success in his chosen field of “religious work.” His voluntary service with various Christian groups introduced him to missionaries. Letters from Denison classmates working in missions in Burma and China also encouraged that path. When a representative of the American Baptist Foreign Mission Society (ABFMS) visited Denison in the fall of his senior year, Eugene inquired about a missionary career. An ABFMS official followed up with an encouraging letter urging him to work as a teacher to pay off his student loans before becoming a missionary. “In some respects experience as a teacher is an almost essential part of the proper training for ordained work,” the letter read.6

As Eugene left Granville and became Mr. Exman in the spring of 1922, he made the sorts of choices that begin to define an adult life. He did not marry his college sweetheart. He did not go straight to seminary. Instead he followed the advice of Aunt Leola and the ABFMS: he got a job for the 1922–23 school year as an English teacher. His $1,300 annual salary (plus room and board) at Elgin Academy in Elgin, Illinois, just west of Chicago, allowed him to pay off his student loans, send money to his family, and save for his future.

While at Elgin, Eugene learned of an opportunity to teach English at Peking University, a Protestant college in the Chinese capital now known as Beijing. He inquired, and in the spring of 1923 he was offered a paid three-year missionary job. The recruiter wrote, “I can think of no privilege greater than that of going to one of our large universities in China to help mold the young Chinese, who will undoubtedly become the leaders of the new China.”7

As news of this offer spread in Blanchester, First Baptist Church members prayed for Eugene to make the right decision. Harold took a more direct route, telling his younger brother that three years in China would be a “poor move” because then he would never go to seminary. “If God had a great work for a man to do I don’t believe he would send him out half trained, but would get him ready first,” Harold argued. Eugene’s mother also weighed in. “We would rather you would not go to China, [as] there is plenty of work to do here, and maybe we would never meet again,” she wrote. “But think well about it and . . . ask the Lord to guide you. I don’t want to interfere with his work.”8

Eugene declined the job, setting his sights on divinity school instead. Denison friends tried to convince him to join them at Crozer Seminary in Upland, Pennsylvania, or Rochester Theological Seminary in upstate New York. Kenneth Latourette, who had taught Eugene at Denison before moving on to Yale Divinity School, made a pitch for Yale. Chicago had its finger on the “pulse of the Midwest,” Latourette wrote, but the “intellectual center of the country is still on the eastern seaboard.” Another Denison friend told Eugene that the sticker price for Chicago was half that of Yale, its academics were at least as good, and its social life was better. Plus, they could be roommates.9

Eugene respected Latourette, who would go on to become a close friend and Harper author, but money was tight and there was still enough of the midwestern farm boy in him to be turned off by claims that the nation revolved around a northeastern university. Moreover, Yale Divinity School was run by Congregationalists, while the University of Chicago had close ties to Baptists. Its Divinity School dean, Shailer Mathews, was a Baptist, as was its university president, Ernest DeWitt Burton, who was also a Denison alumnus. Eugene chose Chicago.

Losing His Religion

When he arrived at the University of Chicago Divinity School in the fall of 1923, Eugene was a Baptist. More specifically, he was a Northern Baptist—a product of the antislavery side of the slavery debate that split that denomination in two in 1845. But what sort of Northern Baptist was he?

Though raised a fundamentalist, Eugene had moved left theologically during college. The divinity schools he had considered were all liberal. The friend who wrote to encourage him to come to Crozer—a seminary Martin Luther King Jr. would later attend—said he was learning the “real message of God, not a distorted, twisted, narrow, old-time conception of God, whittled down to intolerance by ignorance and prejudice.”10 Eugene wanted to learn that message, too.

As he moved in the fall of 1923 from midwestern soil to Chicago asphalt, he found a mentor in Dean Mathews, who was a Baptist of a very different sort from Exman’s boyhood pastors. A theologian from Portland, Maine, who was widely regarded as the “dean of American modernists,” Mathews championed the social gospel, which defined sin as social rather than individual and insisted that societies needed saving at least as much as souls did. During his quarter century running the University of Chicago Divinity School, he turned that school into a laboratory dedicated to applying social scientific methods to theological problems. “We hope to make the technique of religion as intelligible as arithmetic,” Mathews wrote, though his own definition of theological modernism—“the use of scientific, historical, social method in understanding and applying evangelical Christianity to the needs of living persons”—plainly accented reach over clarity.11

This “modernist impulse,” as church historian William Hutchison called it, provoked an angry backlash in the form of Protestant fundamentalism, and by the early 1920s the so-called fundamentalist/modernist controversy was aflame. Fundamentalists accused Mathews and other University of Chicago faculty of “theological counterfeiting and camouflage.” Mathews responded with The Faith of Modernism (1924), which sought to find a home in Protestant thought for biblical criticism, evolutionary science, and comparative religion. Mathews also emphasized experiential religion. “Faith in God . . . is not the product of speculation but of experience,” he wrote. Vital religion derived from concrete “religious experience” rather than abstract “philosophical affirmation.” This emphasis on individual experience commended Mathews to Exman, who had been indelibly imprinted by his Blanchester graveyard experience. But divinity school did not exactly firm up his faith.12

His courses taught him to interpret Christian history and the Bible in scientific terms. And the cynicism and materialism of Chicago left him cold and self-centered, uncomfortable around Denison friends he now regarded as “too pious.”13 Whatever searching Exman had been doing for his divine invader he now put on hold, along with any hopes he still harbored for a missionary career.

After earning his seminary degree with a specialization in religious education in June 1925, Exman chose not to become a missionary. He got a job at the University of Chicago Press, where he sold college textbooks, with a few responsibilities in religious books. In February 1928, Exman was visiting a Methodist bookstore in Chicago when the manager there told him that Walter Lewis, who had just started a new religious book department at Harper & Brothers, had died. The manager also told him he would be a natural for the job. Exman laughed it off, certain that the position was “beyond my knowledge or experience.”14 But the idea lingered.

A few days later, he wrote to a Harper sales manager to inquire. A telegram arrived shortly thereafter directing him to track down Harper’s trade book editor, Eugene Saxton, at Chicago’s Blackstone Hotel. The meeting got off to a rocky start when the younger Eugene refused the older Eugene’s offer of a drink. It didn’t pick up much after that. Nonetheless, Exman, who was just twenty-seven at the time, received a telegram a week later inviting him to New York for an all-expenses-paid interview. There he met with President Douglas Parmentier, Vice President Henry Hoyns, and Thomas B. Wells, chairman of the board and editor of Harper’s Magazine. This troika of Harper heavy hitters convinced Exman that Harper was serious about not only him but also the religious book market. The men also gave him a first taste of New York as an intellectual and commercial center, and of publishing as a place he might make his mark.

Back in Chicago, Exman asked himself whether he really wanted the job. “Would I be satisfied with a career as a religious book publisher and be so tagged for the rest of my life?”15 He knew he wanted more than a paycheck, a family, and a home of his own. He wanted a meaningful life. And though he no longer wanted to be a missionary, he still wanted a mission of some sort, a calling where he could do meaningful work. Was the Lord at work at Harper?

A few days later, on a business trip to Pittsburgh, Exman looked up the Reverend C. Wallace Petty to ask for his advice. The pastor of Pittsburgh’s First Baptist Church and a leading Northern Baptist, Petty had impressed Exman during a baccalaureate address he gave at Denison’s 1922 commencement. “Take it,” Petty said, after hearing Exman out. Religious publishing is in many respects a “more significant and lasting” channel for “the message of religion” than the pulpit, he said. Besides, “there’s no better name in publishing and to be getting out books for preachers and laymen to read will give you a tremendous opportunity for influence and service.”16

Exman, who had still not heard from Harper, sent an overnight letter to Hoyns saying he would soon be on a business trip in Philadelphia if he wanted to talk further. Hoyns called the next morning to offer Exman the job, and after some back-and-forthing the two men came to terms.

It is sometimes said of the supposedly pious Pilgrims that more came to New England to catch fish than to please God. Exman’s motivations for his own pilgrimage were similarly practical. He went to New York with the belief, first suggested to him by Petty, that religious publishing could be a Christian calling—that a nation could be shaped by books as surely as by preaching. But he also went for pragmatic reasons. The new job offered more money, more responsibility, and better career prospects.

While still in his twenties, Exman was going to New York to shepherd books into the world by way of one of America’s premier publishers—a company, founded by Methodists in 1817, that had published Moby-Dick and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn as well as those two children’s books that had transported him to the frontier of his boyhood imagination: Little Women and Little Men. He would take it as his mission to expand the popular understanding of the religious book and to stretch its audience far beyond the pews. 

A Mission (and a Job)

When Exman accepted the Harper job, the religious book business was booming, with four major trade houses starting religious book departments in the late 1920s. Religious nonfiction was the second-bestselling book genre, trailing only adult fiction. The Man Nobody Knows (1925) and The Book Nobody Knows (1926), bestsellers about Jesus (the man) and the Bible (the book) by the advertising executive Bruce Barton, had shown that religious nonfiction could sell if it was marketed well. Before 1927 was over, publishers had established a mail-order Religious Book Club and Publishers’ Weekly had declared a “religious renaissance” in bookselling.17

At Harper, Exman would initiate his own revitalization project, which would transform not only the religious book market in the United States but also American religion and American culture. While Exman was at the University of Chicago Press, the overwhelming majority of religious books sold in the United States were either Bibles or parochial projects: collections of Lutheran sermons by Lutheran pastors sold to Lutheran parishioners, or similarly focused books of, by, and for Congregationalists or members of the Disciples of Christ. “Most religious books never reach the great bulk of the reading public,” complained Mary Rose Himler of Bobbs-Merrill in an article in Publishers’ Weekly in 1927, “because most religious books are bigoted and prejudiced” or uninspiring “textbooks for divinity students.” Exman worked hard to change all that.

The religious landscape in the United States at the time was largely divided into various sorts of Christians. There were Catholics, of course. But the overwhelming majority were Protestants, who were divided into an astonishing array of denominations: Baptists, Methodists, Lutherans, Episcopalians, and so on. Many of these denominations were themselves divided, by race and into northern and southern White branches who had split over slavery and were now divided over segregation. As an “ecumenical Protestant,” Exman had no interest in interdenominational battles.18 His books reflected that stance, downplaying denominational differences and emphasizing the commonalities among Protestants and across Protestant and Catholic lines. Eventually, this inclusive and pluralistic approach would make him a pioneer in publishing trade books about Jews, Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists. However, this shift from fundamentalist Protestant exclusivism to liberal Protestant inclusivism was just the first part of his project.

The second part was a shift from doctrine to experience. At the University of Chicago, Exman had learned from his mentor Dean Mathews a lesson that Mathews had learned from the philosopher and psychologist William James: that religion is not about the dogmas or rituals of ecclesiastical institutions; it is about personal experience. These twin emphases—on pluralism and experience—were mutually reinforcing. If religion is, as James put it in his bestseller The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), “the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine,” then there is no way to confine religion to official doctrines, official creeds, and official theologies. If religion is about experience, there is no reason to confine one’s religious reading to Baptist or Protestant or even Christian experiences. And what is a Christian experience anyway? Had a single encounter with the divine ever come with labels attached? For Exman, a seeker was a seeker was a seeker, no modifiers required. He published books that would help his readers (and himself) in their personal quests for the divine, specializing in writers who could appeal to wide audiences, always in a nondenominational voice and always with one eye on spiritual practices and another on religion in action. His books addressed the day-to-day experiences of ordinary people: war and peace, life and death, depression and happiness. A book by a Protestant laywoman described in one Harper catalog as “a most helpful new approach to the practice of prayer” was said to be “written for the really average person, indifferent or incurious about prayer, but somehow restless and unsatisfied in his search for peace and security.”19

Exman’s books went out into the world at a time before the proliferation of television, the internet, and social media, when books and their authors carried enormous cultural weight. As a result, they were able to do missionary work of their own. The task Exman set his books to doing was to preach to generations of Americans the religion of experience. In the process, they helped create new categories of religious affiliation, from people with multiple religious identities to the “spiritual but not religious” cohort, which is the fastest-growing religious affiliation in the United States today. “The center of interest in religion is passing from theology to life,” Mathews had observed in 1924.20 Exman’s books enabled, encouraged, and accelerated that passing.

Exman’s work wasn’t just a mission, however. It was a job. He knew his job was to make money, and he did that job well. Some have observed a “religious depression,” including a sharp decline in religious book sales, that accompanied the Great Depression, which began in October 1929. Exman bucked that trend. Though his first five years at Harper coincided with the end of the Roaring Twenties, the Wall Street crash, and the beginning of the Great Depression, his department’s profit-and-loss statements improved every year—from a loss of $13,581 in 1928 to a profit of $19,367 in 1933.21

Who was this most intriguing spiritual and religious man? As I sorted through decades of papers and photos, and visited various archives, I began to see Exman as a man who remade American religion and culture by remaking himself. In these twin transformations, Exman was influenced by his wife and children, by bosses, editors, and salespeople at Harper, and by friends who became his authors and authors who became his friends. But there were two people who had an especially profound influence on his life: a man who died around the time Exman was born, and a woman, roughly his age, who would become a close friend until his death. The man was a philosopher. The woman was his conscience and his muse. 

The Philosopher

Regarding the philosopher, two letters tell the tale.

On February 2, 1958, Exman’s daughter, Judy, wrote to her mother, Sunny, from Denison College, where her father was a proud alumnus and her brother Wally was a recent graduate. A second-year student, she was taking, and hating, an introduction to psychology. She hated the lectures, the readings, and her professor’s obsession with debunking parapsychology. She especially hated a required book called Fads and Fallacies in the Name of Science by the popular science writer Martin Gardner. This “study in human gullibility,” as Gardner described it, took aim at dozens of “pseudoscientists,” including more than a few of Judy’s father’s friends and authors. But Gardner did not target only “medical quacks” and their “cults.” He took aim at the publishers and editors who amplified their nonsense.22

“The book really upsets me,” Judy wrote to her mother. “My professor doesn’t believe in ESP, psychokinesis, clairvoyance or prognosis,” she explained. “He seems to be teaching the class that his views are correct. It scares me. He seems to say that you must doubt everything unless you can definitely prove it exists or is true.” Judy then asked her mother to ask her father to write back with answers.23

Exman replied with a long and revealing letter that, after some tried-and-true paternal advice about hard work and determination, made a case for the importance of open-minded parapsychological research. Exman decried the lab-obsessed “rat psychology” that had overtaken academic psychologists in recent years. He also lamented the rise of college classrooms where students were expected to parrot back their professors’ views. “In Russia apparently, a student is expected to read and to listen with a minimum of criticism and to give back in class or paper what he has been told to believe,” he wrote. Liberal arts colleges should be different. “One important reason for a college education (or for taking a course in psychology) is to develop your own reasoning powers,” he continued, “to determine by criticism what seems to be the right answer and the true understanding, and to check your conclusions with others who want the truth as much as you do.” In the absence of this sort of true learning, the United States was at risk of becoming “a society of automata—people who can be made to act by suggestion along the course laid down by a strong leader,” as in “Nazi Germany under Hitler.”24

Exman admitted to Judy that the flying saucers theories of his friend Gerald Heard might well be “off the beam,” but he criticized close-minded scientists for failing to look at extrasensory phenomena with open minds. “Try not to get emotionally involved in this course,” he wrote. “Keep a ‘scientific’ and detached approach to classroom work and assigned readings.”25

Finally, Exman alerted his daughter to a philosopher who, more than any other thinker, influenced the trajectory of Exman’s personal and professional lives, and to a book that, more than any other book, influenced his publishing career and his own spirituality. “William James taught at Harvard, taught psychology before the days of ‘rat psychology,’ and his book ‘Varieties of Religious Experience’ has never been out-dated. It is still a classic treatment of a significant psychological problem,” he wrote. “Ask your Professor if you may read ‘Varieties’ for credit in the course. I’ll mail you a copy.”26

The son of the theologian Henry James Sr. and the brother of the novelist Henry James Jr. and the diarist Alice James, William James was a Harvard professor of psychology and philosophy. He is now widely regarded as a founder of both disciplines. In philosophy he is known as a pragmatist and in psychology as an empiricist, which means that he found evidence for truth in its effects and preferred detailed observations of human behavior to theories about it.

In 1900, the year Exman was born, James was hard at work on the Gifford Lectures he would deliver at the University of Edinburgh between May 1901 and June 1902. Those lectures reimagined psychology and philosophy by viewing both through the lens of extraordinary religious experiences. The book that grew out of those lectures, The Varieties of Religious Experience, exerted a lunar pull on the study and practice of religion in the United States, both in James’s lifetime and beyond. That force shaped Exman, who in turn popularized James by channeling his spirit into hundreds of bestsellers, which allowed middlebrow readers across the United States to see religion’s varieties through James’s eyes. Exman also helped shape a new academic discipline—the study of religion—in the direction of James by publishing authors who, like James, saw truth and beauty in a variety of religious traditions.

James’s broad project in Varieties was to defend religion among its secular despisers, including his Harvard colleagues. James advanced this project, as he advanced his pragmatic philosophy, by tabling the question of truth and focusing instead on experiences, which he regarded as “the real backbone of the world’s religious life.” Religious experiences were in his eyes personal and idiosyncratic. They sprang forth not from pulpits and altars but from the uncanny lives of “religious geniuses”—saintly eccentrics who through some combination of temperament and training whittled away at the perceived distance between the self and God in order to achieve (or approach) union with the divine.27

Through his exploration of the mysterious experiences of these geniuses (and similarly experiences of his own), James came to see mystical experiences as the most important religious data: “the mother sea and fountain-head of all religion.” Everything else, “all theologies, all ecclesiastisms,” were to him “secondary growths,” secondhand impositions on the original ecstasies of the Buddha, Jesus, and their kin.28

Like James, Exman wanted to create a way for people who wanted to be religious to stand among the faithful without slouching with shame. Exman also derived from James many of his core religious impulses: His conviction that religion is good—that “the best fruits of religious experience are the best things that history has to show.” His preference for firsthand experiences over secondhand dogma. His disdain for institutionalized religion and his fascination with religious eccentrics. His deep-seated suspicion that ordinary consciousness is not all there is. His commitment to the careful investigation of seemingly outlandish practices such as séances and clairvoyance and mental telepathy and ESP. His principled fuzziness about the divine. His revulsion at the “dull habit” of church pews and prayer books and his attraction to the “acute fever” of those rare religious “geniuses” to whom the “unseen divine” is manifest. His empathy for American religious outsiders, including Buddhists, Hindus, and participants in new religious movements (accompanied by his insistence on viewing them from a Protestant center, which, for him and for James, was always and everywhere assumed). His curiosity about the connection between hallucinogenic drugs and mystical experiences. His allergy to easy certainties. His anti-imperialism, antitribalism, and hostility to war. And, finally, his democratic conviction that real religion is felt rather than thought, and that it can be experienced by anyone, even a sixteen-year-old farm boy.

Both James and Exman were decades ahead of their times. Their work prepared the way for the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s, and today’s culture of experience. What drove them was a search for the extraordinary that transported them out of the day-to-day dullness that was Harvard in the early twentieth century and corporate America in the mid-twentieth century. They were ambitious. They wanted to feel something other than the dull ache of the meaninglessness of so much of modern life. Neither was satisfied with the sorts of cheap thrills that Hollywood and the automobile industry now peddle. They wanted more. They wanted what James called “the great mystic achievement”—the “overcoming of all the usual barriers between the individual and the Absolute.”29

The religious and cultural historian Matthew Hedstrom is right to observe that Exman “commodified” William James, translating his highbrow lectures into middlebrow bestsellers. As Christian churches were suffering through a Great Depression of their own, it made sense to look to new markets for religion books. And Exman profited handsomely from that strategy, via raises, promotions, and the social status that came with being regarded as the leader in his field. Moreover, Exman was a company man concerned—overly concerned, perhaps—with his department’s bottom line. But he never fully accepted the view that the business of religion publishing was simply business. “The decision to sell religious books like chewing gum” may have been made by almost every other religious book publisher by the middle of the twentieth century, but the ghost of William James never left Exman’s side. He never stopped seeing books as “sacred things” and publishing as a “sacred trust.”30

The Muse

Exman’s conscience and muse was an extraordinary woman named Margueritte Bro. Six years his elder, she came to know him through that old-fashioned technology of the letter. They first corresponded in the summer of 1943 while she was working on a piece for the liberal Protestant magazine, Christian Century, on the famed American psychic and clairvoyant Edgar Cayce. They met in person that fall and immediately began a lifelong friendship.

Unlike James, Bro worked largely in obscurity and is unknown today. American publishing in the middle of the twentieth century was a man’s world, and the contributions of women to it were (and are) underappreciated and overlooked. Bro and Exman exchanged well over a thousand letters, which appear in the Exman Archive in every dated correspondence folder from the 1940s through the 1970s. Across the cover of one folder dedicated entirely to her, Exman scrawled in bold black pen, “of possible interest if there’s to be an EE autobiography otherwise destroy.”

Bro was born on August 5, 1894, in David City, Nebraska, into a long line of Disciples of Christ clergy, which included her father, Andrew Harmon, and would eventually extend to six generations, down through her son Harmon Bro and her granddaughter Pamela Bro. A second religion in this family was higher education. Bro’s father was president of Cotner College in Nebraska and Transylvania University in Kentucky. Her brother, Henry, and sister, Harriet, also became college presidents.

Margueritte herself graduated from Cotner in 1917. Shortly thereafter, she married Albin Bro, whom she met while she was taking classes at Northland College in upper Wisconsin. By 1919, the same year Exman went off to Denison, she and her new husband were working as educational missionaries in China, where three of their four children were born. They returned to the United States in 1925 to raise money for their mission, but a growing anti-Christian movement in China stymied their return. They never saw their Chinese home again.

Albin shuffled from job to job during the Great Depression, picking up work at Northland College, a religious education association, and a pension fund. For seven years in the 1930s, he worked in sales at the University of Chicago Press. Margueritte earned money in what is now called the gig economy, almost always as a writer or editor. The family’s finances improved in 1939, when Albin was hired as president at Frances Shimer College in Mount Carroll, Illinois. There Margueritte looked after their four children and served as a dutiful “first lady” in an era when that uncompensated assignment was more than a full-time job.31 She also continued to do freelance work, including for Exman at Harper. Beginning in 1950, Albin worked for a few years for the State Department in Seoul, South Korea, with Margueritte at his side. He died of a heart attack in Chicago in 1956. She never remarried.

Bro began writing after returning from China in the 1920s and quickly became an accomplished author. Despite being a dutiful mother and faculty wife, she wrote more than two dozen books under her own name and ghostwrote many more. She wrote half a dozen plays and coauthored a textbook on the theater that went through multiple editions. She wrote pamphlets on topics ranging from social action to pacifism to the Bible. She wrote articles for academic journals and national magazines, contributing regularly to Christian Century. She was also a popular speaker who would stop in the middle of an invited lecture to sing a song for popular effect. One of her young adult novels, Sarah (1949), is still in print. A coming-of-age story, it takes off when Sarah’s dying father devotes his last words to predicting that she is going to be a great artist. Unfortunately, marriage gets in the way.

Though a devoted member of the Disciples of Christ, Bro was also attracted to what the historian of religions Catherine Albanese has referred to as “metaphysical religion.” This tradition affirmed, among other things, the power of the mind to heal both the body and the world. As she saw it, psychics and mystics understood far better than ministers and theologians the subtle correspondences between the physical and spiritual planes. Like James, who turned to a spiritualist medium in 1885 after the death of his son Herman, Bro was captivated by the possibility of communication with the dead. She believed in reincarnation. In fact, she was drawn to the long menu of uncanny experiences James once cataloged as “conversations with the unseen, voices and visions, responses to prayer, changes of heart, deliverances from fear, inflowings of help, [and] assurances of support.”32

Bro and Exman were both members of the Lost Generation, which came of age during World War I and entered middle age during World War II. The shipwreck of belief in progress on the shoals of those wars—a belief that had profoundly shaped the modern world since the Enlightenment—deeply unsettled them. What was happening to the United States and the world? Where was God when American airmen dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki? As pacifists, both saw the modern world—its nationalism, its militarism, and its secularism—as a threat to meaningful human life. They saw themselves as seekers after meaning. And they sought to find that meaning in God. Specifically, they found meaning in mystical encounters of the human and the divine, and in techniques such as prayer and meditation that fostered those encounters.

But it wasn’t just meaning they were seeking. They were seeking an antidote to the illness of modern materialism and militarism. And they found it in religion. Without religion, they reasoned, the world blows up.

Shortly after they began corresponding in the summer of 1943, Bro started doing freelance editorial work for Exman. She continued that work for many years, both as a freelancer and on staff. She helped acquire authors and books. She evaluated manuscripts and wrote reader’s reports. She criticized Exman for not reading manuscripts carefully (or at all) and for possessing “a certain innocence” about their faults. She copyedited. She suggested book titles. She wrote catalog copy and jacket copy and weighed in on book designs. She helped promote books. She suggested places to advertise
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