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To my brother, Jim





Thoreau was a surprising fellow—he is not easily grasped—he is elusive: yet he is one of the native forces.

—Walt Whitman1







INTRODUCTION

On July 4, 1845, an ardent naturalist and pencil maker left his home in Concord, Massachusetts, to take his life a step forward by conducting an experiment in living next to a small lake, which in New England is called a pond. Walden Pond is just two miles from Concord, and Henry David Thoreau would spend just two years on his experiment. Thoreau was not heroic in this adventure—just the opposite—he wanted to do something simple to root his life in his world. It resulted in one of the most famous American books, Walden, and, I believe, could offer us today a blueprint for helping the entire planet come of age and find its maturity.

The point of this book is that we could all deepen our lives, and indeed sanctify them, by following Thoreau’s method, but always in our own way. Being individual and eccentric is part of the method. I consider that he and I are both natural theologians, creating a religious life, even a monk’s life, in the secular environment. For me, his real strength lies in his ability to look at ordinary things and see myth, the sacred, and the gods.

We, too, can find our equivalent of a Walden Pond and sense some distance from conventional society, asking Thoreau’s essential question: At the end of this generation, will we feel that we made the right choices and did we really live meaningful and worthwhile lives? Imitating Thoreau, we could experiment with literal forms of retreat, or we could step back in imagination and wonder how life could be different, and better. I hope this book is a Walden Pond for you.

Thoreau did not live an abstract life. He did not teach a high-minded philosophy. He put together a simple yet philosophical lifestyle as he walked the woods and paddled his boat. The perch in the rivers, the mice in his cabin, and the birds flying overhead contributed to his thinking. He enjoyed a combination of virtues that we could use today: deep acquaintance with the world around him and a background in philosophical and spiritual teachings. This book could take you on a brief retreat and inspire you, just as Thoreau was inspired “to live more deliberately.”

This book is not about Thoreau; rather, it turns to him and his cabin by the lake for lessons in how to renew our lives. I am not an expert on Thoreau. Here, I am in conversation with him. I hope to show you that Thoreau’s vision could help you establish your own philosophy of life. From the beginning I thought of this work as a cure for both of us, me and the reader, as the Walden in the woods cured Thoreau. I would like this book to be a therapy for our world as it suffers global mental health issues that are at the root of our social problems. I envision Thoreau not only as the intense naturalist he was but also as a probing depth psychologist.

Mainly I address this book to the individual person trying to adjust to this rapidly changing world and its dehumanizing trend. Is there a way we can live, not demonizing technology, but giving it a human context and purpose in our lives? Can we educate ourselves, respond to our illnesses, and live in a world less technical and more soulful? Thoreau was an eccentric, to say the least. Can we set ourselves apart from the majority, which buys too readily into the mechanical approaches to modern life? Can we search our wounded hearts and find a cure and live in peace? Can we lovingly detach ourselves from the soulless aspects of modern life and manifest an alternative?

I believe that widespread depression, marital difficulties, and a variety of anxieties are largely due to the cultural climate, its lack of human scale. Most analyses of our situation are too superficial and fail to penetrate to the deep philosophical and spiritual roots of our disarray. There is a cure for us all at Walden Pond, and it has to do with allowing nature to shape our values and to give us an alternative way of living. The way we are doing it now is too much like suicide.

Henry David Thoreau recommended simplicity, for sure, but he was a complicated man. He was educated at Harvard, was good at languages, read broadly, and wrote with a refined style. He could spend half a day in a boat and the rest reading and writing intensely. He could go huckleberrying and then give a lecture. He appreciated wildness but also carved out a life of tranquility. There may be a tendency among some to dismiss Thoreau because of his reputation for roughness, but they could discover his love of language and ideas and even his creative successes in technology, as he ingeniously perfected pencils for his family’s business.

My sense of Thoreau’s mission does not go in the direction of environmentalism, although you can easily extract that element from his biography and writings. Foremost, he was in search of a way of life that would fulfill his nature, and this is precisely what I think is needed in our world today. We could learn how to support every person on the planet in discovering who they are and how they can shape their lives accordingly. This process is not only fulfilling, but calming. It allows a person to love and appreciate others, whether a life partner or a person speaking a different language on the other side of the world.

We have not yet reached a point in our evolution where we want every person on the planet to be fulfilled and then make that happen. If we felt that way, how could we have wars? We would be dedicated to the apotheosis of every human being, their complete and joyful self-realization. Everyone in their own way on the path of Henry David Thoreau.

We can also learn the subtle lesson from Thoreau that to find yourself you could not do better than to become intimate with the natural world, especially where you live. Thoreau did not go into nature either as a feral misanthrope or as an investigative scientist. He went as someone who wanted to learn from intimacy with the wild and from its mysteries who he was and what he was supposed to do with his life. To follow Thoreau, you keep nature close to town and spend time in it with an open mind. Then you discover, mysteriously, your own nature and know how to live. You learn that the uncanny ways of plants, trees, and animals are your own. By becoming intimate with the natural world, you become intimate with yourself.

Thoreau was so interested in religion and the quest for divinity that I think of him as a theologian. Frequently he said that Walden Pond was the Ganges and that the Rivers of Paradise ran through it. He called himself a yogi. He said that his sacraments included rising early, eating with restraint, and going for a swim. He was not afraid of death because he knew that he was divine. He knew this from observing perch in a stream and noticing the unmanaged dispersal of seeds around the world. He said he was so spiritual that when he died, the undertaker would not have anything to bury.

Thoreau was full of contradictions: A book-loving, idea-hungry naturalist; a music lover who preferred to listen to the hum of telegraph wires than to go to the Boston Symphony; a mountain climber who recommended not getting to the top. He was devoted to the imagination and had a sophisticated psychoanalytic understanding of it. He talked about a mountain that guided him, although it existed only in his imagination. In this, Thoreau was both premodern and postmodern.

Thoreau was ahead of his time and always behind it. He did not belong to his own world, and yet he strongly advocated living in your own time. This, I say, is a model for attaining world peace and for catching up with our own time. It is backward to fight wars and allow children to suffer in them and to maintain a society of extreme wealth against dire poverty. We have not caught up with ourselves, and we are not living the life a twenty-first-century society should have attained by now. It is not worthy of us to try to live in the future when we have not yet attained life in the present.

It is worth reading Thoreau to see how he boated, hiked, climbed, and berry-picked his way to himself and his time. You don’t have to become a full-time kayaker, but you could discover your own unique way in the ordinary world in front of you. The idea is not only to learn from nature but also to discover your natural self, your own laws, and your own path to fulfillment. Once there, you can help others do the same and then enjoy a world inspired by Concord.





1 BLUE ANGELS


I have a great deal of company in my house; especially in the morning, when nobody calls. Let me suggest a few comparisons, that some one may convey an idea of my situation. I am no more lonely than the loon in the pond that laughs so loud, or than Walden Pond itself. What company has that lonely lake, I pray? And yet it has not the blue devils, but the blue angels in it, in the azure tint of its waters.… I am no more lonely than a single mullein or dandelion in a pasture, or a bean leaf, or sorrel, or a horse fly, or a bumble-bee. I am no more lonely than the Mill Brook, or a weathercock, or the Northstar, or the south wind, or an April shower, or a January thaw, or the first spider in a new house.1

—Henry David Thoreau, Walden



Henry David Thoreau often writes about his companions in the world of nature. He is not just poetizing, but vividly sensing the world as a family. For him, all those beings he lists are not to be considered objectively and distantly; they are lovers and cousins and neighbors. They relate to each other and to him. How could he be lonely in such a world?

We know more about nature than Thoreau did, and yet we seem to be less intimate with it. We have remarkable tools to work with and a history of expert analysis, yet we would probably hesitate to say with Thoreau, St. Francis of Assisi, and Black Elk, natural mystics, that the animals are our cousins. We are proud of the classical formula in which we are rational animals and find it difficult to be close to animals that do not communicate the way we do.

Thoreau hints that the loneliness of modern life is due not only to estrangement from our fellow humans but also to our failure to feel a natural closeness with the animals, birds, and fish who share our planetary home. They are all around us, but we do not take advantage of their presence by fostering relationships and intimacies. Except, of course, for pets. But our extravagance with pets may indicate how estranged we are from wild animals. We are lonely not only for people, but for the other creatures and even things that populate our world, for wilderness and wildness.

A beloved tree or even a well-crafted tool that you do not want to part with could save you from painful loneliness. Sometimes having an animal nearby or an object that has special meaning can give you a feeling of relationship or intimacy. It will take an effort from you to maintain the connection, while the animal or thing offers itself by being there in its own way.

Thoreau’s way of perceiving the world allows him to be free of loneliness by living in a world full of personality. To satisfy his need for intimacy and connection, he requires not only humans but also the whole world of things. Here is a suggestion for all of us who may feel lonely: Maybe we should seek a medicine for our loneliness not only among people, but in nature and amid things that also can have a personality.

Among my tools I have an electric drill that my father gave me when I was in my teens. When I see and hold it now, I have clear memories of him using it expertly and showing me how to handle it. When I grab it now for a task, I remember my father vividly and the drill seems to have a pulse, as though it were alive. Friends wonder why I don’t get a new drill, but I can’t part with it. Through my father we have a special relationship.

Like Thoreau, we can find relief from any unwanted solitude by initiating a relationship to the things of the world. A relationship of interest and love could replace the current habits of exploitation and consumption. We know how bad it feels to be used by another person, but we don’t seem to understand that the world might also feel bad, so to speak, by the loveless way we use and abuse it. Loving the world could give rise to care, and we could care for the things in our homes and towns instead of neglecting their needs. In return, they offer relationship and intimacy.

Take a walk down a city street or a small town and notice how neglected the buildings, roads, and sidewalks are. If we loved them, we might be unsettled by their disrepair. If we could feel some empathy for them, we might feel an intimacy with them and even sense their love coming back.

When I was a child, I would spend summers on a farm in the Finger Lakes region of New York State, in an old farmhouse that had no running water. My uncles cooked on a smelly kerosene stove. Long rifles leaned against an old oak buffet in the kitchen, making you wonder if the Battles of Lexington and Concord had yet to be fought. An ancient out-of-tune piano stood in the haze of a musty parlor. The family loved that house, so that even today, when the house and barn and outbuildings are collapsed and melting into the earth, my cousins and I still visit that sacred spot and reverently pore over the detritus of glorious years gone by.

I have no doubt that the ruins of that farm take considerable joy and immortality from our visit and as others in the family look lovingly at old photos of it and feel warm in the memories of life in that hallowed place. In the small book-lined room in my own house, where I have been writing for several years now, hangs a painting by my Uncle Jack of that farmhouse, and when I look at it, almost daily, as I enter the room, I am reminded of how I loved the place and its objects. That painting, hanging low in a corner now, is like the blue angels shooting over Walden Pond. It sanctifies the room and the large quantity of soul it contains saturates my head and lubricates my hands as I write.

Maybe that painting speaks only to me, the only one left in the family to know that farmhouse, but it puts a glow on my room and into my heart and from there into words appearing on the pages. Loving the objects in our world humanizes us, and isn’t that the primary ingredient lacking in modern life? Humanity.

We need not only more advanced tools for our daily lives but also a better and more intimate relationship with them. I still have a clear memory of my Uncle Tom, the farmer, sharpening the blades of the large, wheeled cutter that he employed to mow hay in five-acre fields. The sharpener was a grinding stone with no electrical power and had been used for decades. He powered it with his feet on a treadle. That well-worn stone was like a handyman that Uncle Tom could depend on to keep his farm equipment at their best. That sharpener is now an antique, but there is no reason why today we can’t have good relationships with our tools, as my Uncle Tom did, and lovingly care for them.

Thoreau is saying that he is not alone in the world, just as the North Star or a southerly wind are not alone or lonely, because they are a convivial part of the natural community of things. No matter how much space you have around you, no matter how rare it is for people to visit you, you live in a world of friends and relatives, so many that it is absurd to think that you could ever be alone. But you must make friends with this world’s inhabitants and get to know them and see their beauty and the intricate role they play in the great web of things. You need to open your heart to them.

Our loneliness does not come from a lack of friends, but from not recognizing the objects in our world as friendly neighbors. We treat these neighbors heartlessly, as though they had no capacity for relationship. We inspect them and improve them endlessly, and then we wonder why so much of our environment is poisonous and trashy. It is angry at our brash, intrusive incursions into its privacy and sensitivities.

We do not have a warm and intimate dialogue with our things; instead, we dissect them and use technology to keep them up to date. Or we neglect them and do not offer them nourishment, like food and drink. Nor do we listen to their complaints or needs. Especially today, when a thing no longer works perfectly, we could repair it. Instead, we put it in the trash.

Not only does Thoreau list the many things of nature that keep him company and tend his potential loneliness, he senses the sacred in a world that most of us consider secular. Looking over the waters of Walden Pond, he spots blue angels in the azure tints of its waves. It would not take much for us to see blue angels in our world, but we would have to enter that level of reality where images are real. Even in a world of science and widespread materialism, angels can be found.

Thoreau’s way of being religious is his strongest virtue and perhaps the quality most difficult to appreciate in our modern secular age. His blue angels of Walden represent only one of many references in his work to a nonsectarian, natural, and often informal religious eye. He claims that his world, with all its secularism, is saturated with the divine. In the Sufi tradition, Kabir said, “I laughed when I heard of a fish in the water who was thirsty.” Thoreau had no thirst for God, as he knew he was surrounded by the divine.





2 FLUTTERING


We can only live healthily the life the gods assign us. I must receive my life as passively as the willow leaf that flutters over the brook. I must not be for myself, but God’s work, and that is always good. I will wait the breezes patiently, and grow as nature shall determine.1

—Henry David Thoreau, journal entry, March 11, 1842



Life is a series of invitations and challenges that come to us as faint physical prompts or as signs and signals in the everyday world. The first strong push for me came when I was just thirteen years old. I became infatuated with the Catholic priesthood that I witnessed in the school and church my family attended, and, against my parents’ desire, I left home to pursue the dream of becoming a priest.

The impetus then was a burning vision of my future. It had to be powerful because I left behind a big warm family that I loved, only to go off into a world of fantasy. I stayed with that monastic life, which had its pleasures and its harshness as well, for thirteen years, and then I noticed signs that I wasn’t cut out for it after all. Abruptly, I left the monastery with no prospects and no money, but with the certainty that I was being led in a different direction.

When I look back now, I see how those years as a monk prepared me for my current life as a writer and teacher. It is as though someone had a plan for me, which all makes sense now in my eighties—each separate, improbable piece of it. I could never have planned this life, and yet it seems perfect, nothing out of place. My job was to stay alert for signs of change and have the willingness to move on when the signals were clear.

We do not make our lives with our own intentions and expectations. We are made, and it is our job to pay attention to the clues we need to get where we want to go. Thoreau says, “I will wait the breezes patiently.” We don’t live, we are lived. We don’t choose our life plan, we are chosen by it. In many medieval paintings, the West Wind, Zephyr, blows in new life. When I feel such a breeze, I say to myself, “The guiding wind is stirring once again. It is time to flutter.”

This approach to life contradicts the modern way in which the I is supreme. I am in charge. I invent my life as I go. It might be better to wait for a sign and read the omens carefully. The willingness to be led is the essence of religion, acknowledging another will. “Thy will be done.” “Inshallah.” A prayer from the Chinook people says it all quite briefly and in the spirit of Thoreau:


May all I say and all I think

be in harmony with thee,

God within me,

God beyond me,

maker of the trees.



What is behind it all? The one who made the trees. Say no more. I often meditate on the tall trees that surround my house, considering them in light of the Chinook prayer. Acknowledgment of the other, not defined and not personalized, keeps a person human, because being human requires connection with another will. From this dialogue comes a life that fits snugly with the needs of a community and at the same time fulfills the individual. It is transcendentalism at its best.

“I will grow as nature shall determine,” Thoreau writes. This is the natural human we could ourselves become. A person allows their inborn self to emerge, step by step, often haltingly. The natural human is not necessarily the person who spends time in the woods and on mountains, but one who allows life to shape them in the face of any intentions they may have. They are not in nature or part of nature; they are natural themselves. Their plan is not as important as the narrative that emerges gradually from the life in them. They are receptive and cooperative and usually not in control.

I could never have predicted my life’s course, it took so many unexpected turns. Yet I can see from this vantage point how one episode led to another and then to another, until I ended up exactly where I would have wanted to be. I have a good marriage, wondrous children, and amazing work. I did not plan any of it, and I never could have expected it. The only “secret” I have about it is that I was willing, probably too innocently, to make big changes whenever the willow fluttered. Friends advised me against many of my choices, because those decisions were not always wise. But mine was the way of the holy fool, and it appears that Henry David Thoreau was also a holy fool, trusting in life and in the quirky inner guide that led him to Walden Pond and beyond. As we reflect on his life and philosophy, we might keep in mind his celebrated eccentricity.

“I will grow as nature shall determine,” Thoreau says. I might put it this way: “I will become the person that life wants me to be.” I will watch as the life I become accustomed to gives way to something new. I will learn to hold onto my current life softly, not grasping. I might even expect my present direction to last only a while, until the next turn of the wheel.

“I must not be for myself, but God’s work.” I heard that kind of pious affirmation many times in my life, but now I hear it somewhat differently. It makes no sense to do things for myself or according to my own plans, because life is essentially driven by another will, a different plan. I do not want to say much about who or what controls that plan. Maybe it can only be seen in reverse, after the fact, toward the end of life. I look back on my years, and only now can I glimpse the shape and direction of it. When I was living it, I did not know where I was headed.

Part of this approach asks you not to demand too much and not to be rigid in your expectations. If goals are not reached and efforts are spoiled, you might have to reset your future. Everything depends on how you deal with losses and failures. It is useless to pout or even get angry. It is certainly useless to blame somebody, even yourself. If anything is to blame, it is, as Thoreau says, the breeze. The West Wind again, also known as the Holy Spirit.

The world today puts its trust in facts and machinery. It dispenses with revelation, oracle, poetics, dream, ritual, and inspiration. With its cold, carefully measured, neurotically proven facts, it tries to make a world for humans, but it fails seriously. By disregarding the deepest in human life, the very soul of humanity, it creates both a physical world and a human race that has no interiority and no “miracle,” as Ralph Waldo Emerson would say. Whatever it produces has no beating heart, except at times when a soul sneaks into some modern invention. In such a world, people see one person’s life as a string of cold events created by personal choices.

In a world where poets can rarely make a living, we see our lives as a quantifiable calendar of facts. I’m not saying that someone, like a master planner in the sky, has it all written down, all planned out. I am just looking at the phenomena, my life story, and seeing it unfolding eerily detailed and directed. It all makes sense, in the end, as though I were following a script.

If this reflection of life events is accurate, then it has some implications. I may become good at reading the signs, at noticing inner promptings and inhibitions, and at following inner guidance. I may seek out not only another will but other intentions for my life. I will know which urges to follow and which to distrust. I will become skilled at listening for hints of where to go and what to do.

I receive my life as passively as the willow leaf that quivers on the brook. We are not talking about being blown by hurricane winds but about fluttering in a soft wind. Emily Dickinson must have been similarly inspired when she wrote:


In the name of the Bee—

And of the Butterfly—

And of the Breeze—Amen!2



To me, Thoreau’s “willow leaf that flutters over the brook” is one of the great images in literature for how to live. Rather than battle through life like a hero, it might be better to flutter over the brook, an age-old image for the flow of life. You stay close to the stream of vitality you sense within you and to the torrent of life that is around you. But you do not go with weapons drawn or tools at hand. You are not a hero with a thousand faces; you are a leaf with dozens of flutters. You don’t battle, you tremble, showing that you are alive and close to the source.





3 ETHEREALIZED BY A MOUNTAIN


I go to Flint’s Pond for the sake of the mountain view from the hill beyond, looking over Concord. I have thought it the best, especially in the winter, which I can get in this neighborhood. It is worth the while to see the mountains in the horizon once a day. I have thus seen some earth which corresponds to my least earthly and trivial, to my most heavenward-looking, thoughts. The earth seen through an azure, an ethereal, veil. They are the natural temples, elevated brows, of the earth, looking at which, the thoughts of the beholder are naturally elevated and sublimed,—etherealized. I wish to see the earth through the medium of much air or heaven, for there is no paint like the air. Mountains thus seen are worthy of worship.1

—Henry David Thoreau, journal entry, September 12, 1851




A mountain may be a beautiful sight, but if you look at it closely and patiently, it will become part of you, and you will take its meaning into yourself, and you may find a route up out of unconsciousness. You may become more heavenward-looking and develop a vision for your life and ever higher values.

We all live in the dark in some areas, ignorant of our deepest motives and limited in our potentiality—limited, too, by the unconsciousness and dim horizons of the era. But unconsciousness means that you do things without thinking, by habit or custom. Then you are not fully involved and may do things that hurt others or diminish society. Henry David Thoreau’s lofty thoughts led him to spend a night in jail to raise consciousness about being a free individual in an encompassing community. His example came to be known as civil disobedience, a dramatic way to advance a society.

A mountain—a natural symbol, in need of no glossary or dictionary of symbols—reminds you of your capacity for transcendence. You know well that you are earthly, but you may forget to rise upward and become ethereal. You may overlook your own ideals and values. Look at a mountain from below and you may learn to live your daily life, active and engaged, while keeping ideals. Occasionally, you do something truly elevated, like going to jail on principle, and you are reminded that you are a mountain.

Interestingly, in another passage Thoreau suggests that when you climb a mountain, you should not rush for the peak but take your time and enjoy the ascent. Remain within the mountain and notice how this aspect of it affects you. Rising gradually is as important as enjoying the summit. In daily life it may be as important to be moving upward as reaching an elevated goal.

I often think of church steeples as having the effect of mountains. When you look at a steeple, your eyes are directed from the broad and solid base to a vanishing point high in the sky. Recently I found myself walking the downtown streets of Charleston, South Carolina, on a hot August day, noticing the many narrow, dark-shingled steeples everywhere around me. Like anorexic mountains, straining toward the sky, they pointed to etherealized life. These stunning needle-like towers, appropriate fixtures on churches, which have high aspirations, could offer me, I felt, celestial thoughts, moral ideals, and nearness to the mysteries. But at that moment I also thought I might remain on the street observing the steeples rather than going into the churches. I felt that the message was more about life than belief.

A natural symbol works on you without any explanation. It takes your mind to a vanishing point, toward thoughts of good effort, success, and vision. Tall steeples can help you get away from whatever is too mundane and pedestrian. I suggest going to the mountains but also appreciating the church steeples in your town. If you want to keep your guiding ideas and high values, you may need to be reminded how far your thoughts need to rise.

It is too easy to become preoccupied with lower concerns, as you focus on making money and buying things and comparing yourself to others and having enough channels of entertainment. You go to the site of a mountain to reset your perspective and rediscover your ascending self. Gradually, you hike out of the lower land of busyness and sense the freedom a mountain can evoke. You want to be better than you have been, and the sight of the mountain reminds you of your higher calling.

Thoreau is not theoretical, telling you that you have a higher nature; he wants to inspire you to have the experience of high places and in that way find out what you are made of. You look at a mountain and say to yourself, Tat Tvam Asi (you are that), the teaching of the Upanishads, with which Thoreau was familiar. You become the mountain, knowing your own trails and peaks. A mountain yourself, you poke into the air. Through a natural symbol you find your higher nature.

A nearby mountain can help you become elevated and sublimed, etherealized. From the mountain you could look and see more of the world than usual, your horizons much expanded and your outlook more informed and visionary. From mountain consciousness you find out who your neighbors are and in what ways they are worthy of your attention and emulation. You also find out what is beyond the neighborhood.

My work lies within the perimeters of depth psychology, and usually I recommend going deep into experience and down into dream. Going up often feels like the wrong direction. But the passage from Thoreau about mountain views adds a dimension. You can have higher thoughts without abandoning your appreciation for the depths.

In my life and work I have always paid attention to both depth psychology and religion studies, both soul and spirit. While teaching psychotherapists for many years, I have encouraged them to pay attention to the spiritual lives of their clients and even to include some sort of spiritual direction in their work. I recommend that they study sacred texts of the world and become familiar with concerns of the spirit. You cannot truly care for a person’s soul without giving attention to the spirit, just as you should not walk through life without looking at mountains.

On the other hand, my rule is a simple one: You cannot enjoy a thriving spiritual life without giving equal attention to the soul, which is often found in the more ordinary realm of everyday living, even in what Thoreau calls “the ravine.” Spiritual work needs grounding in the deeper soul. Otherwise, your focus on the mountain distracts you from life in the world. You may become overly idealistic and drastically moralistic. The soul keeps your vision horizontal and maintains your humanity.

Church steeples are beautiful but also dangerous. Turned sidewise, they look like weapons. On reflection, I found Charleston’s dark steeples ominous as well as beautiful. I cannot forget that the Ten Commandments were delivered from a mountaintop. They can offer basic values, but they also have the potential to obscure our humanity and love of life.

Once, I was giving a talk in a church in San Francisco with the Jungian analyst Marion Woodman. We were both speaking from the same pulpit, using one microphone. I enjoyed that comradeship, but it was unusual. Across from us in the sanctuary, the church leaders had placed a steeple. I don’t remember why it was there, but I found it unsettling—a huge outdoor image of transcendence within the small inner space of the sanctuary. I learned something about steeples and about transcendence: When they are too close, they can be disturbing and give a mixed, troublesome message. You need a special skill to keep the mountain and the ravine in sight and harmonious.





4 INORGANIC AND LUMPISH


The week I go away to lecture, however much I may get for it, is unspeakably cheapened. The preceding and succeeding days are a mere sloping down and up from it.

In the society of many men, or in the midst of what is called success, I find my life of no account, and my spirits rapidly fall… I would rather hear a single shrub oak leaf at the end of a wintry glade rustle of its own accord at my approach, than receive a shipload of stars and garters from the strange kings and people of the earth.

By poverty, i. e. simplicity of life and fewness of incidents, I am solidified and crystalized, as a vapor or liquid by cold. It is a singular concentration of strength and energy and flavor.

Chastity is perpetual acquaintance with the All.

You think that I am impoverishing myself by withdrawing from men, but in my solitude I have woven for myself a silken web or crysalis, and, nymph-like, shall erelong burst forth a more perfect creature, fitted for a higher society. By simplicity, commonly called poverty, my life is concentrated and so becomes organized, or a cosmos, which before was inorganic and lumpish.1

—Henry David Thoreau, journal entry, February 8, 1857



In this remarkable passage, Henry David Thoreau reveals what for him are the benefits of solitude, keeping a distance from society, and being unmarried. It depends if you want to take the word chastity in its usual meaning of purity and the
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