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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The purpose of thls study is to explore the poems and
letters of Emily Dickinson for her rcligious views, especially
for her relationship to God and to her religious background.
The divergent opinions abroad regarding her faith suggest an
individual search as the only real means for deciding what she
believed. She has been referred to as an irreverent “rascal,"
as a "Sublimated Puritan," as a "New England Nun," as an
original theologlan, Certainly she has too complex a mind to
be confined to any titles such as these.

I should hope that those who read this thesls would
themselves go in search of Emily Dicklnson, if unacquainted
with her, for the endecavor is delightful. A witty, warm,
charming person emerges from the letters, and they, in turn,
make the poems more meaningful.

For his excellent assistance in the preparation of my
thesis, I wish to express my appreciation to Dr. Thomas
Brasher. I should also like to thank Dr. Emmie Craddock and
Dr. Robert W, Walts, who very kindly served on my committee.

I approached Emily Dickinson first through her
biographers, Thomas H. Johnson and George F. Whicher. Then

I read the letters, critical articles, accounts of life in
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Amherst written by contemporaries, and finally the poems. By
the time that I had reached her poetry, I knew that I would
look for her relationship to orthodoxy, her record of soul-
searching and renunciation of suffering, her interpretation
of God, and her ideas about immortality. I had looked for
these in her letters also, finding them often more revealing
of her religious thought than her poemse.

I used the Harvard Edition of The Poems of Emily
Dickinson, edited by Thomas H. Johnson, with standard texts
reproduced from the original manuscripts. The poems are
numbered in chronological order as well as the scholars are
able to assign composition dates by year to them. Since the
poems have no titles, I have used the poem numbers in this
edition throughout the thesise.

I have used the Harvard Edition of The Letters of Emily
Dickinson, also edited by Thomas H, Johnson. Johnson has also
included all of the prose fragments found among Emily
Dickinson's papers. Another very valuable source was Jay
Leyda's two-volume compilation of documents related to the
life of Emily Dickinson and to her village and contemporaries.
The records in The Years and Hours of Emily Dickinson are
arranged in chronological order.

In using material from the letters and documents, I
have omitted ellipsls dots at the beginnings of entries which

start in the middle of a paragraph to avoid their excessive use,



In reproducing the poems and the letters, I have made no
silent changesj the original capitalization and punctuation
stand in all poems and letters quoted., Emily Dickinson has
some peculiarities in both punctuation and capitalization. She
uses commas in rather unusual places, often misplaces or omits
the apostrophe in contractions, uses dashes for pauses or
for other marks of punctuation, and omits periods or other
end punctuation. She sprinkles capitals rather liberally
throughout her writing. She invariably uses it's for the
possessive pronoun its. She uses some old-fashioned spellingse-
boquet for bouquet and wo for woe~-and 1in many cases has
misspelled words, such as vascillating for vacillating in
Poem No. 915. Occasionally, she makes errors in grammar; most
common of these is "He don't." Such are the difficulties of
dealing with a private writer whose work has not felt the
refining pen of an editor. To avoid the overuse of sgie, I
call attention to these errors and peculiarities here. I have
used sic only for the misspelled words in the letters.

I have followed the current literary practice among
scholars of using the poet's initials instead of her full
name, In the case of Emily Dickinson, this device is certainly
preferable to the all too-familiar "Emily," and "Miss
Dickinson" seems inappropriate, too.

Since this paper is not biographical in nature and omits
the detalls of ED's life after her year at Mount Holyoke, a



brief summary of her life after 1850 is included here. Even
more important is an introduction to some of the friends who
were a very significant part of her beings she called them
her "estate."

After her year at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary during
the 1847-1848 term, ED, age sixteen, returned to Amherst,
where she spent the rest of her life with the exception of a
few months in Boston for eye treatment, a brief visit to
Washington while her father was in Congress, and a visit in
Philadelphia., Her withdrawal from the social scene was
gradual, but the necessity to write, which required time,
began to grow strong. ©She probably became aware of her
destiny as a poet about 1858, It was in 1862, when her
"ereativeness was at flood," that she decided to make seclusion
her means of "participating in the common experiences of
mankind."

Within the house and grounds of the Dickinson homestead,
ED carried on her share of domestic duties, and no member of
the family was aware of the extent of her writing. She and
her sister Lavinia, always close in childhood, became even
closer in maturity. Except for the faet that her brother

Austin lived next door and that ED disappeared when most

lrhomas H. Johnson, Emily Dickinsons An Interpretative
Biography, p. 248.



guests came, the routine at the Dickinson household was not

so very different from that of ED's youth. Edward Dickinson
continued as a leading citlzen devoted to public service and
was serving in the Legislature when he died in Boston of
apoplexy in 1874%. In June of the year following her husbandt!s
death, Bmily Horcross Dickinson suffered a paralytic stroke
and was an invalid until her death in 1882. Her care was
largely EDts responsibility-2

After Ed's return from Mount Holyoke, Susan Gilbert,
just returned from school in Utieca, New York, and her sister
Martha Gilbert (Smith) became friends to ED. When Austin
Dickinson began courting Susan, the friendship between Sue
and ED became closer. Although ED and her sister-in-law
had differences sometimes straining relations, the two women
were for the most part fairly close through the years. ED
often turned to Sue for her reactions to poems, and Sue saw.
more of ED's poetry than any other person during ED's
lifetime.

The children in the house next door were of course very
dear to their aunt Emily, who was fond of all children.
Austin and Susan Dickinson had threes Edward (Ned) Dickinson,
born 18623 Martha Gilbert Dickinson, born 1866; and Thomas

2F‘or accuracy in recalling dates or significant events,
I have consulted Johnson, The Letters of Emily Dickinson, III,
Appendix l.



Gilbert Dickinson, born 1874. Gilbert'!s arrival so many
years after that of the older children was the occasion of
great joy in the Dickinson family. His early death, in 1883,
was & crushing blow to them all--especially to ED,

Death claimed many whom ED dearly loved, One of the
first of them was Benjamin Franklin Newton, whom ED 1dentifiled
as her "earliest®" friend, A young lawyer who studied in her
father's law office until 1850 when he started his own practice
in Worcester, Newton was the first person who showed an
interest in ED*s writing., He it was who introduced her to
the work of the Bronte sisters and Bmerson. Because of his
guldance she referred to him as her "preceptor." His death
of tuberculosis in 1853 hurt ED very deeply.

Two other friends played tremendous roles in ED!'s life,
One of these was the Reverend Charles Wadsworth, pastor of
the Arch Street Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, whom ED
met during the two-weeks visit there in 1854, Supposedly,
she went. to hear him preach; however, there is no record of
this fact, It 1s known that Wadsworth called on her in Amherst
in 1859, Circumstantial evidence indicates that ED fell in
love with the minister, a married man and the head of a
familys To what extent he was aware of her adoration cannot
be known, but as the person she loved, he was the source of

inspiration for much of ED*s poetry. Evidently, he served in



the capacity of spiritual guide, too. His acceptance of a
c¢all to Calvary Church in San Francisco in 1861 with removal
from Philadelphia in 1862 was a crisis in ED's life, for she
feared that she could not keep her reason without his counsel,
She turned her stress into a great outpouring of writing and
turned for help to a professional writer, a man whom she was
later to call her "safest friend."

On April 15, 1862, ED initiated a correspondence with
Thomas VWentworth Higginson in response to an article of his
in The Atlantié Monthly called "Letter to a Young Contributor.®
Although he did not recommend publicatlon for ED's verses and
had 1ittle to offer as a literary critic, Higginson's answer
to her letter resulted in a lifelong correspondence of great
lmportance in American literature, The friendship was for ED
a "life~saver.," For this "rescue," she was to thank
Higginson many years later in person,.

There were other cherished friends who occasionally served
as private audience for her poetry and to whom ED wrote
affectionate letters. Among these were Samuel Bowles, son of
the founder of the Springfield Daily Republican who succeeded
his father as editor in 1891, and his wife Mary. Associated
with Bowles on the Republican was Josiah Gilbert Holland, who
later founded Scribner's Monthly in 1870, ED's friendship
with Holland and especially with his wife Sophia Holland was



a close and endearing one; she often referred to Mrs., Holland
as “sister. "

Another warm friendship--this one of literary
significance-~~was that with the author Helen Fiske Hunt
Jackson, who was the daughter of Nathan Fiske, professor of
Amherst College, and Deborah Vinal Fiske, Helen left Amherst
to live with relatives after the death of her mother, Although
she had attended school briefly with ED in childhood, the two
did not really know each other until in the seventies, It
was probably Higginson who arranged for the writers to meet,
Helen Hunt Jackson urged ED to publish her work and did in
fact manage to get one poem published in a book of anonymous
verse titled A Masgue of Poets. The friendship endured until
Helen Jackson's death,

As ED vithdrew from the outside world, her letters
became more and more important to her. Most constant of her
correspondence with relatives was that with her cousins Louise
and Frances Norcross of Boston. 8ince the sisters were a
part of her own childéhood and since they did not marry, ED
thought of them always as her "little cousins,®

One other friend needs identifications Judge Otlis
Phillips Lord of Salem, one of Edward Dickinsont's close friends.
After Edward Dickinsonts death, Lord, then a widower, continued

to visit in Amherst, always calling at the Dickinsons?. 1In



her forties ED fell in love with Judge Lord. There is no
reason to believe that her love for Wadsworth was reciprocated
or had any physical manifestationj her second love, however,
was a mutual love. Letters survive to attest to this fact,
Judge Lord died in March of 1884, Few of ED's friends then
surviveds Samuel Bowlesj Charles Wadsworth, who had returned
to Philadelphia in 1869; J. G. Holland--all were dead. Helen
Hunt Jackson died in 1885 and ED became ill. ED's death came
in 1886,



CHAPTER 1II
LEGACY FROM THE PAST

Emily Dickinson, born in 1830 into the circumscribed
vorld of Amherst, a small farming village easﬁ of the
Connecticut River in western Massachusetts, came into the
Puritan heritage when its impact on New England was more
historical fact than present reality. In the Amherst of her
childhood, however, a modified form of Puritanism was still
in effect, Originally a precinct in the township of Hadley,
Amherst had been a part of the domain ruled over by Solomon
Stoddard, minister of Northampton, whose defiance of the
church leadership in Boston made him the ecclesiastical
authority in the Valley for fifty years, until his death in
1729, The influence of Stoddard and of his grandson
Jonathan Edwards, who succeeded him, was still observable
in the moral sanctions of the Valley in 1830.l Because of
this influence, it will be well to look backward to the story
of their time and to the beliefs commonly referred to as
"Puritana."

Seventeenthecentury Puritans believed that men had fallen
into a state of sin, that in order to be saved from this sin

lJohnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 8.
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they must receive from God a special "infusion" of grace,
that God chose to grant this grace to some and to withhold it
from others, that He had from the beginning determined the
chosen ones. The Puritans saw the sinfulness of man as an
evident fact which in itself showed man's need for divine
help., Men who did receive what they thought was God's grace
learned of it in an "ee¢stasy of illumination."™ Obviously
this ecstatic experience was given to relatively few., Puritan
theology further held that men must be reasonable and just
and seek an inward communication with the power that controls
the world but that they must not expect that power to be
limited by thelr human interpretation of what is reasonable
and Just.2

The Puritan version of Calvinism early included a
doctrine known as “Covenant" or "Federal theology." This
added doctrine held that after mant's fall into sin God had
voluntarily condescended to draw up a covenant with man in
which He laid down the terms for man's salvation and pledged
Himself to ablde by them. The Covenant did not change the
soverelignty of God: He still shed Hils grace only upon His
elected ones., But the Covenant did prescribe the conditions

2Sources for this summary of Puritan beliefs are Perry
Miller and Thomas H. Johnson, The Puritans, pp. S4=63, and
Perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards, pp. 30=-32.
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under which man might find some assurance of his standing.

At the moment of "conversion,® when the individual experienced
an awareness of God's grace on him and believed in Christ,

he was received into a contract with God. With this transac-
tion on record, he was "inside" the Covenant, where, now
redeemed, he was "safe," The Covenant of Grace appecared then
as a qualification of that sterner doctrine that the redeemed
depend directly on God, Here man is treated, at least
formally, as a power in his own right.

It was the work of the Puritan preachers to explain that
the Covenant of Grace not only gaﬁe men assurance of their
salvation but also carried a moral obligation concerning
their conduct. Feeling keenly the responsibility for con-
verting as many of the unregenerate as possible, ministers
looked upon their preaching as a possible "means of election.®
If they could drive the images of doctrine deep enough into
the mind and make them beautiful enough to win their listeners?
affection, then they might be the means of awakening simmers.,
This aim was thelrs desplte the fact that the effectiveness
of any sermon for conversion or moral improvement depended upon
the favor of God., Thus while professing that grace was the
free gift of God and not a reward for merit, the clergy vas
of fering inducements to rational men to open negotiations

with God,
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Puritanism had always understood that conversion is an
experience, and the Congregational system, limiting the
church membership to those who could offer proof of their
spiritual illumination, had always assumed that conversion
was distinguishable enough to be tested, Unfortunately
difficulties had arisen in applying the test. As a result,
the "Half-Way Covenant" was devised to take care of persons
who were not entirely sure that they had had the experilence,
Those who could offer an intellectual faith and had a desire
to accept the responsibilities of the Christian life were
admitted to membership in the Church,

The distinction between the Covenant member, or "visible
saint," and the Half-Way Covenant member appeared in relation
to the two Church sacraments. Since the sacraments themselves
were looked upon as "seals"™ of the Covenant, testifying to
the compact between man and God, only Covenant members could
receive both the Lordts Supper and baptism. Non-Covenant
members were permitted to have thelr babies baptized, but on-
Communion Sunday they were denied the privilege of taking
part in the Lordfs Supper. As the infants grew, many of them,
like their parents, could give no evidence of conversion and
were also shut out, The time came when the congregation of

unprivileged was greater than that of the "visible saints."
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At this point a new compromise was due.3 Herein entered
Solomon Stoddard, whose device for solving the dilemma
separated the Valley churches into an assoclation under his
leaderships, The practice initlated by Stoddard and deplored
by Boston churchmen was to admit into his chureh all these
who wished to receive communion as a "converting ordinance,"
excepting only the "openly scandalous,® Stoddard argued that
since man cannot know the divine will, there is greater like-
lihood that God will have mercy on those who accept the
Covenant, Membership in the HNorthampton church grew after
this relaxation, and Stoddard added even more to the number
by occasional "harvests®™ during periods of revival.h

Puritan theology at this point had come a long way from
its original position. With the passing of the years, the
religious ideas of Boston and the larger towns became more
liberalized than those in the Northampton area, for Stoddard
had picked as successor his grandson Jonathan Edwards, who
reasserted fundamental dogmass the necessity of physical
conversion, the reality of mants sinful nature, and the total
dependence of man upon God, Because of the impact that

Edwards had on the moral code of the Valley even to a hundred

301a El1zabeth Winslow, Jonathan Edwards, p. 1Ok,
l"Joh:nson, Emily Dickinson, p. 8.
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years after he had preached in Northampton, his story will be
traced more closely. It will also illustrate the struggle

of the Puritan soul in nineteenth-century Amherst, where men
were still expected to have a physical sensation of conversion,
where the individual, still plagued by the sinfulness of his
own nature and afraid that the wrath of God would damn him to
hell, examined his spiritual state carefully and hoped he

could give himself to Christ--perhaps during a religious
revival,

Since Jonathan Edwards based his preaching upon the
authority of hls own experience, extracts from his Personal
Narrative will be used to tell his story. Edwards, who with
violent inward struggles had made seeking salvation the business
of his life, recorded an unexplainable acceptance of the 1dea
of God's absoluteness:

From my childhood up, my mind had been full of
obJections against the doctrine of God's sovereignty,
in choosing whom he would to eternal 1ife, and
rejecting whom he pleased; leaving them eternally to
perish, and be everlastingly tormented in hell. It
used to appear like a horrible doctrine to me, But
I remember the time very well, when I seemed to be
convinced, and fully satisfled, as to this sovereignty
of Gody and his Jjustice in thus eternally disposing of
men, according to his sovereign pleasure. But never
could give an account, how, or by what means, I was
thus convinced, not in the least imagining at the time,
nor a long time after, that there was any extraordinary
influence of God's Spirit in it; but only that now I
saw further, and my reason apprehended the justice and
reasonableness of it. However, my mind rested in 1itj
and it put an end to all those cavils and objections.
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And there has been a wonderful alteration in my mind,
in respect to the doctrine of God'!s sovereignty, and
from that day to thisj so that I scarce ever have
found so much as the rising of an objection against it,
in the most absolute sense, in God's shewing mercy to

whom he will shew mercy, and hardening whom he will. . .

After being reconciled to the idea of God's soverelgnty,

Edwards became aware of God's grace upon him. His soul longed

after God and Christ so that he desired holiness above every-

thing else. In the Narrative, he gave this account:

It was my continual strife day and night, and constant
inquiry, how I should be more holy, and live more
holily, and more becomlng a child of God, and a
disciple of Christ, I now sought an increase of grace
and holiness, and a holy life, with much more earnest=-
ness, than ever I sought grace before I had it. I
used to be continually examining myself, and studying
and contriving for likely ways and means, how I should
live more holily, with far greater dillgence and
earnestness, than ever I pursued anything in my lifes
but yet with too great a dependence on my own streng%h;
which afterwards proved a great damage tome. My

experlence had not then taught me, as 1t has done since,

my extreme feebleness and impotence, every manner of
ways and the bottomless depths of secret corruption and
decelt there was in my own heart, However I went on
with my eager pursuit6after more holiness, and
conformity to Christ,

Yet it was his own vileness which made him wish "to be

infinitely low before God." From this desire came a vision

of divine beauty which he described 1n the Narrative:

5Clarence H. Faust and Thomas H. Johnson, eds., Jonathan

Edwardss Representative .Selections, pe 59.
6Ibidu 9 p. 62.

5
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Once as I rode out into the woods for my health,
in 1737, having alighted from my horse in a retired
place, as my manner commonly has been to walk for
divine contemplation and prayer, I had a view that
for me was extraordinary, of the glory of the Son of
God, as Mediator between God and man, and his wonderful
con&escension. This grace that appeared to me so calm
and sweet, appeared also great above the heavens.

The person of Christ appeared ineffably excellent with
an excellency great enough to swallow up all thought
and conception, . « . which continued as near as I

can judge, about an hourj which kept me the greater
part of the time in a flood of tcars, and weeping
aloud. I felt an ardency of soul to be, what I

know not otherwise to express, emptied and annihilatedy
to lie in the dust, and to be full of Christ alonej

to love him with a holy and pure love; to trust in
him; to live upon himj to serve and follow him; and
to be perfectly sanctified and made pure, with a
divine and heavenly purity. I have several other
times, had views very much of th9 same nature, .and
which have had the same effects,

In addition to such mystical revelations, it is significant
to note his spiritual self-examination, the lesson of complete
dependence on God, and the consciousness of his own wickedness,
which troubled him even after he had known God's grace, He
returned to the theme of sin again in the following:

Often « » « I have had very affecting views of
my own sinfulness and vileness; very frequently to
such a degree as to hold me in a kind of loud
weeping, sometimes for a considerable time togecthers
so that I have often been forced to shut myself up.

I have had a vastly greater sense of my own wicked-
ness, and the badness of my heart, than ever I had
before my conversion, It has appeared to me, that if
God should mark iniquity against me, I should appear
the very worst of all mankindj of ail that have been,
since the beginning of the world to this timej and

71& d., Po 69-
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that I should have by far the lowest place in hell,

when others, that have come to talk with me about

thelr soul concerns, have expressed the sense they

have had of thelr own wickedness, by saylng that 1t

seemed to them, that they were as bad as the devil

himselfs I thought their expressions seemed egceeding

faint and feeble, to represent my wickedness,
But the greater part of his account deals with his delight in
the divine scheme of things. He closed the Narrative with
this convietions ". . . how meet and suitable it was that God
should govérn the world, and order all things according to his
own pleasure; and I rejoiced in it, that God relgned, and that
his will was done."9

Thus out of the authority of his own experience, Jonathan
Edwards reasserted the absolute sovereignty of God, Impressed
by the mystical enlightenment of his own soul to the justice
and beauty of God'!s plan, he was to insist that every regenerated
person must have a like sensation. From the drama of his own
spiritual struggles, he was to preach the reality of mnts
sin, emphasizing his dependence on God at every moment,

When Jonathan Edwards became the minister of the Northampton
congregation in 1729, a growing secularism was threatening
traditional orthodoxy. Unorthodox ideas, such as Arminian

theology, which threw upon the individual the responsibllity

Slbid;, ppe 69-70,
91bid., p. 724
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for interpreting the Scripture bidding him achieve hls own
salvation, undermined the foundation of Calvinism. The
changes in falth and practice which had evolved within the
New England Church ltself were the result of the need to
make theology coincide with everyday experience. Men had
found it hard to reconecile the doctrine of total depravity
to their daily lives. Thelr neighbors were not a bad lot of
meny in fact, they were characterlzed more by virtue than by
sin. The dogma of special election had suited an aristocratic
society where it was not hard to see that God had set men
apart in classes, but as social distinctions became less
marked, individuallsm undermined the old class psychology.
Traditional theology, on the defenslve, was in need of a
champion at the beglnning of the eighteenth century. Such a
defender--many believed--Jonathan Edwards seemed to be.lo

Jonathan Edwards first drew attention outside his own
parish when he preached a sermon July 8, 1731, at the Public
Lecture in Boston. The title of his discourse, God

Glorified in the Work of Redemption by the Greatness of

Man's Dependence upon Him in the Whole of It, indicated the
doctrine he was reasserting. Because of the disturbing

influence from Arminianism abroad, the conservative clergymen

10vernon . Parrington, The Colonial Mind, in Main
Currents of American Thought, I, 1524
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present were impressed by Edwards.ll Since this sermon and
subsequent diséourses were published, Edwards had a wider
influence than he would have had as a pastor preaching to a
single congregation. Another factor extending his influence
beyond his own parish was his link with the evangelical
movements which culminated in what is known as the Great
Awakening.

In his Nb:thampton parish Edwards continued the fight
against Arminianism. Having heard rumors of this easier way
to reach salvation, the people had begun to question the
validity of thelr early teaching. Consequently, Edwards felt
that 1t was his'duty to prove to them by Scripture that the
old doctrines stood firm. 1In presenting the case for
orthodoxy, however, he added an emotional burden to his
parishoners by using two o0ld revival methods: appeal to fear
and denunciation of individual sins. Listening to such a
sermon as "The Justice of God in the Damnation of Simners,"
men began to cry out, "What must I do to be saved?" The
first conversions took place in December of 1734, and the
revival spread, with religious themes absorbing the thought

2
and talk of the whole town for a brief period.1

11w1nslow, Jonathan Edwards, p. 153.
121p1d., pp. 160-163.
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There were certain marked stages which the hearer of
revival sermons was expected to experience. At the outset he
must know his own gullt as an actual hater of God; indeed,
Edwards preached on the theme, "Men Are Haturally God's Enemies."
In this way the hearer was brought to the conviction that God
was Just to condemn him and make him submissive to His sover~
eignty. He passed then from terror to passive acceptance,
hoping that God would show him mercy. Finally redemption cames
the humble heart felt joyful adoration in the unearned mercy
that God would choose any so sinful as he. Sometimes Edwards
had to persuade the penitents that the awe which they felt was
the supernatural evidence of redemption that they were seeking.l3
In May of 1735 the tension of the revival subsided. It
was then that the men and women began to wonder about the
wholesomeness of their emotional experiences., Although the
very nature of a revival forblds that it last long, this
pastor and many of hls flock believed that 1ts continuance
had proved God's presence with themj therefore, when the
spell was broken, they felt that God had withdrawn from

them, l)+

13prancis A. Christl, "Jonathan Edwards,' Dictionary of
American Biography, VI, 32-33.

11*WELnslow, Jonathan Edwards, pp. 163-164%.




22

Quieter conditions then existed in Northampton for
several years, but Edwards believed that there would be a
repetition of religious fervor., Eventually his uncompromising
stand alienated him from his congregation, with his dismissal
the result. His pronouncements, however, lingered on in the
doetrines expounded from Valley pulpits and in the standards
set in Valley conduct,



CHAPTER III
THE CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH IN NINETEENTH~-CENTURY AMHERST

it is the purpose of this chapter to present the
Congregational Church of Amherst in ED's day, not only with
the object of showing the doetrines and theological concepts
evident but also with the intention of pointing out the human
and secular viewpoint of the institution. For this purpose,
I have used as much as possible the records left by con-
temporaries in letters, memolrs, and similar documents. The
narrative begins about the time of ED's birth and continuses
into her adult life, at least to that age when she decided
that she could not become a member of the Church.

In nineteenthecentury Amherst men yet bellieved that God
personally gave human beings worth because He chose them as
His ehlldren, providing a plan for each human l1ife, This
strong relationship, which increased human responsibility for
carrying out the dlvine will, made man directly accountable
to Gods Though the Creator spoke to his ereature through
the conscience, man's true guide for righteous living was the
Bible, which was wldely read in Amherst homes including that
home which nurtured ED, who employed the phrases of the King

James Version when they sulted her needs.l

lMi11icent Todd Bingham, Emily Dickinson's Home, pp. 28-31.
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A century after Jonathan Edwards, the New Inglander was
still very much aware of his .own evil nature, He believed
that only through God!'s mercy could he be redeemed. The
first step toward redemption was the sinner's realization of
his own guilt, Out of the agony of this realization, the
penitent begged for God!s mercy. Christ interceded; then the
physical sensation of conversion came, bringing the certainty
of forgiveness and deeming him worthy to join the church,

Even then, however, the struggle was not over. Man must ever
pray diligently that he not return to his evil ways. He

must depend on Christ to show him the way to keep from falling
back into sin, If he succeeded in living a righteous life,

he could look forward to immortality, the hope which made the
earthly 1ife but a testing period for the life to come.
Eternity was very rcal to the Puritan.2

In ED¥s childhood there were five Congregational churches
in the villages within the town limits of Amherst. In addition
to these were a small intermittent Baptist congregation and
two Methodist meetings.3

The Dickinsons attended the First Parish Church, officially
named "The First Church of Christ in Amherst, Massachusetts."

2Ibid., Dpe 32=3ks

3 bid«, pPe 35. (Episcopal and Roman Catholic groups
established congregations later.)
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Although independent, the congregation functioned within the
rigid doctrinal frame characteristic of the Connecticut
Valley.h Royal Washburn was minister of First Church when
ED was born. At his death in 1833, Matthew T. Adam, a
Scotsman from an Indian mission, succeeded to the pulpit.s
Upon his selection, one of his new parishiloners, Mrs, Deborah
Vinal Fiske, whose husband Nathan Welby Fiske was a professor
at Amherst College, wrote to her Vinal family on Sunday .
evening, December 8, 18333 "A Mr. Adam , . . 1s to be
settled over the village church here, next week; his manner
of speaking is no good but he is considered a very pious
man, & that is the cghief thing. . « ."6

Later, on January 5, Mrs, Fiske reported the arrival
of the mihister and his wife in another letter to her familys
"Mr. and Mrs, ’dam board at the Tavern, it is sald she is
entirely ignorant of housework, & those among the people who
were opposed to their settlement, prophesy all manner of trouble

7

when they shall commence housekeeping." Besides the secrutiny

to which the clergyman was subjected, her letter shows that

kl_i_b dey Do 37,

SJay Leyda, The Years and Hours of Emily Dickinson,
I, xxvil.
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he was not the unanimous choice of the congregation. 1In reply
to questions asked by her Vinal family, Mrs. Fiske answered
on February 20: "“You ask if Mr. Adam is an Episcopalian~-no
» ¢ « but his manner-<his volce, his tone is like the
Episcopalians~~he says Asmecn and he has no idea of anythlng,
but regular built sermons-~familiar exhortations never scem
to have entered his head,."

From another parishioncr came a report on the minister
and his standing with the church members:s On June 19, 1834,
Ann Shepard wrote to her sister Marys

Our minister preaches most excellent sermons-~-no

falling off, I can assure you--commenced last

Sunday a course upon the ¥gllenn1um--nis labours

are abundant-~but he continues strong & vigorous~-

Is by no means "halt blind lame, or withered" in

the slightest degree yet. But Alas! people dontt

a)l appreciate him--I often thigk him far too

good«~too learned for use. « « o

By October 31 the oppositlon to Adam had grown considerably,
for at a meeting of the parish on this date the minutes record
the followings "Voted, That 1t 1s the sense of this meeting
that some measures be taken to dissolve the comnexion now
existing between the Rev Mr Adam and the first Parish in

ulO

Anmherst. Among the reasons offered was this one:

81b1d.
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#, » » that the practice of the Rev Mr Adam relative to
associatihg with neighboring Ministers, exchanging with them,
and conducting social meetings, are not agrecable to the
usages of the churches and Parishes in this vicinity."ll

This official action, which showed incidentally the
narrowness of the church, evidently upset many members and
shocked the minister who, according to Ebenezer Burgess, a
tutor in Amherst, did not want to leave the town, an attitude
which in turn allenated other members., Burgess wrote on
November 16, 1834, to W. S, Tyler, an Amherst professor who
was at Andover:s

The parish is all in terrible confusion in endeavor-

ing to get rid of the minister. He 1is reluctant

to leave, . . 4 They chose a committee to talk with

him about the matter. . . » He would have nothing to

say by way of conference or concerning a council

treated them unceremoniously, and has alienated I

believe the rigaining friends he had in the
churche « « o

After the dismlssal Mrs. Mary Adam, the minister's wife,
complained in a letter to Mary Shepard, dated December 3,

1834

I have cheerfully and frankly forgiven the Amherst
people for all the unkind words they have spoken of
me and for all their unkind thoéughts and deeds--And
when I look at my dear husband and see how grieved

111144,
12114,
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he looks and then think of all he has done and all
he had proposed to do for this people and then think
of the barbarous treatment he has recelved I beléeve
even the New Zelander would have fared bettere-

The congregation, labeled barbarous by one who had felt
the brunt of their dismissal, evidently sought to avoid a
similar situation with their next parson if length of time
which elapsed before they chose a successor to Adam may be

used as the measure. Indeed, 1835 and 1836 passed before the

14

parish agreed upon a cholice. During the interim a procession

of candidates went by., Letters suggest the story. On
December 10, 1835, Wellington Hs Tyler reported to his brother

William:

Mr. Treat i1s preaching (as a candidate I suppose)
in the church here. Mr. Fowler of Binghamton preached
two sermons here, one in Chapel & one in Church,
about 2 weeks since. They are powerful & well
delivered sermons, with some excrescences to be sureg
but doubt if the majority liked him, I igink well of
him, Perhaps he would not always wear.

There was still no minister at First Church on
Docember 22, 1836, when Mrs., Fiske wrote to Martha Vinalgs
The people have no pastor yet; the last
candidate has just heen condemned for Taylorism,.

I am almost of the oplnion that ministers had
better be settled for life according to the

131pid., p. 27.
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fashion of former years; removals from one place to
another have become so common that nelther pastors
or societies think of making the best of each
other-~every 11ttlf6objection is made the occasion
of a changee + + &

The church officials did not overlook spiritual matters
entirely, At a meeting of the church on December 30, 1836,
the minutes record a vote to observe Monday afternoon as a
season of fasting and prayer for the conversion of the
world."l7

The flock still labored without a pastor when on
February 25, 1837, William S. Tyler wrote hls brother on the
state of things. By now, a favorite candidate had emerged.
Tyler wrote to Wellingtons

No minister yet in the 01ld Church-~ilone in

Amherst-=-the "likelihood" of their getting one 1is

a problem, that can be solved only by one more

skilled in calculating chances than I am., They

appear quite pleased with Mr. Bent, the present

candidate-~a man I should think, much like Mr.

Washburn-~with the same taste, good sense, sound

theology, & as little energy oflgody & mind & as

few of the graces of elocution.

In spite of the deficiencies Tyler noted or perhaps because
of his "good sense" and "sound theology," Josiah Bent, "the

present candidate,"™ became the new minister. On March 7, 1837,

bid., . 35

171v1d.
181bid., ps 36,



30

the members of the Church voted unanimously to invite him to
become their pastor, "provided the Parish will unite with
us in extending a c¢all to him to become their minister."19
On April 20 Josiah Bent was installeds That day Mrs,
Fiske wrote to Martha Hookers ". . « he appears like a very
amiable sensible man, one that will win the esteem and
confidence of the enemies of religion."2o
Josiah Bent served as pastor until his death in November
of 1839, He is the earliest minister that ED, of certainty,

heard, L

Some of the events of his tenure are recorded in
the documents of the time. Early in 1838 the minutes of the
church records "January 1lst, being the 1lst Monday in the
year 1838, was observed as a day of Fasting and prayer, It
was & precious season, and promising to the cause of religion
amongst this people."22 The promise seemed on its way to
fulfiliment when in May of that year an Amherst correspondent
wrote to the Boston Recorder a message reprinted in the

Hampshire Gazette, May 233

191pia.
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There has been a highly interesting state of
religion for some months past., There has been no
special and unusual means employed in producing 1it.
A means much blessed in the Rev. Mr. Bent's Society,
were the visits of a committee of the church to
every family connected with the congregations + «
Fighteen have professed religion since the lst of
January in Mr. Bentéﬁ Society, and fifty or sixty
have indulged hope.

Perhaps the correspondent deplcts a season not unlike the

fharvests® of Solomon Stoddard!s day, This frultful state of

religion was not to last, however, for by December 19 Ann
Flizabeth Shepard of Amherst wrote to her brother~in-law
Seth Terry at Hartford:

There was a Church meeting last week~-I did not
attend it, but Mother was present. She said Mr.
Bent expressed an unusual solicitude in regard to
the state of religion among us-=distressed at its
low state--thought something should be done
immediately to produce a change for the better--
and advised that a Committee be forthwith chosen
of members of the Church--to go and converse with

all the individuals that compose it~-~in regard to their

spiritual interests. He thought God blessed similar
measures last year--and perhaps he would bless such
means again to the good of this people « « « Mre Bent
does not visit his people but a very little--there 1is
ngVersg; complaint on this score--neither does he
glve us g%x new well-studé&d discourses so as to make
up for not calling on us.

Evidently Edward Dickinson held similar opinions on the

preaching in Amherst. From Boston, where the Legislature was

in session, Dickinson wrote his wife the following letter on

Jammary 20, 1839

23Ibido, Pe 50g
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I have attended Park St. Chureh all day, & heard
Mr., Alken preach two of the best sermons that I have
ever heard in my life--not excepting our "Bible
Lectures." This afternoonts sermon, was proving the
authentieity of the scriptures--& clearer reasoning,
& more unanswerable conclusions, I never heards « + o
It was a real treat. If I could hear such preaching,
every 8S8abbath, I would walk ten miles, in mud, knee
deepe There secmed to be some body & soul to ite-
the preacher acted as if he was trying to prove
something~-& give hls hearers some information. No
church can help flourishing, with such preaching. As
little regard as I have for such things, I was really
charmed. It was an intellectual feast~- , o 4 I do
really wish Providence would so order 1t, that we
could, now & then, have something worth the trouble of
hearing. Izgould never sleep under such preaching--&
never tire,

Ann Elizabeth Shepard wrote again on the state of affairs
in the Amherst parish, this time to Mrs., Fiske, who was then
visiting in Boston, Dated January 24, 1839, the letter gave
this information:

I have for months, discerned ®"the sign of the
times"™ (In relation to ministers) they have been
apparent here, & I dare say many others have seen the
tokens of a coming storme « « « A division on the
exclting subject of Abolition seems to herald the
tempests approach. « » « It may be that people are
right glad of Abolition because it furnishes they
think a sort of an excuse for quarrelling with the
minister. When I heard Mr. Bent make the appointment
for the Monthly Concert for Sabbath Eve, I trembled
for him & thought you little know of what tInder-1ike
combustibles your Church & Parish are composed, & you
are perfectly unconscious that heterogggeous mass you
are now throwing a coal of firel ., + »

257pid., pe 53.
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Though Josiah Bent's congregation had grown restive under
his leadership, fate ordaincd that he not face the same type
of dismissal rcceived by Matthew Adam. By Aprll Bent appeared
exhausted durling a busy evangelistic season and required
asgistance in his nmlnlstry. HMrs. Fiske wrote to Mrs, Hooker
cn April 10, telling of the ministerts plights

The revival in Amherst has brought a good deal of

extra labour upon Mr. Bent and he is looking rather

wvorn downs for a few weeks the people have hired

assistance for him, but I understand he is to have it

no longer for fear pf ereating uneasiness in the minﬁﬁ

of those who must pay. What a stingy world this isi

Joslah Bent was able to carry on his work for several
months more but not to the satisfaction of hls congregation.
On November 19, 1839, Mrs. Fiske again wrote Mrs, Hookers "I
fear the people here do not like Mr. Bent so well as they did,
or as they ought to like so good a man. I think he has done
all any man could with a very feeble wife and five children.”28
The Hampshire Gazette of November 27, 1839, carried the
death notice of Rev. Josiah Bent, who had died on November 19,
age forty-two.29

Bent's successor, Aaron Merrick Colton, wrote very

frankly of the "candidating" process to which prospective

271bid., pe 55.
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clergymen at Amherst were subjected., He preached his first
sermon there on March 1, 1840, Of this experience he wrote

in his Reminiscences (1889):

e « o Got through (Sabbath) day and evening somehow,
The next morning the church and parish committees
met at the office of Edward Dickinson, Esq. I was
asked to be present. . . « Candidatingl Wwhereunto
shall I liken it? Behold and consider a fish caught
with a hook, and hung up by the gills. To think of
its a man séanding in a pulpit before a people, all
eyes and cars eagerly intent on learning what manner
of man this ise » o »

After nearly a two hours! talk, it was decided

that I should remalin and preach on the following

Sabbath, and that, in the meantime, I should call on

the fam{lies of the ggrish--commit%ees taking turns

in leading me about,

The members of the parish registered reactions to the
candidate, with several mentioning him in letters. William S.
Tyler wrote his brother Wellington at New York on March 2, 18401
"Mr, Colton, from Andover . . . prcached last Sabbath. + + &

He made a pretty favorable impression. . « « But it 1s a hard
gauntlet to run, & my first impression from his manners &
appearance was, that he could not succeed with this

people- s o c-"31

The majority, however, did not share Tyler's opinion.

In a letter to her daughter Mrs. Hannah Terry, Mrs. Deborah

BO;bidO’ Pe 60.
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Haskins reported a favorable reception of the candidates
"Mre Colton « « « has preached for a few times with good accepte-
ance, a committee has been appointed by the Church to go round
to all the families in the Church, and parish, nearly all are
in favour of’inviting him for a Pastor with but: few exceptions."32

On March 30 John Dickinson, clerk of the Church, recorded
the followings #"Voted that the Church invite the Parish to
unite with them in inviting Mr. Aaron M. Colton to become
Pastor & minister."33

A, M. Colton accepted the call to come to Amherst. The
investment procedure whizh followed this acceptance was
described by Colton in his Reminlscences, On June 9 he met
the Council of the Church with President Humphrey of Amherst
College as moderator. The group then went to the meeting
house where a large company, representatives of the Church,
had met. Here he stood nearly two hours of examinatione.
Then on June 10 he was ordained. On that occasion Dr,.
Humphrey charged the congregations

When your pastor comes, receive him wherever you may

be. Disturb no dust; make no apologiesg do not spend

the first half of the visit in complaining because he

doesntt come oftenerlsand the last half because it is

so short; BEt make his visit so pleasant that he can't
stay avay.

321 p1d., pp. 60-61,
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Under the new pastor's leadership the parish began to
show signs of religious awakening. One parlsihioner, Samuel
Mack, reported these signs in letters to his fiancee Rebecca
Robins. On Sunday, June 20, 1841, just after returning from
the evening meeting, Mack wrote her the following:

It was very interesting~~there being

uncommon seriousness among us & a few cases of

conversions « « « Mre Colton ¢ « « has preached

eloquently & aifecetingly Egday~-upon the

"Excellency of the Law=-"-

In another letter to Rebececa, dated July 11, Mack
mentioned hopes of a genuine revival. He also anticipated
the time that he could share Coltont's sermons with his
fiancee

There is quite a religious awakening among our
people-=& strong hopes are entertained by Mr. Colton

& many in the church, that we are about to have a

revival. It has come quite unexpectedly by myself &

I understand to all the Church « « « I am already

anticipating with how much pleasure we shall listen

to & converse about such sermons as Mr. C.

preaches, « « » Today he preached from "And the 36

last state of that man was worse than the first.", .

The seasons of religious enthusiasm came almost
periodlecally. The next year, on the first Sabbath in May,
the minlister himself made a record of the morning services

"The attendance of the church was very numerous, and all the

3%1pid., p. 70.
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members rose, and solemnly reneved their covenant with God
and with one another,"37

A less hopeful religious state existed the next year
when on March 3, 1843, Mrs. Luelus Boltwood, whose husband
was one of the founders of Amherst College, wrote to her sister
Mrs, Ann E. Southworth (nee Shepard)s

There has been some effort made in our church

to arouse the professors of religion. A committee

have recently been sent by the chureh to every

member, and we hope their labour of love will not

be in‘vain. Thefe seems to be a desige in the

church for a better state of things.

Sometimes the Church had concerns besides the minister
and the state of religlon: a member whose condnct warranted
deprivation of church connection. The minutes of the Church
on January 16, 1845, record a special meeting of the Church
to hear a report on the case of Harriet Montague, daughter of
Luke Montague and Irene Dickinson Montague, Edward Dickinsont's
sister, After a lengthy dilscussion the Church voted to suspend
Harriet Montague from the communion of the Church for six
months.39 The records do not clarify the mystery of Horriet's
sin nor the commotion raised when, six months later, the

Church reviewed her case.ho Mary Shepard gave thlis account of

371b1d.y pe 75.
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the incident in a letter on July 25 to her nephew Lucius
Beltwood, at Andovers
Mrs. Colton can tell you of the unruly church
meeting they had last week . . . at which they

talked over Harr. Montague's case--& where Horace

Kellogg wishes to have no Church Committee--but to

have all matters brought up before the whole

Church, « . « Miss Montague 1s still suspended=--not

because of her sin, but because therec was sohfuch

suspicion manifested in her returning. « . .

Another of Mary Shepardts letters-~-this one to her sister
Hannah Terry on August 25, 1845=-~concerned not only the severity
of Coltonts Sunday morning sermon but also his appreclation of
the humorous, an illustration indicating that not all which
was said at the nmeeting house was serious and sombers

Mr, Colton preached yesterday from Hosea--

"goodness 1is like early dews &c" in which sermon

he lashed every one, except those who had not been

to his meetings at alle o « « Prof Tyler in the P.M.

preached one of his peculiar, witty, & satiriecal

discourses~~Rev, Mr, Colton seemed to e&éoy ite-I

feared he would laugh out, on his Sofal

A. M. Colton continued to please hls congregation. The
donation party, no doubt a supplement to his salary, neverthe-
less gave the church members opportunity to express their
gratitude to the minister as well. Such an occaslon was re-
ported in the Hampshire and Franklin Express on January 30,

1846. Included in the account was the following poetic effort:

"11pid., pe e
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The People to Thelr Pastor

With joy we present us before thee our Pastor,

In token of friendship to thee and thy Master}

And here would we offer from hearts full and reey), s

Oour praises to him--our best wishes to thees, + «

Having attended this donation party, ED mentioned 1t in
8 letter to her friend Abiah Root. She reported that the
Coltons had received some very valuable precsents from their

),
friends and that shc had had a pleasant time,

The bad conduct of Amhcrstts youth came under fire from
the pulpit later that year, In a letter to her son on
November 1, Mrs. Boltwood told of the results of Coltont's
sermons

The Rév. Mr. Colton preached a real smart

sermon last sabbath afternoon, taking up all the

bad conduct of the young and old boys in this

place, He took his text, and then went right

Into the business of all that is bad about the

streets and especlally on the Sabbath and about

meetings in the evening, « s « There was an unusuval

stillness, that Sabbath evening in the streets,

and to day not a boy or man was ﬁ?e“ loitering on

the steps as we went to meeting.

Perhaps 1850 was the high point in the pastorate of
A. M. Colton, for in the religious history of New England it

1s known as the year of the Great Revival.u6 Colton's
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corments on this spiritual awaxening were published January 9,

1851, in the New York Qbscrver. Colton wrote the following

accounts
February came and wents but with it no‘instaﬁce
of coaversion. Was there to be a revival? Was the
little cloud that had put forth . . . to pass away

without dropping down fatness? One graat obstacle
was in the ways Aintoxicating drinks, in one form and

another, and in grecat quantities, were sold in the

T he warrant Tor the Coun meCting in Habcha® oI

Very likely, the “little cloud" of which the minister wrote
was a reference to the sudden death, at the age of thirty-
nine, of the Reverend William A. Peabody, newly appointed
professor of Latin, who died of scarlet fever on February 27,
1850, shortly after his arrival in Jl.mhers’c,ol"8 The shock of
this event produced a solemn atmosphere, one ready for
spiritual ieaven. There remained only the obstacle to be
removeds Characteristically, this was to be found in man's
conduct, easily ldentifiable to the minister as the sale of
intoxicating drink. According to the ministerts write-
up in the New York QObserver, the townspeople agreed with his
identification of the spiritual impediment, for on March 4,
in a town meeting, one of the largest ever held in Amherst, the

town decided to prohibit traffiec in intoxicating liquors.hg
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The revival antlcipated materialized; 1t spread to the
college. ERdward Hitchecoek, president of that institution,
wrote of it in his "Private liotes," dated March 253

It hardly seems possible & yet I am certainly
in the midst of another general & powerful revival
of religion in College, & in this my study only two
nights since I met 24 enquirega--most of whom had
begun to see light & comfort.

From Ipswich, where she was enrolled that winter in the
Female Seminary, Lavinla Dickinson, age sixteen, wrote a
letter to her brother showing her concern for spliritual
matters and revealing that Austin had been affected by the
revival., Carefully she had examined her own conscience and
hopefully she thought of her brother and sister as ready to
become Christians, The letter, probably written in March,
stated:

Why, Austin, I ecant tell you how very much the
tone of your letter surprised me., The idea that my
brother was thinking of religion seemed almost
Impossible to me, the thought gladdened my heart, how
ever, & 1ncreaseé, (I hope) my own interest. How I
wish I could talk with you about this important
subject, for you might have so much influence over me.
At times, I desire religion above all things, & this
world seems small indeed, in comparison with the all
important subject, then Satan besets me, & my
interest diminishes,

Oh} Austin, if the spirit of God has awakened
you, I entreat you not to grieve it away. Do become
a Christian now. How beautiful, i1f we three could all

501bid,
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believe in Christ, how much higher object should we
have in livingl to glorify that great being, than to
gratify our own selfish desires, Does Emille think
of these things at all? Ohl that she mightl I am
afraid, this note will convey a wrong lmpression to
your mind & you may think me more changed than I am,
but I feei so desirous, that My Dear Brother & Sister
should become christians, even though I am not, that
perhaps ISEave sald more than I ought, if so, pardon
it. [ ] [ ] [ 4

Another letter to Austin, written about this same time,
shows the concern of youth for each other's spiritual welfare
in this age of piety, particularly during a revival. Emily
Fowler wrote to ED and Austin some time in March while she
was ill., After expressing regret for her separation from them
and her affection for them, she added:

Just now God is reminding us of our duty and
our happiness in a different way from usual. I
feel sure that there will be nothing of bravado or
sneer about you, or of affectation or indifference--
you would be above such miserable pretence., No one
can be utterly thoughtless, if they are a spark
ralsed above the brute, and the higher and clearer
and more powerful the mind, the more eagerly will
they selze these wondrous %ruths--Christ died for
sinners, and we are all sinners.  + . Dear Emily--
I wish I could see you and Austin too--If I had one
of you, or both of you by me now I%Q sure I could
interest you a little while. ¢« « »

On recelving a reply from Austin, evidently both evasive

and skeptical, Emily Fowler wrote again to himg
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Oh--I cant reason--I camnot answer the quibble,

and the doubt, but I can praise, and love my Saviore-

Dear Austine--he is yrs too--and he is walting gith

open arms for you to recognize and claim.him.5

On April 3 ED mentioned the impact of the revival in a
letter to Jane Humphreys M. . « Christ is calling everyone
here, all my companions have answered, even my darling Vinnie
believes she loves, and trusts him, and I am standing alone
715%

Again in May ED referrcd to the revival in a letter to
Abiah Root. She mentioned the conversion of Abby Woods,

assuming that Abby herself had written Abiah about this great

in rebellion and growing very carelesSe « o o

change and about the state of things in Amhersts

« o o how the "still, small voice" 1s calling,
and how people are listening, and believing, and
truly obeying--how the place 1is very solemn, and
sacred, and the bad ones slink away, and are
sorrowful~-«not at theiggwicked lives=-~but at this
strange, great change.

President Hltchcock presented another report on the
religious state at the college in an article for the Express
April 19, He cited statisticss of the 179 members at the
college, 106 had "professed religion™ and 30 had "indulged hope"
during the revival. Studies continued as usual with little
56

outward signs of emotion.

531b1d., p. 171

%Lgttors, I, 91"0

Sslbido, Pe 98!

56Leyda. s AEATS, I 9 172.



Lk

On May 30 Mrs. Boliwood wrote her son of the conversion
of Ddward Dickinson the preceding Sabbath, Her comments
ineluded this statements "IHe has long been struggling with
his feelings«"57

Gould recalled this incident in his Jlotebook in an entry dated

Of Edward Dickinson's conversion, George

Septewber, 1877:
While Hone E. Do of Amherst was converted--who had

long been under convictilon--His pastor said to him
in his study--"You want to come to Christ as a

lawyerw-but you must come to him as a poor simer--g
get down on your knees & let me pray for yourseifu"sa

The Republican on June 8 reported that the revival in

Amherst continued, without any noticeable loss of interest.

The converts included men of middle age, some who had been
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indifferent to religious subjects, According to Ae Me

Colton's summary in An Historical Review, the revival con-

tinued until late summer with more than one hundred fifty
making profession of faith.éo On Sunday, August 1l, seventy
people vwere admitted to the First Church of Christ by profession,

Among that number were Edward Dickinson and Susan Gilbert,

%71p1d., pe 176,
Salbido, Ps 178.
591b1de; p» 1764

601p1d,, p. 178,
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who was to become Austin Dickinson's wife.él Lavinia
Dickinson joined the church on Rovember 3, 1850.62
With the closc of 1850 comes the closc of this section
intended to show in the words of ED's conteuwporaries the
Church as it functioned in the minds and actions of its

members during the poetts formative years.

611pig.

621p14., p. 182,



CHAPTER IV
EMILY DICKINSON'S HOME

The home to which ED was so strongly attached as a child
and which she as an adult chose to make her entire: physical
world was of course a primary influence in her 1life., The
ideals upon which that home was established were love, respect
for individuality, and devotion to duty. The story of any
family begins with the two people who founded it, and the
letters of Edward Dickinson and Emily Norcross written during
their courtship reveal a deep love as the basis for their
marrlage. The couple met while Edward Dickinson was a student
at Yale College and Emlly Norecross, daughter of Joel and
Betsy Norcross of Monson, was attending a finishing school
in New Haven. They waited to marry until Edward had finished
his law study and established a practice in Amherst. On
April 29, 1828, shortly before their marriage in May, Fdward
wrote his filancee of his hopes concerning their marriages

My Dear, do you reallse that you are coming to live

with me? May blessings rest upon us, and make us

happy--May we be virtuous, intelligent, industrious

and by the exercise of every virtue, & the cultiva=-

tion of every excellence, be esteemed & respected &

beloved by all--We must &etermine to do our duty to

each other, § to all our friends, and let others do
as they may.

lreyda, Years, I, k4.
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This extract seems an appropriate sumaary of the attitudes
which governed his aclions toward family and community.

From his father, Samuel Fowler Dickinson, Edward Dickinson
inherited a role of responsibility in Amherst. Samuel Fowler
Dickinson,y who practiced law in Amherst for many years, had
been instrumental in the founding of Amherst Academy (1814)
and Amherst College (1821). He had frequently served as
representative of the General Court of Massachusetts from 1802
to 1827, and had been a member of the state semate in 1828,
When his support of Amherst College led him into financial
trouble, he moved to Ohio in 1833, where he continued to work
for educational causes until his death in 1838. Edward
Dickinson assumed the load left by his father. He became
treasurer of Amherst College in 1835, a responsibility he held
until his resignation in 1872, taking charge of the building
program as well as handling the funds of this institution.
Like his father, he was a representative in the General Court
of Massachusetts, serving in 1838 and 1839 and again in 1874,
the year of hls death. A Whig in polities, he was elected as
a representative to the Thirty-Third Congress, 1853-1855.

Very active in the Hampshire Agricultural Soclety, which

2Unless otherwise documented, the sources for material on
ED's early life in Amherst are Johnson, Emily Dickinson,
pp. 21-W4, and The Letters of Emily Dickinson, I1I1I, Appendix 1.,
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sponsored an annual exhibition known as the Cattle Show,

3

Edward Dickinson was president of ihe association in 1842,
The Amherst and Belchertown Railway, established in 1853, was
one of the public measures Dickinson supported. He served the
community of Amherst in many other capacities, but more
important to him than any role in public life was his family,

Three chlildren were born to Edward and Emily Norecross
Dickinsons William Austin in 1829, Emily Elizabeth in 1830,
and Lavinia Norcross Dickinson in 1833, The proper care of
his children was Edward Dickinson's main concern. When he had
to be away from home, he felt even more keenly his responsi-
bility for them. From Boston on January 21, 1838, he wrote.
Mrs. Dickinson these thoughts absorbing his attention:

My family is the object of my thoughts, & my exertionse
and without them there would be little to prompt me to
make exertion. The duty which devolves upon us, of
bringing up our little children as they should be, is
an important one--and we can not realise too deepiy ‘
our obligation to study the best course--~and adopt %he
best methods of instruction & government--& set before
them the best example for imitation. They are a

trust committed to our ecare-~& we must dlscharge

that trust faithfully. . « « To take a rational view
of life, & the object of it, is, at once, to place
almost anything we value here, in the light of little
importance-~and if, as you believe, and I can't doubt,
this life is a mere preparatory state for another
period of existence, how important, to act with
reference to such a state--and yet how little we
really do seem to consider it, I need not tell you

3Leyda, Years, I, 77.



49

that no day passes wlthout my having some reflections

on this subject,)in connection with you, & our dear

little children,

In the letters to his wife Edward Dickinson frequently enclosed
notes to the children, Typical of these is this one, dated
January 17, 1838s

My Dear little Children, Your mother writes me

that you have been quite goo& since I came avaye-

You don't know what a pleasure it is for me to have

such good news from you--I want to have you do

perfectly right~-always be kind & pleasant, & always

tell the truth, & never deceive. That is %he way to

become good--vayou do right, & that everybedy will--

everybody will like you-~I want to have you grow up &
become good men & women--and learn allsyou can, so

that you can teach others to do right.

One of the lessons that each of the children had to learn
was to carry his share of the responsibility in the home, for
in the Amherst of their childhood every family was a self-
sustaining unit, growing its own fruit and vegetables and
keeping enough stock for household needs. In such an arrange-
ment there was much work to do. ED's letters frequently refer
to gardening, which she thoroughly enjoyed; to the orchardj
to the housework, which she liked not at allj to the many
chores involved in operating the nineteenth-century domestic
routines to bread-baking; to pudding-making; and to

preserving.

lbido, P )‘.'30

5Ibido 9 p. l"lﬁ
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All three of the Dickinson children attended Amherst
Academy. Like Anherst Collcge, 1t was founded with the ideal
of preserving the orthodox tradition, and this purpose affected
the atmosphere of the school. The course of study, however,
seemed adequate for the day. ED mentioned courses in English,
composition, speaking, French, German, Latin, merital philosophy,
geology, botany,;and history. Daily worship and ecclesiastical
history were part of the program, too. The academic year was
divided into four terms of eleven weeks each, Students
attended term by term as their situation permitted. ED did
not attend any four consecutive ternms, illﬁess keeping her
out upon several occasions.6 It was at the academy that ED
made many of her girlhood friends, among them Abiah Root,
daughter of Deacon Harvey Root of West Springfield, who was
there for one year. Another Academy associate was Jane T.
Humphrey of Southwick, who stayed with tﬁe Dickinsons while
she attended the academy briefly. lLater she was preceptress
there (18k8-i8%9).

As part of their education, Edward Dickinson sent his
daughters off to boarding school for one year--~tD to Mount
Holyoke an@ Lavinia to Ipswich. Austin went on to graduate
from Amherét College in 1850. Then, before entering Harvard

6Whicher,_2hig Was a Poet, p. 42,
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Law School in 1853, he taught school briefly in Sunderland and
for a year in Boston, and rcad law in his father's office. He
was admitted to the bar in 1854%,

The level of education at the college in Amherst was
highs A book store, a printing press, and a newspaper con-
tributed to the intellectual growth of the village. Good
talk was no small part of the soclal gatherings of the elders,
especially of those associated with the college. Although
soclal life in Amherst was restricted, particularly in the
light of its evangelical dcvoutness, there were outlets for
social expression.

Two blg social attractions of the year were the College
Commencement in Augus£ and the Cattle Show in October. The
Dickinsons took active part in both. Edward Dlckinson gave
a reception at Commencement, an important annual affair. ED
appeared at this event even after she had ceased to go out,
And the Dickinsons usually entered some of the exhibitions of
the Cattle Show, which included prize competitions for every
variety of livestock, agricultural produce, and domestic
articles. The Dickinson men sometimes exhibited their
carriage horses; the ladies sent flowers or kitchen products.
Both father and son were prominent leaders in the management

of the fair.7

7lb;d' ] po 16.
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There were other social amusements for the young. ED
was as much & part of these soecial activities as any other
young person in Amherst. On Jamiary 11, 1850, she wrote her
uncle Joel Warren Norcross this enthusiastic summarys

"Amherst is alive with fun this winter--might you be here to
8

gee{"” She had in mind the New Year's celebrations, which

she described more fully to Jane Humphrey on January 23, 1850

There is a good deal going on just now, the two
last weeks of vacation were full to the brim of fun.
Austin was reading Hume's History until then, and
his getting 1t through was the signal for general
uproar. Campalgn opened for a sleigh ride on a very
magnificent plan to which my dear Jane would have
been joyfully added, had she been in town. A party
of ten from here met a party of the same number from
Greenfield, at South Deerfleld the coming next New
Year's, and had a frolic, comprising charades, walking
around indefinitely. Music, conversation, an& supper
set in most modern stylej got home at two o'clock, and
felt no worse for 1t the next morning, which we all
thought was very remarkable. Tableaux at the Presidentts
followed next in train, a sliding party close upon
its heels, and several cosy soclables brought up the
rear. To say nothing of a party universale at the
house of Sydney édams, and one confidentiale at
Tempe Linnell's,

This season of merry-making which ED described was no isolated
series. Not only were the Dickinsons invited i1nto the homes
of their friends for games, "candy scrapes" and the like, but

Squlre Dickinson was a gracious host who conscientiously

Lettel‘s, I 9 800

21bid., pp. 83-84.
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returned social obligations. Into his home came many guests,
some of them brilliant and witty.

But it was the inner world of her family that had the
greatest impact on EDe The Dickinsons reared thelr children
in the tradition of the Valley. They had morning devotions
and frequent Bible reading and attended church twice on
Sunday. The Sabbath was "kept holy," but it was not a favorite
day with the Dickinson children, or so their annotations in
the two volumes of Swallow Barn by John P. Kennedy (1832)
indicated. On page 153 of the second volume, Austin wrote
this comment: "Sunday was always the most difficult day in
the week to get through." To this, ED addeds "Unless you

n10 An older ED wrote

have some such book as this to read.
Austin about the "Sabbath Day" in rather teasing tones,
reflecting nonetheless the practice of this day, including
Bible reading and devotions., The letter, dated June 8, 1851,
was wrlitten when Austin was teaching school in Boston. ED
described the scene at homes "Father i1s reading the Biblee=~I
take it for consolation, judging from outward things. He and
mother take great delight in dwelling upon your character « « «
and Father's prayers for you at our morning devotions are

enough to break one's heart.“ll

1°Leyda, ears, I, 90.

1l etters, I, 111.



EDt's letters to Austin show her close relationship to
her brother and give revealing glimpses of the home she loved.
Several exceipts from this correspondence are included here,
All of the following were written in the period 1851-1853 at
Amherst while Austin was either teaching school in Boston or
attending Harvard Law School:

July 27, 1851

You are coming home on Wednesday, as perhaps
you know, and I am very happy in prospect of your
coming, and hope you want to see us as much as we
do you, Mother makes nicer pies with reference to
your coming. I arrange my tho'ts 1n convenient
ggage, Vinnle grows only perter and more pert day

aYs»

Thi Horse is 1ookinghfinely. f . & The carriage
stands in state . « « we have one foundling hen into
whose young mind I seek to instill the fac% that
“Massa is a comini® The garden 1s amazing--we have
beets and beans, have had splendid potatoes for
three weeks now. + « « The apples are ne and large
in spite gf my impression that Father called them
"small ML

October 17, 1851

We are waiting for breakfast, Austin, the meat
and potato and a little pan of your favor{te brown
bread are keeping warm at the fire, while father goes
for shavingse

‘ Whlle we were eating supper Mr Stephen Church
rang the door bell very violenily ?ndhgfferred Esicj
to present us with three barrels of shavings. We
are much overcome by thls act of magnanimity and
father has gone this morning to claim his proffered

121p1d., p. 127.



due. He wore a palm leaf hat, and his pantaloons
tucked in his boots and I couid'nt help thinking of
you as he strode along by the window.

I dont think “neglige' qulte becoming to so
nighty a man. I had rather a jacket of green and
your barndoor apparrel [sic] than all tih_g mock
simplicity of a lawyer and a mane « « o

October 30, 1851

Father 1s staying at home the evening is so
inclement., Vinnie diverts hlis mind with little
snatches of music, and mother ?ﬁnds a garment to
make it snugger for yous. o « «

November 16, 1851

Father and mother sit in state in the sitting
room perusing such papers only, as they are well
assured have nothing carnal in them., Vinnie is
eating an apple which makes me think of gold, and
accompanying it with her favorite Observer, which
if you recollect,lgeprives us many a time of her
sisterly soclety.

December 15, 1851

When I know of anything funny I am just as apt to
cry, far more so than to laugh, for I know who
loves jokes best, and who 1s not here to enjoy
them, “We dont have many jokes tho! now, it is
pretty much all sobrliety, and we do not have much
poetry, father having made up his mind that its
pretty much all real life. Fathers real life and
mine sometimes gome into collision, but as yet,
escape unhurt §&

131pid., pp. 147-148.

lll-;bido, Pe 1520
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161h14,, p. 161,
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March 18, 1853

June

Your letters are very funny indeed--about the only
Jokes we have nows « + « Father takes great delight
in your remarks to him--puts on his spectacles and
reads them oler and oter as if it was a blessing to
have an only son.

He reads all the letters you wrlte as soon as
he gets, at the post office, no matter to whom
addresseds « « » he reads them at the office, then
he makes me read them loud at the supper tabie again,
and when he gets home in the evening, he cracks a few
walnuts, puts his spectacles on, and with your last
in his hand, sits down to enjoy the evening. . « »

I do think it's so funny--you and father do
nothing but "fisticuff" all the while you're at
home, and the minute you are separated, you become 17
such devoted friendsj; but this is a checkered life,

5y 1853

It is Sunday, and I am here alone, The rest
have gone to hear Rev Martin Leland. I listened to
him this forencon in a state of mind very near
frenzy, and feared the effect too much to go out
this a}ternoon. The morning exercises were perfectly
ridiculous, and we spent the intermission in
mimicking the Preacher, and reciting extracts from
his most memorable sermon., I never heard father so
funny. How I did wigh you were here. 1 know you'td
have dled laughing,

The letters show a closely-knit family with the father

the dominant figure, though each one had an identity of his

OWne

Even their humor tended to link them closer as they

joined in laughter over the mimic of an outsider. Through

171pid., p. 231.
181b1d., pp. 251-252. Evidently Martin Leland was a

fill~-in preacher while the parish was negotiating for a new
pastor. The Reverend E. S. Dwight accepted the call to First
Church later in the sumer.
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al} the letters runs the Dickinson reluctance to accept
separation. Although Austin was away from home, he could be
sent for at any time since home affalrs took precedence over
other pursuits. The bond between family members remained
strong. D summed up the situation when she wrote Austin on
April 8, 1853: "I think we miss each other more every
day that we grow older, for we're all unlike most everyone,
and are therefore most dependent on each other for delight.“l9
ED stood apart from her family in the respect that she
alone made no profession of falth. Her mother had Joined the
Church in 1831, three years after marriage. Her father was
forty-seven years o0ld when he accepted Church membership in
1850, the same year that Lavinia joined at age sixteen. Austin
became a member in 1856, the year of his marriage to Susan
Gilbert. In the matter of religious faith, ED's individuality
was respected hy her’family, though the others no doubt
longed to have her safely on the "inside." Aside from little
notes of longing such as Lavinia wrote from Ipswich, there is
no record of any exhortation from them concerning EDt's
spiritual state, Indeed, when her father perceived the strain

that separation from the family and the constant religious
atmosphere of Mount Holyoke produced upon his daughter, he

O1b1d,, p. 239.
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determined that she would return home &t the end of one year,
Instead of turning to her family, ED made Abiah Root and

Jane Humphrey her confidantes in her religious struggle. This
struggle is the subject of another chapter,

None of the Dickinson children really outgrew the
parental influence. Austin was the only one of the three who
left the father's home, Whether family ties or other reasons
were responsible, he gave up the idea of practicing law in
the Midwest to remain in Amherst. He accepted a house which
Edward Dickinson built next door to the homestead as a wedding
gift when he and Susan Gilbert were married. He was to carry
on the tradition of community service begun by his father and
his grandfather before him. Near the end of her thirtieth
year, ED deliberately chose never willingly to leave her home,
Though Lavinia Dickinson continued to visit friends and
relatives, who found her a welcome guest, she remained for
the most part at home,

On October 25, 1851, ED wrote her brother Austin this
description:

Home is a holy thing--nothing of doubt or distrust

can enter itts portals. I feel it more and more

as the great world goes on and one and another

forsake, in whom you place your trust-~here seems

indeed to be a bit of Eden which not the sin of an

can utterly destroy--smaller it is indeedi and 1

may be less fair, butzaairer it is and prighter than
all the world beside.

201p1d., pp. 150-151.



CHAPTIR V
THE RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE AT MOUNT HOLYOKE FEMALE SEMINARY

When ED was fifteen years old, her parents sent her to
Mount Holyoke Female Seminary at South Hadley. Her year there
was a decisive step In her spirituasl life. Because educational
institutions such as Mount Holycke and the Wheaton Female
Seminary at Ipswich which lavinia Dickinson attended nade
concerted efforts to promote the evangelical aspect of the
Christian faith, the period of attendance marked for many
students a crisls in religious development., 8Such seemed the
case for the Dickinson daughters. It was in 1850, her year
at Ipswvich, that Lavinia Dickinson joined the Church., It
was at Mount Holyoke that ED found herself unable to accept
the faith as presented by the religious leaders of her day
and embarked on her own spiritual quest.

The religious struggle was not new to ED. Long before
she enrolled at Mount Holyoke, she had felt the pressures
applied by friends and teachers and her own tender conscience,
and she was well aware of the need for converslon. The
first expressions of her personal spiritual struggle are
recorded in her correspondence to Abiah Root. In her letters
to Abiah, ED first mentioned the idea of becoming a Christian

in response to Ablah's confession of an "unsettled® religious

29
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state. Fearing she might influence Abiah's decision, ED

had delayed in answering the letter and, when she did write,
confided that she had known similar feelings. With familiar
terms ¥D, at fifteen, expressed longing to fit the pattern
handed down, On January 31, 1846, she wrote this sumuary of
her rellgious experience:

I hawve had the same feelings myself Dear A, I was
almost persuaded to be a christian. I thought I
never again could be thoughtless and worldly--and I
can say that I never enjoyed such perfect peace and
happiness as the short time in which I felt I had
found my savior. But I soon forgot my morning prayer
or else it was irksome to me. One by one my old
hablts returned and I cared less for religion than
ever. 1 have longed to hear from youw~to know what
decision you have made, I hope you are a christian for
I feel that it 1s impossible for any one to be happy
without a treasure in heaven. I feel that I shall
never be happy without I love Christ,

Wnen I am most happy there 1s a sting 1in every
enjoyment. I find no rose without a thorn. There
is an aching void in my heart which I am convinced
the world never .can fill. I am far from being thought-
less upon the subject of religion. I continually
hear Christ saying to me Daughter give me thine
heart. Probably you have made your decision long
before this time. Perhaps you have exchanged the
fleeting pleasures of time for a crown of immortality.
Perhaps the shining company above have tuned their
golden harps to the song of one more redeemed sinner.
I hope at sometime the heavenly gates will be opened
to recelve me and the angels will consent to call me
sister, I am continually putting off beconming a
christlan. Evil volces 1lisp in my ear--There 1s yet
time enough. 1 feel that every day I live I sin
more and more in c¢losing my heart to the offers of
mercy which are presented to me freely--Last winter
there was a revival here. The meetings were thronged
by people old and young. It seemed as if those who
sneered the loudest at serious things were soonest
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brought to see their power, and To make Christ thelr
portion. It was really wonderful to see how near
heaven came to sinful mortals. Maiy who felt there
was nothing in religion determined to go once & see
if fthere was anythlng ia it, and they were melted at
onces

Perhaps you willl not beleive [sic] 1t Dear A,
but I attended none of the meetings last winters I
felt that I was so easily excited that I might again
be decelved and I dared not trust myself. Many
conversed with me seriously and affectionately and I
was almost inclined to yeild [sic] myself to the
claims of He who 1s greater than I, How ungrateful
I am to live along day by day upon Christs bounty 1
and still be in a state of emnity to him and his cause,

Almost with envy did ED consider those who could accept
the traditional faith. The tone of the letter changed, however,
as she contemplated eternity:

Does not Eternity appear dreadful to youe I often
get thinking of it and it seems so dark to me that I
almost wish there was no Eternity. To think that we
must forever live and never cease to be, It seems as
if Death which all so dread because it launches us
upon an unknown world be a releif fsic] to so endless
a state of existensersicls I dont know why it 1s
but it does not seem to me that I shall ever cease to
live on earth--I cannot imagine with the farthest
streteh of my imagination my own death scenee-~It

does not seem to me that I shall ever close my eyes
in death. I cannot realize that the grave will be
my last home--that fricnds will weep over my coffin
and that my name will be mentioned, as one who has
ceased to be among the haunts of the living, and it
will be wondered where my disembodied spirit has
flown. I cannot realize that the friends I have seen
pass {from my sight in the prime of their days like
dew before the sun will not again walk the streets
and act their parts in the great drama of life, nor
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can I reallze that whnen I again meet them it will

be in another & a far different world from this., I
hope we shall all be acquitted at the bar of God,

and shall receive the wclcome, Well done Good &
faithful Servanis., Bntcr Ye into the Joy of your
Lord., I wonder if we shall be a chosen band as we

are here. 1 awu inclined to beleive [sie] that we
shall~-~-and that our love will be purer 1in heaven than
on earthe I fesl that l1life is short and time fleetinge-
and that I ought now to make my peace with my maker--
I hope the golden opportunity is not far hence when
my heart will willingly yield itself to Christ, and
that my sins will be all blotted out of the book of
remembrance., Perhaps before the close of the year

now swiftly upon the wlng, some one of our number will
be summoned to the Judgment Seat above, and I hope we
may not be separated when the final decision 1s made,
for how sad would it be for one of our number to go

to the dark realms of wo, where 1s the never dying worm
and the fire which no water can quench, and how happy
if we may be one unbrcken company in heavene.

ED shared her concern for Abiah with their friend Abby Woods
I carried your letter to Abby and she perused it with
the same feelings as myself, and we wished together
that you might choose that better part which shall not
be taken from you. « o+ » Although I am not a christian
still I feel deeply the importgnce of attending to the
subject before it is too lates

ED*s next letter indicated that Abiah had been converted.

Again ED recalled her own brief period of spiritual joy and

lamented her bresent indifference. The lure of the world

seemed even stronger to her desplite the reasoning of frierds
who warned her of losing the opportunity for salvation. But

ED seemed well aware of her danger as her letter, dated March 28,

1846, revealed:

Tbide, pe 28.

31bid., pp. 28-29.
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It i1s Sabbath Eves All is still around me & I
feel in a mood to answer your affectionate letter.
I am alone with God, & my mind is filled with many
solemn thoughts which crowd themselves upon me with
an irresistible force. I think of Dear Sarah &
yourself as the only two &ut of our cirecle of five
who have found a Saviour. I shed many a tear & gave
many a serious thought to your letter & wished that
I had found the peace which has been given to you,
I had a melancholy pleasure in comparing your present
feelings with what mine once were, but are no more.
I think of the perfect happiness I experienced while
I felt I was an helr of heaven as of a delightful
dream, out of which the Evil one bid me wake & again
return to the world and its pleasures. Would that I
had not listened to his winning words! The few short
moments in which I loved my Saviour I would not now
exchange for a thousand worlds like this. It was
then my greatest pleasure to commune alone with the
great God & to feel that he would listen to my
prayers. I determined to devote my whole 1ife to his
service & desired that all might taste of the stream
of living water from which I cooled my thirst. But
the world allured me & in an unguarded moment I
listened to her syren voice., From that moment I seemed
to lose my interest in heavenly things by degrees.
Prayer in which I had taken such delight became a
task & the smll circle who met for prayer missed me
from their number. Friends reasoned with me & told me
of the danger I was in of grieving away the Holy spirit
of God. I felt my danger & was alarmed in view of 1it,
but I had rambled too far to return & ever since my
heart has been growing harder & more distant from the
truth & now I have bitterly to lament my folly--&
also my own indifferent state at the present time,

I feel that I am sailing upon the brink of an
awful precipice, from which I cannot escape & over
which I fear my tiny boat wi%l soon glide if I do
not receive help from above.

HThe circle of five included ED, Ablah Root, Abby Wood,
Harriet Merrill, and Sarah Tracy.

SLetters, I, 30-3l.
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ED then referred to the revival at the College, hoping
that it would spread to the village church and influence her
and Abby. 8he thought youth the fit time for committal to
God's service., To walt until age or illness has dimmed the
charms of the world seemed to her a mockery. She then added
this reflection, echoing very likely words spoken from the
pulpit: M"Surely 1t 1s a fearful thing to live & a very fearful
thing to dle & give up our account to the supreme ruler for
all sinful deeds & thoughts upon this pnob&tionary term of
existence."6

After reflecting on the Puritan concept that this life
is a trial to determine the life to come, ED turned next to
the subject of death. She sympathlzed with Abiaht's loss of a
friend, E. Smith. 1In relation to the girlts death, ED touched
upon another teaching of the day. Regretting that she had not
met the deceased friend, she wrote: "I was in hopes I might
at some time meet her but God has ordained otherwise., I shall
never meet her except ag a spirit above."7

Still on the subject of death, ED related her first
encounter with its reality, the death of her friend Sophia
Holland, daughter of Seneca Holland of Amherst, who died in

6;bidt ] pb 310
71vid., pe 32
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April of 1844+, Though she told no one of her grief at the
time, ED now told Ablah that a deep melancholy had possessed
her. She became i1l and her parents sent her for a visit with
Mrs. Dickihson's sister, Mrs. Loring Norcross in Boston, where
BED's health improved. She concluded the letter with this
comnliseration on the death of Abiaht's friends "I know what
your feelings must have been at her death & rejoice that you
have consolation from on high to bear it with submission."8

In the period between this letter and the next one that
had any mention of her spiritual struggle, ED experienced
another period of depression resulting from a prolonged
bronchial ailment which kept her out of the Academy for nearly
two terms., Again the anxious parents sent her to Boston for
a change of scene. According to her own account, she did
regain her M™usual flow of spirits¥ there. She was in Boston
when she wrote Abiah on September 8, 1846, renewing the
discussion on her spiritual state:

I am not unconcerned Dear A, upon the all important

subjeet, to which you have so frequently & so

affectionately called my attention in your letters.

But I feel that I have not yet made my peace with

Gode « o« « I have perfect confidence in God & his

promises & yet I know not why, I feel that the

world holds a predominant place in my affections.

I do not feel that I could give up all for Christ,
were I called to die. Pray for me Dear A. that I

albid‘o '
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may yet enter into the kingdom, that there may

be roog left for me in the shining courts

above.

There was stlll longing for the required physical conversion,
but ED*s slincere scrutiny allowed her no‘pretensions.

With this religious struggle already a part of her
experience, ED came to Mount Holyoke. The environment there
will be presented from descriptions by ED's contemporaries,
from the records of the Seminary Journal, and from ED's
letters to family and friends.

Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, founded in 1837 by Mary
Lyon, fit into the evangelical pattern of the time. Since its
founder was deeply concerned about the growth of mind and
character of the young ladies who attended the school, intel=-
lectual standards were high and religious activities played a
great part in the life there. Examinatlon of the spiritual
state of the students as well as thelr academic standing was
routine procedure at the beginning of the term. A religlous
census revealed whether students had become Christian or not.
The unconverted were of two categories: those who "had hope"
and those who were “without hope." It was the role of the
school and its staff to help the impenitent realize their

peril and awaken them to a desire for conversion.lo

91bid., ppe 37-38.
105onnson, Emily Dickinson, ppe 12-13.
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The young women, most of them in thelr early twenties,
whom Mary Lyon had attracted to the faculty were themselves
seminary-trained and devoted to the task of higher education.
Most of the young ladies under their charge came from homes
in New England or New York, the daughters of professional men,
merchants, and farmers. The students, referred to as "the
family® by the founder, were divided into three classes:
senior, middle, and junior. The classes were again divided
into sections, with each section the responsibility of a
teacher. 1In the 1847-48 term ED was one of two hundred
thirty-five students who filled the school to capacity. Her
roommate was her cousin, Emily Norcross, a senior from Monson,
whoge letters provide some comment on ED during this period.
Although ass;gned first to the junior level under Miss
Rebecca W+ Fiske, ED was soon promoted to the middle class,
presided over by Mary C. Whitman, who, as assoclate principal,
was responsible for routine discipline.ll

The activities of the Seminary were recorded in a
Journal, kept especlally for the missionaries who had gone
out from Mount Holyoke. The history recorded in the Journal
emphasizes the periods of religious revival and places
little stress on the dally routine of living wherein the

llWhicher, This Was a Poet, pp. 64=66.
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girls were mastering their lessons, doing the domestic chores
of the institution, taking part in recreation, or enter-
taining guests. Thus, as George Frisbie Whicher, one of the -
able biographers of ED has warned, it would be an error to

reconstruct the background of ED's year at lHolyoke entirely

from these official or semiofficial records.12

To give a more accurate picture of the Seminary, one
from a secular viewpoint, Whicher relied upon the diary of
William Gardiner Hammond, an Amherst sophomore, This young
man learned in the spring of 1847 that the daughter of famlly
friends was attending Mount Holyoke, When he went to eall
on Ellen Holman, whom he had never seen, he approached the
Seminary with apprehension. Here is his account of his first
visit theres

« o & Reached S. He. about 4} P.M.s a passable
little village (a very little one) not unpleasantly
situated. The seminary is a large brick bullding
with double portico in front. « o« » Rang the bell
in great terror, for fear of Miss Lyon and the
assistant dragonnessess a very plain young lady
came to the door, and to my great astonishment on
asking for Miss Holman I was shown into the parlor
without any inquisition preparatoryl This was a
huge apartment sumptuously furnished with a rusty
stove, cherry table, and multitudinous cane bottom
chalrs. « « « She (hellie Holman) got a teacher to
accompany us through the bullding, that belng the
requisitions + « « We saw all tha% was to be seent
the pleasant recitation rooms; the pleasanter chapel,

121p1d., ppe 58-59.
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or what corresponds to such; the little library
and reading room where all but the strictly
religious periodicals are carefully put away from
Saturday t1ill Monday: the huge dining room with
its all but score of tables, and huger kitchen
where the young ladles of the Seminary all labor
an hour daily. We went through the long space-
ways meeting any number of plain young ladies, and
catching sly peeps into thelr llttle boxes of
sleeping rooms: sald "beautiful! at every eligible
window, & did all the other things right and proper
in vie the building. Reflecting at last that I
had nine miles to»%rive e o « I reluctantly broke
agagé with sigcere promise of soon repeating my
vis

* & 5 »

On another vislt Hammond was invited to sit at Miss
Lyon's table for the evening meal and was allowed afterwards
to adjourn with Hellle Holman to the parlor. On the occasion
of this visit, he recorded more details of activities at the
schools

Saw some of the young ladles exercise in
Calisthenies a species of orthodox dancing in which
they perambulate a smooth Tloor in various figures,
with a sort of sliding stage step; not unlike
children's plays « « « the whole movement is
accompanied by singing, in which nolse rather than
tune or harmony. scems %o be the main objects By
a specles of delusion peculiar to the Seminary,
they imagine « « « all this very conducive to
health, strength, gracefulness, etcs « « ¢« Then
vwent to tea by special invitations or to speak
more accurately wei& to water: for nothing more
ardent is allowed.

131bid., ppe 59-60.
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These extracts from Hammond's diary show that a visitor
found Mount Holyoke a less forbidding place than its reputation
suggested; however, not all young ladies whose parents con-
templated sending them to the Seminary displayed enthusiasm
for the program there. Helen Maria Fiske, daughter of Nathan
and Deborah Vinal Fiske of Amherst, questioned the attractive=-
ness of the domestic chores assigned at the Seminary when her
father talked serlously of her enrollment. Her reaction is
recorded in a letter which she wrote her cousin Ann Scholfield,
at Boston, on May 1, 1846, 1In jesting tone, she spoke of
going to Mount Holyoke for these achievementssy ", ., « to
learn how to make hasty pudding, & clean gridirons." Then
she added this question: %What sort of a figure do you think
I shall cut, washing floors, before breakfast, & cleaning stew-
pans after dinner?“ls

ED was plagued by no such reservations; indeed
she was eager to attend the school, as her letter to Abiah
Root, written on June 26, 1846, indicateds

I am fitting to go to South Hadley Seminary, and

expect if my health 1ls good to enter that institution

a year from next falls « « « You cannot imgine how

mich I am anticipating entering there, It has been in

my thought by day, and my dreams Eg night, ever since
I heard of South Hadley Seminary,

151 eyda, Years, I, 108,
16Letters, I, 34.
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A dream was realized whcn ED enrolled at Mount Holyokes
Characteristically, her first letter written at South Hadley
was to Austin, the fémily member to whom she seemed closest,
Aside from mentioning Rebecca Picske, teacher in charge, who
was a link with home since her brother Sam attended Amherst
College where Austin at this time was a sophomore, ED made
1ittle reference to the school, She had this to say about
her teacherss "I love Miss Fiske very much & think I shall
love all the teachers, when I become better acquainted with
them & find out their ways, which I can assure you are almost
'past finding outa‘“17

Her next letver to Austin had two rather interesting
items., 8he related this incident of one young lady who failed
to meet the academic or moral standards of the institutions

A young lady by the name of Beach, left here for

home this morning. She could not get through her

examinations & was very wild beside. Miss Lyon

sald she should write her father, if she did not

change her course & as she d4id not, her father came

for her last night. He was an interesting man & seemed

to feel very badly that his daughter should R%

obliged to leave, on account of bad conduct.

In the postscript she sent this message to her fathers
Tell Father} I am obliged to him very mucha
o

for his offers of "picauniary" assistance, but
not need any. We are furnished with an account-book,

17104d., pe 48,
181pid., pe 51.
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here & obliged to put down every mill, which we
spend & what we spend it for & show i% to Miss

Whitman every Saturday, so you perceive your sister

is learning to keep accounts in addition to the

other branches of education. I am getting along 19
nicely in my other studles & am happy-~quite for me,

Her final word was inclusion of a menu, with the pronouncement

that it was a dinner “fit to set before a King."zo

ED was finding the seminary to her liking. The most
complete account of her life there she wrote to Abiah Root,
Because the letter reveals ED's reactions to the school and
her growing realigzation of what separation from her family
meant to her, most of the letter is included here. On
November 6, 1847, ED wrote to her friends

I am really at Mt lolyoke Seminary & this is to
be my home for a long year. « ¢« « It has been nearly
six weeks since I left home & that is a longer tinme,
than I was ever away from home before now. I was
very homesick for a few days & 1t seemed to me I
could not live here. But I am now contented & quite
happy, if I can be happy when absent from my dear
home & friends. You may laugh at the idea, that I
cannot be happy when away from home, but you must
remember that I have a very dear home & that this 1s
my first trial in the way of absence for any length
of time in my life, As you desire it, I will give
you a full account of myself since I first left the
paternal roof. I came to S. Hadley six weeks ago next
Thursday. I was much fatigued with the ride & had a
severe cold besides, which prevented me from
comnencing my examinations until the next day, when
I began.

1 bid-’ po 52¢
21pi4,
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I finished them in three days & found them about
what I had anticipated, though the old scholars say
they are more strict than they cever have been before,
As you can easily imagine, I was much delighted to
finish without failures & I came to the conclusion
then, that I should not be at all homesick, but the
reac%ion left me as homesick a girl as it is not
usual to see. I am now quite contented & am very
mich occupled now 1n reviewing the Junior studies, as
I wish to enter the middle class. The school is very
large & though quite a number have l1lcft, on account
of finding the examinations more difficult than they
anticipated, yet there are nearly 300 now. Perhaps
you know that Miss Lyon is raising her standard of
scholarship a good deal, on account of the number of
applicants this year & on account of that she makes
the examinations more severe than usuale

You cannot imagine how trying they are, because
if we cannot go through them all in a specified time,
ve are sent home. I cannot be too thankful that I
got through as soon as I did, & I am sure that I
never would endure the suspense whnich I endured during
thosg three days again for all the treasures of the
world,

I room with my Cousin Emily, who is a Senior.
She is an excellent room-mate & does all in her power
to make me happy. You can imagine how pleasant a
good room-mate 1is, for you have been away to school so
muche BEverything l1s pleasant & happy here & I think
I could be no happier at any other school away from
home. Things seems much more like home than I
anticipated & the teachers are all very kind &
affectionate to use They call on us frequently &
urge us to return their calls & when we do, we always
receive a cordial welcome from them,

I will tell you umy order of time for the day, as
you were so kind as to give me your's. At 6. oclock,
we all rise. We breakfast at 7, Our study hours
begin at 8. At 9, we all meet in Seminary Hall, for
devotions, At 104. I recite a review of Ancient History,
in connection with which we read Goldsmith & Grimshaw,
At 11. I recite a lesson in "Popets Essay on Man"
which is merely transposition, At 12, I practice
Calisthenics & at 12} read until dinner, which is at
151 & after dinner, from 1% until 2 I sing in Seminary
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Hall, From 2 3/% until 3 3/% I practice upon the Piano.
At 3 3/4% I go to Sections, where we give in all our
accounts for the day, including, Absence~-Tardiness=-
Communications--Breaking Silent Study hours-~Receiving
Coupany in our rooms & ten thousand other things, which
I will not take time or place to mention. At E% ve go
into Seminary Hally & receive advice from Miss Lyon in
the form of a lecture, We have Supper at 6., & silente
study hours from then until the retiring bell, which
rings at 8 3/%, but the tardy bell does not ring until
9 3/%, so that we dont obey the first warning to retire,

Unless we have a good & reasonable excuse for
failure upon any of the items, that I mentioned above,
they are recorded & a black mark stands against our
namess As you can easily imag{ne, we do not like very
well to get Yexceptions' as they are called scientifically
here., My domestic work 1ls not difficult & consists in
carrying the Knives from the 1lst tier of tables at
morning & noon & at night washing & wiping the same
quantity of Knives. I am quite well & hope to be able
to spend the year here, free from sickness. You have
probably heard many reports of the food here & if so
I can tell you, that I have yet seen nothing corresponding
to my ideas on that point from what I have heard.
Everything is wholesome & abundant & much nlcer than
I should imagine could be provided for almost 300, girls,.
We have also a great variety upon our tables &
frequent changes. One thing is certain & that is
that Miss Lyon & all the teachers, seem to consult
our comfort & happiness in everything they do & you
know that is pleasant. VWhen I left home, I did not
think I should find a companion or a dear friend in
all the multitude. I expected to find rough & un-
cultivated manners, & to be sure, I have found some of
that stamp, but on the whole, there is an ease & grace
a desire to make one another happy, which delights &
at the same time, surprises me very mach. I find no
Abby or Abian or Mary, but I love many of the girls.
Austin came to see me when I had been.here about two
weeks & brought Viny & Abby. I need not tell you
how delighted I was to see them 4ll, nor how happy it
made me to hear them say that "they were so lonely."
It is a sweet feellng to know that you are missed &
that your memory is precious at home. This week, on
Wednesday, I was at my window, when I happened to
Jook towards the hotel & saw Father & Mother, walking
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over here ag dignified as you please, I need not

tell you that I danced & clapped my hands, & flew

to meet them for you can imagine how I felt. I

will only ask you do you love your parents? They
wanted to surprise me & for that reason did not let

me know they were coming. I could not bear to have
them go, but go they must & so I submitted in sadness.
Only to think Abiah, that in 2% weeks I shall be at
my own Jdear home againe You will probably go home
Thaﬁﬁgiving-ﬁ;ﬁe & we can rejoice with each other.ii

In her description to Abiah ED mentioned incidentally
two activitles related to the religious training of the schools
morning devotions and Mary Lyon's lectures. The records of
the Seminary Journal reveal a fuller description of the
religlious environment, Although the activities recorded there
were written by teacher assistants zealous of showing
evangelical achievements, the cntries of the Journal must
reflect the nature of conversation, lecture, and exhortation
which contributed to the atmosphere of the school. Susan
Tolman kept the Journal during the time that LD was enrolled.
Her entries on September 30 and October 1 of 1847 mentioned the
acadenlc examinations being given at the beginning of the
term« On both days Mary Lyon directed her remarks at devo-
tions to the subject of absent and deceased friends, with
her comments particularly aimed at those who were away from

2
home for the first time.2

2; )
bi(io, PPs 53"56‘
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With academic examinations given, the staff turned to
religious concerns. 8everal Journal entries are presented
here as they give a relatively continuous narrative of the
staffts evangelical efforts, These records show emphasis on
traditional doctrines and practices including Puritan dislike
for any Christmas observance. Here are the accounts, presented
in chronological orders
October 23

This P.,M, the names of the professors of religion
those who have a hope, and those who have not, were
taken. I cannot tell you how solemn it was, as one
after another arose., I saw more than one weep as
her name was put down "no hope," There is a large
class of Egis character will it be so at the end of
the year,

October 1k

The religious meeting commenced this eveninge . .« »

Miss Lyon meets with the Christians. The other large class
is divided between Miss Scott & myself. . « » They were
all requested to take thelr Bibles. The subjeet I took

up was Hum@g Depravity « « «» nearly all seemed

attentive.

December 16:

This A.M. at devotions Miss Lyon spoke to us upon the
doctrine of Dependence upon Gode She has been taking
up for a few mornings past the great doctrines ofzghe
Bible, as Total Depravity, the Nature of Sin, &c.

231pid., pe 123.

Zhlbido, P» 124,
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December 20

Miss Lyon'!s meeting with the impenitent yesterday was
one of interest, There is attention & some awakening
but little deep feeling yet. She spoke to them more
solemnly than at any previous meeting. « « « I am
more & more convinced of the exceeding hardness &
depravity of the heart, as I see how little effect,
truths, presented & applieg6in her forcible manner,
has upon those who listen,

December 21

It is decided that we shall observe Friday (December 24)
as a fast-day. Miss L. spoke of it both in the A.M. &
P.Ms Oof the reasons for & the manner of its observance,
She appointed a meeting to be attended tomorrow by
those of2§he impenitent, who had decided to observe

the daye.

December 2us

The day has passed. The house has been very
still, quite as much so as on the Sabbath. We met for
devotions at the usval time, « « « Miss Lyon met with
all the impenitent as on the Sab. She continued the
subject .« o « the duty of giving our hearts up to the
operatlions of the Holy Spirite. . « « At the close
after pressing home the truths with much earnestness
she invited all who were willing thus to give up their
hearts to the influences 6f the Holy Spirit to attend
a meeting at 74. . . + Those who wished to do so were
to write a sealed note & put it in her note~box. « «
More than 50 wrote a note. There seems to be mch
awakening but not deep feeling except in a few casessg
« » o Thére are 25 of the Middle Class without hope.

December 253

Attended to our usual business today. There has been
a good degree of qulet. I havezgardly heard one
"Merry Christmas" this Morning.

261114,

271p14,
28114d., pp. 132-133.
29Ibid., pe 133.
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December 273

Mr. Beaman of N. Hadley preached for us
yesterday. The text in the P.M. was "Whoever be
he of you that forsaketh not all that he hath,
cannot be my disciple." The sermon was very
appropriate to our present state. The day was an
interesting one. At Miss L's meeting in the P.M.,
she invited all those who felt anxious for the
salvation of their souls, and were willing to
answer questions to write her a note, and attend a
meeting in her room, at 7. More than forty did
SO o « o Miss W. said there had been an increase of
feeling since Friday. This is plainly mgaifest,
yet there is not deep conviction of sin,

January 3, 1848
We had devotions in the Hall, at the usual

time, Mlss Lyon » « « spoke of the great No., that

must go down to death, the word would never reach
many will begin the wail of despair today. « o+ »

Mentioned the various excuses made by sinners, for

not now seeking salvation, & submitting to Jesus,

And showed how vain they were, how vgin they would

seem in the light of Eternity. PR

Two letters are inserted here to supplement the story
presented by the Journal. One of these makes reference to ED,
the student whose reaction is of greatest interest here.

In general reference to the season of revival, Mary C.
Whitman reported real progress in a letter to Mrs. Andrew
Porter, who had recently returned to Monson after visiting the
Seminary, where she had taken part in the religious meetings.

Dated January 1ll, the letter included the following account:

301pid.
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A meeting was appointed in the morning for
those who have indulged some hope of having found
the Savior, thirty eight were present. . « . I
could truly say what hath God wrought, whatever
may be the case with some individuals, we hagg no
doubt many souls have been truly born again.

That same day Emlly Norcross, ED's roommate, also wrote
to Mrs. Porters

I attended another meeting of Miss Lyons this
eve. I hope she will have them every Tuesday eve,
She wilshed us to make it an object of prayer that
the religion im our family might be continued, She
sald the very essence of prayer is its continuance
and without it prayer is nothing. The same she said
i1s true with religion and it is this which marks it
from other things. She spoke of Eternity as being
unchangeable and asked why we should not be un=-
changeable in our preparation for eternity ¢« « o«
Emily Dickinson appears no different.s I hoped I
mnight have good news to write with regard to her.

She says she has no particular objection to becoming

a Christian and she says she feels bhad when she

hears of one and another of her friends who are exe 33
pressing a hope but stlill she feels no more interest,

By thls time, no doubt, the unconverted truly stood
apart from those who were safely within the Christian fold.
Although there was no compulsion to attend the meetings, the
atmosphere was charged, and the feeling of guilt on the part
3

£ the impenitent must have been tremendous, Of certainty
ED made an appearance at a meeting on January 17. The

following Journal entry described this meeting:

321p14.,
331b4d., p. 135.
3“Johnson, BEnily Dickinson, pe. 13.
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At the meeting in the P.M. Miss L. spoke from
the passage in Joshua "Choose ye this day whom ye
will serve" &c. also in Cor "Today if ye will hear
his voilce, " At the close she invited all who had
decided that they would to day to serve the Lord,
and those who had to day felt an uncommon anxiety to
decide to a meeting in her room. Thils you see
would include all who were particularly anxious. There
were seventeen present. Miss We. sald some appeared
to feel much., I trust some were enabled to say in
truth I will serve the Lord. §5know that some hope
they were thus able to decide.

In a letter on January 17, Mary C, Whitman mentioned to Mrs.
Porter that among the seventeen attending the meeting was

Emily Dickinson.36

Sarah Jane Anderson, Mrs., Porterts niece,
also referred to ED's presence at the meeting in a letter
which she wrote to her aunt that same day:

I believe Emilie (Norcross) wrote you last week,

and probably she told you about her room~mate.

She still a rg unconcerned, Emilie (N) seems

quite engageg such as when you were here.37I do

hope her example will do such as it ought.

ED herself wrote a letter to Ablah Root on January 17.
In the postscript she had this to says "There is a great deal
of religious interest here and many are flocking to the ark
of safety. I have not yet given up to the clalms of Christ,
but trust I am not entirely thoughtless on so important &

n38

serious a subject, ED might have appeared “unconcerned,"

35Leyda, ears, I, 135-136.
3élgiga, pe 136.

32;212.
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but her attendance at the meeting and her comment to Ablah
indicated otherwise, Certainly there was great concern for
her, and of this she could not have been unaware.

After the two weeks' winter vacation, the meetings were
resumed. Evlidently ED did not attend the meeting on
February 6 about which the Journal recorded the followings

A meeting was appointed at 9., P.M,, for those who
have indulged a hope this year. If any one who
attended a meeting of the same kind before vacation,
felt she ought not to do so now, she was to write

a note, . . « Flve new ones attended, one was not
there, wggvhad been before. She wrote no note
however.

It is logical to suppose that ED was the “one not there,"
Although she had satisfactorily adjusted to the 1life at the
seminary, she was tiring of the institutlion and its religious
atmosphere. Her letters show that she was increasingly eager
to return to her home. On February 17, 1848, she wrote to

Austing

Home was always dear to me & dearer still the friends
around it, but never did it seem so dear as now. All,
all are k{nd to me but thelr tones fall strangely on
my ear & their countenances meet mine not like home
faces, I can assure you, most sincerely. Then when
tempted to feel sad, I think of the blazing fire, &
the cheerful meal & the chair empty now I am gone.

I can hear the cheerful voices & the merry laugh & a
desolate feeling comes home to my heart, to think I
am alone, But my good angel only waits to see the

39Leyda, Years, I, 137



tears coming & then whispers, only this yearl E&y
22, weeks more & home again you will be to stay.

ED was to return home sooner than she expected as her
next letter to ‘biah, written on May 16, 1848, reveals,
During the winter ED had not been well, When word of her
1llness reached Amherst, the Dickinsons dispatched Austin to
fetch her home, where she stayed for about a month. 8he
continued her lessons, however, and kept up with her class.
Evidently the Dickinsons realized the strain of separation

on their daughter, for ED wrote Abiah that her father had

decided not to send her to Holyoke another year'l"l In the

postseript to this letter ED referred to the spiritual ecrisis
she had faced carlier, a decision which, no doubt, con-
tributed to the strain of being at Holyokes

I tremble when I think how soon the weeks and
days of this term will all have been spent, and my
fate will be sealed perhaps. I have neglected the
one thing needful when all were obtalning it, and I
may never, never again pass through such a season as
was granted us last winter, Abiah, you may be
surprised to hear me speak as I do, knowing that I
express no interest in the all-important subject,
but I am not happy, and I regret that last term
when that golden opportunity vas mine, that I did
not give up and become a Christian. It is not now
too late, so my friends tell me, so my offended
conscience whispers, but it is hard for me to give
up the world. I haé quite a long talk with Abby
while at home and I doubt not she will soon cast
her burden on Christ. She is sober, and keenly

4o gtters, I, 62-63,
l’.lIb;d', PP+» 65-660
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sensitlve on the subject, and she says she only
desires to be good, How I wish I could say that
with sincerity, but I fear I never can. But I
wlll no longer impose my own feelings upon my
friend, Keep them sacred, forug never lisped them
to any save yourself and Abby.

This reference to her failure to experience conversion is
the last one in the letters of the Holyoke periods The
scholars conslider this chapter very significant in ED's
development., Johnson belleves that her expcrience at Holyoke

gave ED "a sense of 1lnadequacy which she never fully over-

43

came," Whicher glves a more complete analysls of her year

theres

« » o Superficially she may seem to have absorbed
little from Mary Lyon. The life of seclusion that
she later led was ostensibly the very reverse of

the life of public service that Miss Lyon counselled.
But it was not a life of inactlvity. ™"Do what no
one else is willing to do--go where no one else is
willing to go," was the watchword of the Seminary.
Many fulfilled it literally in the mission fleld.

In a more subtle way Emi&x Dickinson also obeyed

the militant injunction.

To fight aloud is very brave=-
But gallanter, I know

Who charge within the bosom
The Cavalry of Wo=- (126)

Emily Dickinson discovered finally and
irrevocably at the Seminary that she could not share
the religious life of her generation. One outlet

“21p14., pp. 67-68.

u3Emilx Dickinsons p. 15.
“oryis was a Poet, p. 70.




forever closed to her, not because she lacked
religious feelling, but because she could not confine
her religlous feeiing to the channels marked out

for her. « ,» « she felt impelled to turn aslide from
the way of truth as her contemporaries understood 1it,
and gropingly seek out her own path. Hers was to be
a career of exploration, not of far-off islagds,

but of the desert places of the human soul.

Subsequent effects of the Holyoke experience are revealed
in ED*s letters to Ablah Root and Jane Humphrey, particularly
those written in 1850, the year of the great revival at First
Church. On the subject of the revival, she wrote the following
in a letter to Jane Humphrey on April 3, 1850:

How lonely the world is growing, something so desolate
creeps over the spirit and we dont know it's name, and
1t wont go away, either Heaven 1s seeming greater, or
Barth a great deal more small, or God is more "Our
Father," ‘and we feel our need lncreased, Christ is
calling everyone here. . . . Abby, Mary, Jane, and
farthest of all my Vinnie have been seeking, and they
all believe they have foundy I cant tell you what they
have found, but they think {t is something precious.,

I wonder if 1t is? How strange 1s this sanctification,
that works such a marvellous change, that sows in such
corruption, and rises in golden glory, that brings
Christ down, and shews him, and lets him select his
friendsl 1In the day time it seems like Sundays, and

I wait for the bell to ring, and at evening a great
deal stranger, the "still small voice" grows earnest
and rings, and returns, and lingers, and the faces of
good men shine, and bright halos come around them;

and the eyes of the disobedient look down, and become
ashamed. It gertainly comes from God-~and I think to
receive it is blessed--not that I know it from me,

but from those on whom change has passed., They seem soO
very tranquil, and thelr voices are kind, and gentle,
and the tears fill their eyes so often, i really think
I envy them, « « « You must pray when the rest are

%51p1d.

Sama————
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sleeping, that teg hand may be held to me, and I
may be led away.

Her inability to experience conversion with the others
was stlll a painful realizations ", . . the eyes of the dis-
obedient look down, and become ashamed." In a letter to
Ablah Root on May 7, ED again referred to the revival,
Impressed with the changes it wrought:

I presume you have heard from Abby, and know
what she now believes--she makes a sweet, girl
christian, religion makes her face quite different
calmer, but full of radiance, holy, yet very joyful,
She talks of herself quite freely, seems to love
Lord Christ most dearly, and to wonder, and be
bewlildered, at the 1life she has always led. It all
looks black, and distant, and God, aa9 Heaven are
near, she 1s certainly much changed.

In contrast, she gave the following deseription of herself:

I am one of the lingering bad ones, and so do I
slink away, and pause, and ponder, and ponder, and
pause, and do work without knowing why--not surely
for this brief world, and more sure it is not for
Heaven-~and I ask what this message means that they
ask for so very eagerly, ¥g% know of this ggpth, and
fulness, will you try to tell me about 1it?

In late 1850, when ED wrote the following to Abiah, her

attitude seemed changed:

You are growing wiser than I am, and nipping
in the bud fancies which I let blossom~~perchance to
bear no fruit, or if plucked, I may find 1t bitter.

46
Letfers I, %. (ED refers to Abby Wood, Mary Warner,
and Jane Hite éocﬁ.)

471p1d., p. 98.
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The shore is safer, Abiah, but I love to buffet the

sea-=1 can count the bitter wrecks here in these

pleasant waters, and hecar the murmuring winds, but oh,

I love the danger! You are learning control and

firmnesss Christ Jesus willh§ove you more, I'm

afraid he don't love me any!

She had definitely set out on her individual quest. To
describe it, she chose the metaphor of leaving the safe shore
for the dangers of the sea, recognizing that she traveled solo,
The extent to which she was alone was surely made plain to
her when, about 1854, Susan Gilbert, at that time a very dear
friend, began pressing her about her religious state. Thelr
disagreement on spiritual matters seemed to threaten the
friendship itself. On this matter ED wrote Sue a letter,
stating her position with firm conviction. If the tiles
between them were dependent on her acceptance of the Christian
faith, then ED would simply have to let Sue go her way. ED
sald that she would remain alone even under these conditionsg
"o « o though in that last day, the Jesus Christ you love,
remark he does not know me--~there is a darker spirit will not

disown it's child."5°

l+9;bido 9 Do 104,

Solbido s Do 306 .
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ED d1d not know what she would find--perhaps a "darker
spiritt-=but she had set out to search. Later in poetie
form she described lifé's venture this ways

Down Time's quaint stream

wWithout an oar

We are enforced to saill

Cur Port a secret

Our Perchance a Gale

What Skipper would

Incur the Risk

What Buccaneer would ride

Without a surety from the Wind

Or schedule of the Tide-~ (1656)



CHAPTER VI
RELATIONSHIP TO ORTHODOXY

Even as she sailed out on her own daring spiritual
search, ED turned to comment on the theological dogmas and
teachings of the Church, on the people who attended its
meetings, on the Book that guided Christian lives, Her
ridicule was sometimes playful and sometimes caustic., What-
ever the tone, her remarks are revealing of her thought,
showing the orthodoxies she could not accept and the
teachings she resented. Along the way she observed those
who claimed the name of Christian and sought from them,
especially from those whom she loved or respected, the
explanation to their faith,

There were two kinds of clergymen whom ED resented; the
emotional "hell-fire" preacher and, at the other extreme,
the broad liberal who was not sincere, She pretended to be
impressed by a visiting evangellst in a letter written to
Dr. and Mrs. J. G. Holland on November 26, 1854%:

The minister to-day, not our own minister,
preached about death and judgment, and what would
become of those, meaning Austin and me, vho
behaved improperly-~and somehow the sermon scared
me, and father and Vinnle looked very solemn as if
the whole was true and I would not for the world
have them know that it troubled me, but I longed

to come to you, and tell you all about 1t, and
learn how to be better, He preached such an awful

88
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sermon though, that I didn't much think I should
ever see you again until the Judgment Day, and then
you would not speak to me according to hls story.
The subject of perdition seemed to please h}m,
somehowe It seems very solemn tOo me. . «

To this type of emotional speaker ED devoted an entire poems

He fumbles at your Soul

As Players at the Keys

Before they drop full Music one-
He stuns you by degreesS=-

Prepares your brittle Nature

For the Etherial Blow

By fainter Hammerse—~further hearde=
Then nearer--Then so slow

Your Breath has time to straighten--
Your Brain--to bubble Coolw~-
Deals«=0One-~imperial--Thunderbolt=-
That scalps your naked Soule=-

When Winds take Forests in their Pawse
The Universe-=is still~-~  (315)

If she found emotional preaching an unpleasant experience,
she was even stronger in her criticism of the broad
churchmans
He preached upon "Breadth" till it argued
him narrovwe-
The Broad are too broad to define
And of *Truth" until it proclaimed him a Liare-
The Truth never flaunted a Sign--
Simplicity fled from his counterfeit presence
As Gold the Pyrites would shune-
What confusion would cover the innocent Jesus
To meet so enabled a Manl (1207)
This clergyman was a "Liar" and "counterfelt."® As one

interpreter of the poem explains, such a "secular moralist®

1;,etters, I, 309.
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aroused ED!s resentment, and she here showed her contempt for
the “eomplacent glibness" of 11beralism..2
ED directed her attention to the church sacraments as

well as to the preaching. 1In a letter to Austin, written

July 6, 1851, she gave the following summary of church activities

that Sabbath days

I have just come in from Church very hot, and
faded, having witnessed a couple of Baptisms, three
admissions to church, a Supper of the Lord, and some
other minor transactions time fails me to record.
Knowing Rev A.M. Colton so thoroughly as you do,
having received much benefit from hls past ministra-
tions, and bearing the relation of "Lamb" unto his
fold, you will delight to know that he is well, and
preaching, that he has preached todag strange as it
may--must seem, that just from his benediction I
hurry away to you. No doubt you can call to mind his
eloquent addresses, his earnest look and gesture, his
calls of now today--no doubt you can call to mind the
impetus of spirit received from this same gentleman
and his enlivening precaching~-therefore if you should
fancy I'd looked upon the wine from walk or conversa-
tion a 1§ttle fierce or fiery, bear all these things
in mind}

ED makes other references to the Communion Sacrament, which
had 1ittle meaning for her. In May of 1874 she wrote the
following to Mrs. J. G. Holland: '"When a child and fleeing
from Sacrament I could hear the Clergyman saying 'All who

loved the Lord Jesus Christ--were asked to remain--' My

2Charles R. Anderson, "From a Window in Amhersts
Emily Dicklnson Looks at tne American Scene," The New England
uarterly, XXXI (June, 1958), 158.

3 etters, I, 120,
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flight kept time to the WOrds."k She recorded a different
reaction, however, in a letter to Clara Newman Turner in 1884

The cordiality of the Sacrament extremely
interested me when a Child, and when the Clergyman
invited "all who loved the Lord Jesus Christ, to
remain," I could scarcely refrain from rising and
thanking him for the to me unexpected courtesy
though I now think had it been to all who~lovea Santa
Claus, mystransports would have been even more
untimely,

In a letter to Mrs. Joseph Haven, wife of a former
Amherst professor, on February 13, 1859, ED declared that she
did not listen to & sermon on "predestination" because she
did not "respect doctrines."6 Several other comments made in
letters reflect her contempt for church "“doctrines." In a
spirit of fun ED referred to the Resurrection in a letter to
her cousin John L. Gravest

It is a jolly thought to think that we can

be Eternal--when alr and earth are full of lives

that are gone--and done--and a conceited thing

indeed, this promised Resurrection! Congratulate

me--John~--Lad-~and "here's a health to youWe-

that we have each a pair of 11¥es, and need not chary

be, of the one "that now is"-~
To Samuel Bowles in late August of 1858 she referred to "our

stately Resurrection" as a "special Courtesy," judging from

Y1bid., II, 524=525,
J1bid., III, 835.
61p1d., TI, M6
7;g;g., p. 328.
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statements by the Clergy. Then she addeds ®"Our Pastor says
we are a 'Worm.' How is that reconciled? 'Vaine-sinful Wormt
is possible of another species.“8

Two other brief statements, in themselves not related,
reflect her attitudes toward pulplt pronouncements and
Calvinisme To Susan Dickinson she wrote on September 26,
18583 “Presume if I met my *deserts,'! I should receive
nothing. Was informed to that effect today by a *dear pastor.!
What a privilege 1t 1s to be so insignificantl Thought of
intimating the 'Atonement! was'nt needed for such atomiesl"9
Looking for a means of apology, ED wrote Mrs., Edward Tuckerman,
wife of an Amherst professor, the following comparison in
January, 1874k: %I fear my congratulation, like repentance
according to Calvin, is too late to be plausible, . . ‘"10
To be sure, these isolated statements carry little weight, but
there are other more prominent expressions on theological
teachingse

Among the Church dogmas that ED could not accept was the
doctrine of infant damnation. In the following poem she

showed resentment toward the God who punishess

®1btd., p. 339,

9Ibid.
107pid., p. 520
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Far from Love the Heavenly Father
Leads the Chosen Child,

Oftener through Realm of Briar
Than the Meadow mild.

Oftener by the Claw of Dragon
Than the Hand of Friend

Guldes the Little One predestined
To the Native Land. (1021)

She showed her contempt for the Calvinistic orthodoxy
that only the "gaved" get to heaven by calling attention to
a pebbles

How happy is the 1little Stone

That rambles in the Road alone,

And doestnt care about Careers

And Bxigencies never fearse-

Whose Coat of elemental Brown

A passing universe put on,

And independent as the Sun

Associlates or glows alone,

Fulfilling absolute Decree

In casual simplicity. (1510)
Here, according to Johnson, ED was pointing out how ridicu-
lously exclusive was the idea of a chosen few elected to
salvation. Only the inanimate pebble can be happy since it
alone can fulfill "absolute decree."11 On one copy of this
poem ED added this line: “Heaven the Balm of a Surly
Technlecality.® Whether she referred to the theological

orthodoxy or the Deity as the "technlcality! is uncertain.i2

1;§g;11 ckinson, pe 234.
12114,
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ED objected to the methods of religious instruction of
her youth. In a letter to Mrs. Holland written after
Christmas, 1882, she recalled her childhood questions about
the Biblegs "The fiction of 'Santa Claus'! always reminds me
of the reply to my early question of *Who made the Bible'ww
*Holy Men moved by the Holy Ghost,'! and though I have now
ceased my investigations, the Solution is insufficient.“13
Another statement of her resentment toward religious instruc-
tion she expressed in the following poems

Who were "the Father and the Son"
Ve pondered when a child

And what had they to do with us
And when portentous told

With inference appalling

By Childhood fortified

We thought, at least they are no worse
Than they have been described

Who are “the Father and the Son"
Did we demand Today

"rhe Father and the Son'" himself
Would doubtless specify=e

But had they the fellcity

When we desire to know

We better Friends had %een, perhaps,
Than time ensue to bee~

We start-~to learn that we belileve
But once--entirely--

Belief, it does not fit so well
When aitered frequently--

13Letters, III, 7564



95

We blush, that Heaven if we achieve--
Event ineffable

We shall have shunned until ashamed
To own the Miracle-- (1258)

Her later doubts arose, at least in part, from the dis=-
torted presentation she was given as a child. To her cousins
Louise and Frances Norcross she wrote in early March, 1861,
about the kind of Instruction she thought appropriates ¥I
regret I am not a scholar in the Friday class, I believe the
love of God may be taught not to seem like bears. Happy the
reprobates under that loving influence."lu

The Bible itself was a target of her pen. The following
poem, sent as a message to her nephew Ned, was written in fun,
though ED found much in Scripture that was objectionable even
without Ybenefit" of Calvinistic interpretations

The Bible is an antique Volume--
Written by faded Men

At the suggestlon of Holy Spectres--
Subjects~~Bethlehemm=

Eden~-the ancient Homesteade-
Satan--the Brigadier—-

Judas~--the Great Defaulter-—-
Davld~-~the Troubadoure-

Sin--a distingulshed Precipice
Others nust resist--

Boys that “belleve" are very lonesomeew
Other Boys are "lost%e-

Had but the Tale a warbling Teller--
All the Boys would conme--

Orpheus! Seruon captivatede-

It did not condemn--  (1545)

Wrp4,, 11, 372.
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No doubt ED was alming her arrow at the "Thou shalt nots*® of
the Ten Commandments. In another poem, one which did not get
beyond the worksheet stage, she pictured the Bobolink cone
ducting a Sabbath worshlp service, This "Rowdy of the Meadow"
either “overturned the Decalogue® or "swung upon the Decalogue"s
both versions appear as possible lines in the uncompleted
poem, showing if not the poet's opinion of Law as recorded by
Moses at least more of her ridicule of organized religion.
(1591)

Another Biblical teaching that ED could not accept was
the idea presented in I Corinthians 15i42-43 that man was
sown in corruption, in dishonor, and in weakness. To advance
this idea, she declared, the "Apostle is askewl® (62)

Other words leaped out at her., To James D. Clark, lifelong
friend of Charles Wadsworth, she confided the following in a
letter dated late 1882 after the death of her mothers "lo
verse in the Blble has frightened me so much from a Child as
tfrom him that hath shall be taken even that he hath,i"l?

One other comment ED made about the Bible, this of a
humorous bent, was written to the Norcross cousins in 1881s
"We read in a tremendous Book about *an enemy,' and armed a

confidential fort to scatter him away. The time has passed,

151bids, III, 751,
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and years have come, and yet not any *Satan.' I think he 1s

w1®  Gertainly these comments

mking war upon scme other nation,
are no complete sumary of ED's reaction to the teachings of
the Bible, 8he was to choose from 1t those principles which
measured up to truth in her standard and to discard the rest.
Professing Christians ever fascinated ED« 8he frequently
questioned them, especially the ministers. It sorely vexed
her that those who had overcome doubt themselves could offer
no adequate explanation of their faith, particularly on the
subject of lmmortality. And yet she turned to them in time
of trouble. After the death of B. F. Newton, she wrote to
Edward Everett Hale, hls pastor, to inquire about Newton's
last hours. In the letter, dated Jamuary 18, 1854, she asked
the ministers; "He often talked of God, but I do not know
certainly if he was hils Father in Heaven-~Please Sir, to tell
me 1f he was wllling to die, and if you think him at Home, I
should love so much to know certainly, that he was today in
Heaven."l7 Once she took her doubts to T, W. Higginson,
recalling that he had been a minister., The following was

written in June of 1877:

16111d., pe 6.

-
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e o » Since my Father's dying, everything sacred
enlarged so--it was dim to own--~When a few years oldw-
I was taken to a Funeral whieh I now know was of
peculiar distress, and the Clergyman asked "Is the
Arm of the Lord shortened that it cannot save?t

He italicized the Yeannot," I mistcok the
accent for a doubt of Immortality and not daring
to ask, it besets me still, though ve know that the
mind of the Heart must 1ive if itts clerical part do
not. Would you explain it to me.

I was told you were once a Clergyman, It 18
conforts an instinct if another have felt it too.

Another letter, this one written to ED in 1882 from the

prominent clergyman Washington Gladden, pastor of a Congregational
Church in Springfield, indicates that she wrote him after the
death of Charles Wadsworth and during the illness of 0tis

Lord to ask him his answer to this questions "Is immortality

19 None of these ministers could help her, and ED wvas

true?®
eventually to conclude that the answer lay within herself.

ED gave some attention to the shortcomings of the laymen
of the Church. One group she ridiculed for hypocrisy-~those
who made the gestures of Christian service without love or
genuine concern. She described these "brittle ladies" in the
following poems

What soft-=Cherubic Creatures=-
These Gentlewomen aree-

One would as soon assault a Plushe-
Or violate a Stare-

W1pid., II, 583.
191psd., III, 731.
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Buch Dinity Convictions—w
A Horror so refined
0f froeckled Human Naturee-
0f Deity--ashamed--

Itt*s such a common=«Glory--

A Flsherman!s--Degrea--
Redenption--~Brittle Ladye=-

Be so--ashamed of Thee~-  (401)

Then she wondered about the laymant's common reaction to
death, Did even those who were assured of heaven find 1t less
desirable than their words of salvation implieds

0f Tolling Bell I ask the Cause?

"A Soul has gone to Heaven"

I'm answered in a2 lonesome tonge-

Is Heawven then a Prison?

The Bells should ring till all should know
A Soul had gone to Heaven

Would seem to me the more the way

A Good News should be given. (94+7)

From a positlion of detached amusement ED deseribed her
neighbor Mrs. Luke Sweetser in a letter to Loulse and Frances
Norcross as that good lady set out for church meeting one
day in late April, 1873: *"There is that which is called an
awakening in the churech, and I know no choicer ecstasy than
to see Mrs. S, roll out in crape every morning, I suppose to
intimidate anti~Christ; at lecst it would have that effect

ONn MEe o o ."20

21p14., II, 505.
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In a letter written to T. V. Higginson on April 25, 1862,
ED described the Christians in her own familys “They are
religlous~-~except me--and address an Eclipse, every morning--

21 Did she not suggest that

whom they call their 'Father,'"
they were pious but that they lacked any real understanding
of the God they worshiped?

ED continued to attend church services with her family
long after she had declded that she could not join the Church,
As time passed, however, she increasingly found reasons for
staying home., Her letters attest to this fact with many
comments similar to this one made in a letter to Sue in
February, 18523 "They will all go but me, to the usual
meetinghouse, to hear the usual sermon; the inclemency of the
storm so kindly detaining me."22 Gradually she withdrew from
attendance until by her mid-twenties she no longer went at
all, Or, it might be more appropriate to say that she
attended church at home, holding %“services" such as that one
to whieh she had invited Bue: "o « « come wlith me this
morning to the church within our hearts, where the bells are
always ringzing, and the preacher whose name is Love~-shall
intercede there for usin23

It is time to consider more deeply what ED bslieved about

God,

2lTbid., pe 4O
221pid., I, 181,

231bid.



CHAPIER VII
RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD

It 1s difficult to know what ED meant when she spoke
of God, though she made many references to Him and addressed
Him directly in various ways. Her concept of God was not a
stable one.l For identifying her spiritual ideas, she
developed a special nomenclature. The God associated with
terms such as "Infinity," "Awe," "Clrcumference," "Eternity,"
or "Immortality" will be considered in another chapter. The
attention here is focused on God identified by the name "God,"
or by alternate terms occasionally used as "Jehovah,"
"Heaven," ®"Lord," and "Heavenly Father." The content will
reflect the inconsistencies of ED's relation to Gods she
rejects and taunts the Providence of Orthodoxyj she leans
+ toward the God of Love; she evaluates and sometimes resents
the actions and tralts of Jehovahj she stands in awe of the
God of creation, Changing though her attitude was, she never
reckoned without God: He was a real Person to her.

ED conceived of God as alle~seeing, a God of light and

glowing heats

1l
Thornton Wilder, “"Emily Dickinson,™ The Atlantic
Monthly, CXC (November, 1952§, 47.
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The Sun and Moon must make thelr haste--
The Stars express around

For in the Zones of Paradise

The Lord alone is burnede-

His BEye, it is the East and West--~

The Nbr%h and South when He

Do concentrate His Countenance

Like Glow Worms, flee away=-

Oh Poor and Fare-

0f Hindered Eye

That hunted for the Day=e~

The Lord a Candle entertains

Entirely for Thee-- (871)
The concept of God as all-seeing is brought out again in the
following poem, which deals with man's consciousness of his
own wrongdoing:

Of Consciousness, her awful Mate

The Soul cannot be rid--

As easy the seereting her

Behind the eyes of God.

The deepest hid is sightest first

And scant to Him the Crowde

What triple Lenses burn upon

The Escapade from God-~  (89%)

But thls God who sees everything is the master secrete
keeper: "Our little secrets slink away--/Beside God's shall
not telle~=" (1326). Toward this fact the poet has mixed
emotions. At times, for example, when she considers the
wonder that mystery adds to nature, she tells God to keep his
secret (191). When she longs for revelation of a story,
however, she thinks of man as unprivileged under the

tinterdict of God" (1088). The secret He guards most
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carefully, of course, is death. In one poem she personifies
the secret death as a neighbor boy acting as an agent for
the secret-keeper, who now becomes & robbers

Death 1is the only Secret

Death the only One

You cannot find out all about

In his "native town."

Nobody knew "his Father®--

Never was a2 BOyw=

Had'nt any playmates,

Or "Early history"e

Industrious! Laconicl

Punctual! Sedatel

Bold as a Brigandl

Stiller than a Fleetl

Builds, 1ike a Bird, tool

Christ robs the Neste=~

Robin after Robin

Smuggles to Resti  (153)

Thls power over death makes God appear in several
different ways. In one poem ED addresses Him as "Burglerl
Banker=-~Fatheri® (4+9) In another He becomes a broker, who
for the “price of Breath" offers the "Discount of the Grave,"
The "dividend" for good men, of course, is heaven (23%). The
death of Susan Dickinsonts two-year-old niece made the Deity
appear to ED as "the redoubtable God." She so described him
in a letter to Mrs, ilolland in November, 1865, adding this
remark about Gods "I notice where Death has been introduced,

he frequently calls, making it desirable to forestall his
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advances.“2 In another letter to Mrs, Holland, written in 1882
after the death of Dr. Holland, ED wondered whether God was
not “Love's Adversary."3 Then, about 1884, while grieving
over the death of her nephew Gilbert Dickinson, ED wrote the
following to Martha Gilbert Smiths ¥Ineffable Avarice of
Jesus, Who reminds a perhaps encroéching Father, 'All these
are mine.'"u

ED resented the fact that God kept death such a well-
guarded secret. In the poem beginning, "What did They do since
I saw Them?" she longs to questién friends who have died. 1If
she had such opportunity, she would not allow them "to start
for the Sky" until they had answered-evéry question she
wanted to ask. Only then would she "restore®" her "booty" to
that "Bold Person, God" (900).

But even apart from the master secret that He keeps, God
is a distant Being., ED expressed this idea to Mrs. Holland
in the spring of 1878: "They say that God is everywhere, and
yet we always think of Him as somewhat of a recluse.“5 -In
the poem beginning "God is a distant--stately Lover," ED

2rotters, II, M.
3Ipid., III, 755.
%Ibid., p. 823,
5Ibid., II, 609,
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reproaches God for his distance by comparing Him to Myles
Standish, pointing out that He woos the soul vicariously
through His Son. God, however, insures that the soul will
not make Priscillal's error of choosing the Envoy instead of
the Groom by making Myles and John Alden "Synonyme" (357),
God's remoteness again seems the theme in the following poem
in which Hls failure to grant ED's request makes Him harder

than a "God of Flintw;

Just Oncel Oh least Lequesti
Could Adamant refuse

So small a Grace

So scanty put,

Such agonizing terms?

Would not a God of Flint

Be consclous of a sigh

As down his Heaven dropt remote
“Just Once" Sweet Deity?  (1076)

ED touches on the theme of man's ignorance of life as
well as death in the following poem, When He does make
himself known, God comes as an intruders

We knew not that we were to live--
Hor when--~we are to dig=

Our ignorance--~our culrass is--
We wear Mortality

As lightly as an.Option Gown

Till asked to take it offe-

By his intrusion, God is knowne-
It is the same with Life.  (1462)

Occasionally, God plays hide-and-seek with his creatures,
sometimes allowing the game to become too “earnest" for mang
I know that He exists.
Somewhere=--1n Silencee-

He has hid his rare life
From our gross eyes.
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¥Tis an instant's play.

'Tis a fond Ambushe~

Just to make Bliss

Earn her own surprisel

But should the play

Prove piercing earnest,

Should the glee glaze

In death's stiff stare,

Would not the fun

Look too expensive

Would not the Jest

Have crawled too far?  (338)
Always there was the danger that God, growing too serious,
would have Death serve Him once again. This possibility was
an ever-present reality to ED. She wrote to Jane Humphrey
about April, 1852, after the death of Jane's father, about
this fears "If God should choose, Jennie, he could take nmy
father, too, and my dear Vinnie, and put them in his sky,
to live with him forever, but I shall pray to him every
day of my life nhot to take them."6

But ED found prayer less than a satisfactory means of

communicatlion and certainly no mecans of achieving desired
results. In a moment of distress she cried out the
followings

At least--to pray--is lefte«is left--

Oh Jesus-=in the Aire-

I know not which thy chamber is
I'm knocking~=everywhere--

Ipide, I, 197,
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Thou settest Larthquake in the Southe=
And Maelstrom, in the Sea=-

Say, Jesus Christ of Nazarethe-

Has% thou no Arm for Me? (502)

In another poem she indignantly looked back upon suffering
that God had apparently ignored, suggesting that it would have
been kinder of Him not to let her live at all than to have
her experience such “smart misery":

0f Course-~I1 prayede-

And did God Care?

He cared as much as on the Air

A Bird--had stamped her foote-

And cried "Give MeYe-

My Reasone==Livew=

I had not had-~but for Yourselfe-

YTwere better Charity

To leave me in the Atom's Tombe-

Merry and Hbught and gay, and numbee
is smart sery. %3

Yet human beings continued to employ prayer in their efforts
to reach God. Thelr “apparatus" was not a very trustworthy
"implement" according to this deéfinitions

Prayer is the little implement

Through which Men reach

Where Presence-~is denied them,

They fling their Speech

By means of ite-in God's Eare-

If then He hearee

This sums the Apparatus ,

Comprised in Prayer-~  {437)

In one poem ED explains why she stopped prayling as she

was taught to do in childhood, sadly acknowledging how
blessed it would be to feel Godt's support in time of danger

or stresss



108

I prayed, at first, a little Girl,
Because they told me to

But stopped, when qualified to guess
How prayer would feel-=t0 mIE==

If I believed God looked around,
Bach time my Childish eye

Fixed full, and steady, on his own
In childish honesty~-

And told him vhat I'd like, today,
And parts of his far plan

That baffled ne--

The mingled side

Of his Divinity

And often since, in Danger

I count the force 'twould ﬁe

To have a God 80 strong as that
To hold my life for me

Till I could take the Balance

That tips so frequent, now
It takes me all the while %o polse~-

And then--1t doés'nt stay-- (576)
At the same time that she has given a personal record of
failure in prayer, she has again pointed out God's unknowable-
ness, or man's inability to understand the baffling "mingled
side/0f his Divinity."

{ ED decided that God really had no intention of answering
man's prayers though He had instructed him to pray. Man
appears the viectim of a swindle, or huge joke, in the following
satirical poem, which begins with the pvet!s explamation that
her needs were "modest" ones--content and heaven. For them,

in good faith, she petitioned God with these resultss
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A Smile suffused Jechovah's face==

The Cherubim=«withdrewe-

Grave Saints stole out to look at me=-

And showed their dimples—etooOw=

I left the Place, with all my mighte-

I threv my Prayer away~-

The Quiet Ages picked it upwee

And Judgment-~twinkled--tooe-

That one so honest--be extante-

It take the Talc for true~-

That "Whatsoever Ye shall aske=

Itself be given You"--

But I, grown shrewder-~-scan the Skies

With a suspicious Aire--

As Childrene~swindled for the first

All Swindlers--be--infer-~  (476)
Several times ED referred to her belief that God does not
answer prayer. To Dr. and Mrs. Holland she wrote the following
in the autumn of 1853: "“If prayers had any answers to them,
you were all here tonight, but I seek and I don*t find, and
knock and it is not opened. Wonder if God is Jjuste-presume
he is, however, and t'was only a blunder of Matthew!s." Then
she addeds "I think mine 1s the case, where when they ask an
eggy, they get a scorpion for I keep wishing for yous « « .“7
The seripture allusions enmployed here were humorously used to
compliment friends whom she misseds nevertheless, such
comparisons readily came to her mind. When her friend Maria
Whitney was slow in writing to her, ED wrote this to Maria

in late June of 1883: "You are like God. We pray to Him,

7Ibido’ DPDe. 263-2611'0
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and He answers 'Ho.' Then we pray to him to resecind the *no,t
and He don't answer at all, yet ¥Seek and ye shall find? is
the boon of faith."8 Another such assertion she made in a
letter to Otis Lord on December 3, 1882; "Prayer has not an
answer and yet how many prayt"9

ED did cite one example of answered prayer though her
information significantly came as hearsay., It was William
Tell whose entreaty the Almighty heard. Forced to shoot an
apple from the head of his only son, Tell begged God's mercy
as he sent his arrow toward the target. The poet reportsi
"God it is saild replies in Person/When the cry is meant® (1152).
But ED herself found no satlsfactory relationship to the
Deity through prayer:

There comes an hour when begging stops,
When the long interceding lips
Perceive their prayer is vain.

"Thou shalt not" is a kinder sword
Than from a disappointing God
"Disciple, call again.” (1751)

ED found God gullty of duplicity in other areas besides
prayer, In fact, God's was the "supreme iniquity," for He had
created man in his likeness only to declare him Ycontraband®
and to return him to the dust (1461). In another poem she
asks God why he gives the loved if he mst take them away (882),.

God's double~dealing is disclosed again in the following:

81ptd., 111, 780,

9&1_@': Pe 753«
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The Beggar at the Door for Fame
Were easily supplied

But Bread is that Diviner thing
Disclosed to be denied.  (1240)

Nor was God a very good promise-keeper; so this little verse

suggestss

How ruthless are the gentle--

How cruel are the kind--

God broke hls contraet to his Lamb
7o qualify the Wind--  (1439)

And what of God and nature? IHow did He provide for his
little creatures? Here is one ways

Victory comes latew

And is held low to freezing lipse-

Too rapt with frost

To take it

How sweet it would have tasted~-

Just a Drope=-

Was God so economical?

His Tablets spread too high for Use-

Unless we dine on tiptoee=

Crumbs--fit such little mouthSw=

Cherries sult Robinse

The Bagle's Golden Breakfast strangles--Them=-
God keep His Oath to Sparrows--

Who of little Love=-~know how to starve-- (690)

S8he found that God hides himself behind the ruthlessness of

natures

Shame 1s the shawl of Pink

In which we wrap the Soul

To keep it from infesting Eyes—-
The elemental Veil

Which helpless Nature drops

When pushed upon a scene
Repugnant to her probitye-

Shame is the tint divine. (1412)

Though He attempts to hide behind the life and death struggle

which goes on in nature, God evidently sanctions the process.
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The poet cites frost as one exemple. Acting as a "blond
assassin," the frost "behcads" the flower at 1its play and
then passes on. The poem concludess "The Sun proceeds
unmoved/To measure off ancther Day/For an Approving God" (1624).
God had many other shoricomings, and ED felt free to call

attention to them, For one thing, He was not always fair.
The most flagrant example of mistreatment was Godts injury
to Mosess

It alvays felt {to nme~-=-a wrong

To that 01d Moseg--donew=-

To let him see--the Canaan--

Without the enteringe-

And tho' in soberer nomentse—-

No Moses therc can be

I'm satisfied~-the Romance

In point of injury--

Surpasses sharper statede--

0f Stephen--or of Paul=-

For these-=were only put to deathe-

While God's adroiter will

On Moses=-seemed to fasten

With tantallzing Play

As Boy~-should deal wlith lesser Boy—-

To prove ability. (597).
The poet berates God not only for denying Moses the "Promised
Land® but also for behaving in an immature and taunting manner,
Then there was the case of Abraham who was ordered to kill
his son Isaac. Flattered by Abraham's unhesitating obedience,
the tyrant God demurred; thus Isaac lived to tell the tale
which has this morals ". . . with a Mastiff/Manners may

prevail® (1317).



33

ED criticlzed several traits which she ascribed to God.
In a letter to Dr. and Mrs. Holland in September of 1859, she
commented on the fact that she had only one sisters "God
was penuricus with me, which makes me shrewd with Him."lo
It was God's sternness with his *little ones"™ that she
eriticized to Loulse and Frances Horeross in autumn, 18803
®%A cup of cold water in my namet? is a shivering legacy

11 ghe also referred to God's jealousy

February mornings."
In a letter in late 1885, she described God as the “Criterion
iover," having in minéd his commandments "Thou shalt have no
other Gods before Me,"lz

she illustrates the trait in the setting of childhoods

In verse, apparently of light tone,

God is indeed & jealous Gode=

He cannot bear to see

That we had rather not with Him
But with each other play. (1719)

On occasion ED was insulting to God. 1In one poen she
turns down Godt's offer of a "Crown of Life" to those who are
HFalthful to the end.® 8ince 1t is glven in return for what
the heart gives God, the crown is a servile prize and not an

emolument« The impact of the insult comes In the last stanza:

101pid., 11, 353.

11 bide, III, 670, The scripture reference 1is
Matthew 10342,

121p1d., pe 889.
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] will give" the base Proviso==
Spare your "Crown of Life''--

Those 1t fits, too falr to wear ite-
Try it on yourself-- (1357)

On other occasions ED was on intimate terms with God,
perhaps the very reason she could deal so harshly with Him at
times. In one poem she refers to Him as "“our old neighbor,"
finding Him to be hospitable and even conceding at this point
that "Prayer--remained--Our 8ide" (623). In another poem
she pictures Him as a boy who would climb over the fence with
her in search of strawberries if he could, a boy very different
from that bully who dealt with Moses (251). Intimate indeed
is the poem beginning, "Papa abovel" in which she intercedes
for a mouse overpowered by a cat (61l)., But ED found no
permanent perspective from which to view God.

At one point she felt that no one really wishes to know
God since man fears death and shuns the “Makerts cordial
visage. « » o Like an adversity" (1718). She herself thought
of heaven in various ways and viewed it with several attitudes.
She doubts that she could ever feel at home there because
#itts Sunday--all the time." Since God never makes a visit
or takes a nap, one 1s always under his watchful eye. She
suspects that she would run away except for “"Judgment Day" (413).
In another mood she imagines God as a schoolmaster explaining
the mysteries of the universe to the saints (65). In the poem

beginning, "I shall know why--when Time 1s over=--" she seces
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herself in the heavenly schoolroom where Christ will explain
away the anguish which she 1s experiencing now (193). In
one poem she finds that the door of heaven has been shut to
her and asks this pathetic questions

Oh, if I--were the Gentleman

In the "/hite Robe'e=~

And they--were the little Hand~-that knockede-

Could==~I-=forbid? (248)
From a more mature viewpoint she admits' that her frequent
doubt of heaven will cause her embarrassment in the event
that it 4is finally realized (1258). But even as a “little
girl" she prefers the idea of an old-fashioned Heaven with
& Heavenly Father to the explanation from science that Heaven
is "Zenith" now (70).

| ED was much impressed with God, the Creator. She saw

Him apart from his cereation, though she was at times aware
of Him in nature. "8pring is the Period/Express from God"
begins one' poem which asserts that no one ¢an go out during
March and April without a "cordial interview with God" (84%).
In another poem she declares that the moon and stars
tsubstantiate a God® (1528). God the Creator inspires awe
as the following testimony revealss

My period had come for Prayer--

o other Arte-would dOw=e

My Tactics missed a rudiment--
Creator, Was it you?
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God grows above=--so those who pray
Horizons-~must ascend==-

And so I stepped upon the North
To see this Curious Friend=--

His Illouse was not--no sign had Hee=-
By Chimney--nor by Door

Could I infer his Residence--

Vast Prairies of Air

Unbroken by a Settler--

Were all that I could see~=-
Infinitude~~Had!'st Thou no Face
That I might look on Thee?

The Silence condescended=e
Creation stopped~«for Me--
Bud awed beyond my errand--
I worshipped--did not "pray'=- (56%4)

She describes the Creator again in the following poems

Sometines

plays with His

Just as He spoke it from his Hands
This Edifice remaine-

A Turret more, a Turret less
Dishonor his Designe-

According as his skill prefer
It perish, or endure--
Content, soe're, it ornament
His absent character, (848)

men (the perished patterns) complain that God
authorlity as creators

It's easy to invent a Life--

God does it--every day--

Creation--but the Gambol
Of His Authority

But the poet declares that “His Perturbless Plan" proceed (72+).

Later, in another poem, ED explains that human failure to

understand the will of God lies in premature inference and

faulty premises, not in God's purposes
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God made no Act without a cause,
Nor Heart without an aim,

Our inference ls premature,
Our premises to blame. (1163)

ED could believe in the God of Love, In letters she
gave affirmation of such faith. 8he wrote the following to
the Norcross cousins, probably in 1880: ", . . and love,
you know, is Gode « « .“13 Offering consolation to Mrs.
Holland, who was suffering from eye trouble in the spring of
1881, ED wrote this sincere statements "I hope the Little
Sister's Eyes have refrained from sighing--and very often
carry them to the 'Throne' of Tenderness--the only God I
khaw.”lk After the death of both parents, she wrote her aunt
Mrs., Joseph Ae Sweetser, about 1883: "Thank you for loving
my Father and Mother-~I hope they are with the Source of
Love."15

Concerning God, ED felt and knew and doubted bayond what
has been considered in this chapters Other conceptions which
she had about God and the meaning of life came out of a period
of pain. Her reaction to suffering and the subsequent

discovery of her soul will be explored next.

131p1d., pe 677,
M1p1d., pe 690,
15Ibido 3 Do 828,



CHAPTER VIII
THE ROLE OF SUFFERING AND SOUL-SEARCIING

The poems of the early sixties, especially those written
in 1862, reveal that ED was experiencing a tremendous emotional
distress. She déscribed her ordeal in her second letter to

1 Her suffering has been assoclated

Higginson as a “terror."
with the removal of Charles Wadsworth to California at a
time when she was struggling to acquire a firm faith of her
ownes Over the anguish caused by loss of her "tutor," ED
sought to triumph. In the effort to uncover her own spiritual
resources and to understand the meaning of suffering, she
relied upon her Puritan background of introspection. The
Puritan training developed the individualts ability not only
to search the soul daily for evidence of God!s grace but also
to detach himself from an emotional or spiritual experience
so that he could report objectively what he felt. ED had a
full measure of this té.lent.2

The struggle for self-discovery rust begin within, ED

describes the confliet in this ways

lietters, II, 404,
2Whicher, This Was a Poet, pe 162,
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The Battle fought between the Soul

And No Man--is the One

Of all the Battles prevalente-

By far the Greater Onee-

No news of it 1s had abroad--

It*s Bodiless Campaign

Establishes, and terminates=~-

Invisible-«Unknowne-

Nor History--record ite-

As lLeglons of a Night

The Sunrise scatters--These endure--

Enact--and terminate--  (59%)
The battle, carried on alone and unknown to others, is made
tremendous by the fact that the soul itself is an "imperial
friend" or an "agonizing spy." The soul that is ruler of
itself--that "Soul should stand in Awe" (683). This poem
appears more significant when an earlier poem comes to
attention, 1In “One need not be a Chamber-~to be Haunted-=-"
ED describes the "interior confronting® of ourselves as
startling, like finding an "Assassin hid in our Apartment"
(670). Later she finds that the soul which can rely upon
itself--and its own rectitude-~is not far from God (789).
Such a soul really has no need to “go abroad" since "Diviner
Crowd at Home/Obliterate the need-~" (674). Because it ean
experience a relationship with heaven, "The Soul should
always stand ajar,® ready to receive its guest (1055).

The poems show a gradual progress in overcoming the

terrors within and the circumstances without. ©She comes to

view the soul as the findestructible estate™ which no one can
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take away (1351). She recognizes the heart as “Cagpital of
the Mind" and indicates that self-discovery is more than
rewarding; it is an ecstatic achievements

The Heart is the Capital of the MinQde-

The mind is a single State

The Heart and the Mind together make

A single Continent--

One-~1is the Populatione~

Numerous enoughe-

This ecstatic Nation

Seek--it is Yourself. (1354)
Finally, her soul-searching leads to "Finite Infinity“:

There is a solitude of space

A solitude of sea

A solitude of death, but these

Society shall be

Compared with that profounder site

That polar privacy

A soul admitted to ltselfw-

Finite Infinity. (169%)

Her search for identity within meant facing the problem
of suffering. Certainly ED knew much about emotional pain
before 1362, previously mentioned as the crisis year. Having
experienced grief for those now dead whom she had loved and
having known the feeling of inadequacy that accompanied her
inability to be "converted,"” she was well acqualnted with
suffering. ©She searched, of course, for a meaning in human
misery. In early May, 1862, she wrote to Louise Norcross,
then taking care of the children of her uncle Joel W. Norcross,
whose wife had recently died, about the mystery of suffering:

“I wish ttwas plainer, Loo, the anguish of this world. I
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wish one could be sure the suffering had a loving side. The
thought to look down someday, and see the crooked steps we
came, from safer place, must be a precious thing.“3
Her poems reveal her assocliations with suffering. Early

she finds that an ecstatic moment has a very high price:

For each extatic instant

We must an anguish pay

In keen and quivering ratio

To the extasy.

For each beloved hour

Sharp plttances of years--

Bitter contested farthings

And Coffers heaped with Tears. (125%)
The proportion of paln far outweighs that of Joy. Soon she
discovers, however, that suffering is necessary to reveal the
full meaning of an experience:

Water, is taught by thirst,

Land-~by the Oceans passed.

Transport--by throe~-

Peace~--by it's battles tolde-

Love, by Memorial Mold--

Birds, by the Snow. (135)
The idea of lcarning through suffering recurs in the poen
beginning, "To learn the Transport by the Pain® (167). Here
she calls Paln the "“mysterious bard® and men the “duller
scholars." The teaching method that Pain uses is discipline.

Through it the poet learns that pain is really power;

3Letters, II, 407.
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eonsequently, she can endure every grief through the support
that Pain provides (252)e
While trying to resolve her pain, ED finds that the daily

routine is extremely important:

I tie~-my Hat--I crease my Shawle-

Life's little duties do--precisely--

As the very least

Were infinite to me-=
S8he discovers later in this poem that "we cannot put Ourself
away." Her conclusion here is thiss

Therefore--we do lifets labor--

Though life's Rewarde=be doneee

With scrupulous exactness

To hold our Sensese=on--  (443)

She goes outside herself somewhat in the poem begimning,

I measure every Grief I meet." She wonders how the suffering
of others compares with her own and concludes with this
observations

To note the fashions--of the Cross--

And how they're mostly worne--

Still fascinated to presume

That Some--are like my ownee (561)
She comes to associate her own suffering, particularly that
related to the pain of love, with Christ!s suffering, adopting
the terms "eross," "Gethsemane," and *Calvary" to describe it.
In one poem she recounts the record--only one Crucifixion,
one Calvary--but this record is incompletes

Our Lord--indeed-~-made Compound WitnessSe=

And yete=

There's newer--newer Crucifixion
Than That--  (593)
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The human suffering of Christ helps to measure the intensity

of her pain, which, even here, she deplcts with restraint.
Eventually she becomes more objective in her relationship

with sufferings She finds the advantage of despair lies in

experiencing it: "The VWorthiness of Suffering like/The

Worthiness of Death/Is found by tasting--" (799). The cost

of pain is measured by the height reacheds

The hallowing of Pain

Like hallowing of Heaven,
Obtains at a corporeal coste=-
The Summit is not given,

To Him who strives severe

At the middle of the Hill--

But He who has achieved the Top--
All--is the price of All-- (772)

The grace bestowed upon the sufferer equals the price paid for
the enlightenment of beauty or blisss The realization of
happiness comes, however, through experiencing its opposites

Must be a Wo-~-

A 1088 Or SOw=-

To bend the eye
Best Beauty'!s way--

But--o0nce aslant
It notes Delight
As difficult

As Stalactite~~

A Common Bliss
Vere had for lesse-
The price--1s
EBven as the Grace=-

Qur lorde-~thought no
Extravagance
To pay-e-a Cross-- (571)
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In fact, even deprivation of desire is shown to be superilor to

achievements

Delight-~becomes pictorial--

When viewed through Paine-

More falr-~because impossible

That any gain

The lMountain--at a given distancew-

In Amber lleg—- .

Aprproached~~the Amber flits--a littlee~

And That!s--the Skies-=~ (572)
Even though she can see the value of privation, pronounce
defeat superior to vietory, and acknowledge the lessons her
soul learns, the poet finds that the palnful experience remains
with hers

They say that "Time assuages"

Time never did assuagee-

An actual suffering strengthens

As Sinews do, with age--

Time is a Test of Trouble=-

But not a Remedy--~

If such it prove, it prove too

There was no malady-- (686)

Agony can, however, procure & "nearness to Tremendous"
(963), a fact which shows that ED's introspection resulted in
more than an understanding of the role of suffering. Besldes
experiencing moments of illumination wherein mighty truths came
by intuition, sometimes even in the mystical sense, ED galned
insight into her own conception of God and Heaven and felt
wonder for the gift of life itself. She found the necessity

to ereate poetry a divine though sometimes awesome inspiration,
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The poems thus created show her various revelations. In them
she frequently uses the terms she devised for expressing her
own religlous ideas. Among these, "circumference' is the only
one which may need definition.

One explanation 1s that "circumference" suggests a range
of meaning "from the basic hound or circuit of a circle to the
area or space that the circle encloses . . o a kind of
transcendental space-time., o« » ."h A broader and more flexible
interpretation suggests that "circumference™ is ED*s word for
the projection of her imagination into the relationships of
life, ineluding those of nature and Spirit.5 In another
explanation also applicable, "circumference” is defined as
the "extension of understanding" beyond "mortal limits," even

to the attainment of ®"divine reality."6

Though the meaning
varies somewhat in different contexts, the word "eircumference"
was very significant to ED, who declared to T. W. Higginsons
"My business 1s Circumference.“7

The truth that circumference reveals may come through

intuition as this poem declaress

Mﬁerbert Es« Childs, "Emily Dickinson and Sir Thomas

Browne," American Literature, ¥X (Jamuary, 1951), 457.
5Johnson, Emily Dickinson, pe 140,

6Charles R. Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetry, pe 56.
7Letters, II, 412,
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L}

Youtll know lt--~as you know ttis Noone-
By Glory=~=-

As you do the Sun--

By Glory

As you will in Heaven--

Know God the Father--and the Son,

By intultion, Mightiest Things

Assert themselves--and not by termse
WI'm Mldnight"--need the Midnight say==-
"I¥m Sunrise%--Need the Majesty?

Omnipotence~-had not a Tonguew=-

His lispe-is Lightning--and the Sune-
His conversation-~with the Seae-
"How do you know"?

Consult your Eyel!  (420)

Here, through her inner experience, the poet seems to express

& kinship with the faith of her religious tradition, though she
denies the role of any formal explanations or creeds (terms),
Indeed, she finds divine insight a solitary experiences

The Soult's Superlor instants
Occur to Her--alone--

When friend-~and Earth's oceasion
Have infinite withdrawne-

Or She--lerself--ascended
To too remote a Hight
For lower Recognition
Than Her Omnipotente—-

This Mortal Abolition

Is seldom~-~but as fair
An apparition--subject
To Autocratic Alr--

Eternlty's disclosure

To favorites~--a few

0f the Colossal substance
0f Immortality  (306)



Another 1lluminating experience she dramatizes in theatrical
terms;

Like Mighty Foot Lights--burned the Red

As Bases of the Trees==-

The far Theatricals of Day

Exhibiting-~-to These-~

*Twas Universe--that did applaud--

While Chiefest—~of the Crowd--

Enabled by the Royal Dresge-

Myself distinguished Godw= (595)

The God that the poet can see is ldentical with Truth,
and Beauty is the expression of His love for man. Here is her
deseriptions

Truth--is as o0ld as Godw-

His Twin identity

And will endure as long as He

A Co-Eternity-- (836
In another poem she finds that Truth and Beauty are one;
however, to know either of these the individual must be
willing to suffer, to die for them (449)., In reality Beauty
cannot be achieved at all by man's efforts; like grace, it is
bestowed upon hims

Beauty--be not caused==It ISw-

Chase 1t, and it ceaseS--

Chase 1t not, and it abides~-

Overtake the Creasecs

In the Meadow--when the Wind
Runs his fingers throt! ite--
Delty will see to it

That you never do it-~  (516)



128

Yet man must be receptive to Beauty, willing to behold or
listen. Appreciation lies within (526). The resulting ex-
perience cannot be defined, but it is of divine nature:

The definition of Beauty is

That definition is none--

Of Heaven, easing Analysils,

Since Heaven and He are One. (988)

At times ED feels the gift of 1ife itself is all-
sufficients

To be alive-=Is Povwere-
Existence--in itself=-
Without a further function--
Omnipotence-=Enoughee

To be alive--and Willl

t1T7is able as a God

The Maker-~of Ourselves-=be whate=-
Such being Finitudel (677)

She also stands in awe of Poetry, equating it with Love:

To pile like Thunder to it's close
Then crumble grand away

While Everything created hid
This-=would be Poetry--

Or Love==the two coeval come=-

We both and neither prove--

Experience either and consume--

For None see God and live--  (1247)
God here 1s suggested as the inspiration behind the awesome
creative force.

Sometimes she becomes so concerned with the business of

circumference that she excludes God Himself:

Time feels so vast that were it not

For an Eternity

I fear me this Circumference
Engross my Finitye~
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To His exelusion, who prepare
By processes of éize

For the Stupendous Vision

Of His Diameters-- (802)

The idea of God's preparing man through various stages of
development (processes of Size) for eternity (Stupendous Vision/
Of His Diameters) seems a near-convergence with the Puritan
interpretation that this world is a mere preparation for the
next., And in the following poem she uses the old idea of
Judgment Day to describe the fulfillment of circumferences

No Crowd that has occurred

Exhibit-~I suppose

That General Attendance

That Resurrection--~-dogs=-

Circumference be full=e

The long restricted Grave

Assert her Vital Privilege--

The Dust--~connect--and live~-

On Atoms-~features place=-

All multitudes that were

Efface in the Comparisone=

All Suns--dissolve a star--

Solemnity--prevail--

It's Individual Doom

Possess each separate Consciousnessee

August=-=Absorbed=«=Numb=-

What Duplicate~eexiste-

What Parallel can bew-

Of the Significance of This~-

To Universe~-~and Me? (515)
Is this the ultimate reality? The poet seems to indicate so
here, but she 1s not always so sure about this "Colossal sub-
stance/0f Immortality." 1In fact, about the supernal she had
much more to say and even more to ask. Immortality is the

subject of the next chapter.



CHAPTER IX
IMMORTALITY

ED looked upon immortality in at least two ways: the
immortality of the human soul after physical death as
conceived in the Christian faith, and "Immortality,"
alternately termed "Eternity," which was the past and the
present as well as the yet-to~be., The former interpretation
she alternately believed and doubted to the end of her life;
the latter she knew as certainty in flashes of enlightenment.
Both interpretations will be discussed: first, the sureties
and doubts of "traditional" immortality and then ED's concep=-
tion of eternity as a continuous state, wherein the individual's
identity remains.

There is evidence of belief in immortality in both poems and
letters. In a very early poem she speaks of Death as calling
our "rapt attention" to immortality (7). She seems to
include herself in the following expression of faiths

Faithe~-is the Pierless Bridge
Supporting what We see

Unto the 8cene that We do note~
Too slender for the eye

It bears the Soul as bold

As it were rocked in Steel

With Arms of Steel at either side~-
It joins~~behind the Vail
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To what, could We presume

The Briége would cease to be
To Our far, vascillating Fleet
A first Necessity. (915)

Another affirmation appears in thls poems

Death is a Dialogue between

The Spirit and the Dust

“Dissolve! says Death-~The Spirit "sir
I have another trust "

Death doubts lt--Argues from the Grounde=-
The Spirit turns away

Just laying off for evidence

An overcoat of Clay. (976)

In the poem beginning, "I never saw a Moor," she declares the
certainty of heaven (1052). Then, employing a favorite
metaphor, she describes the fate of her souls

If my Bark sink

*Tis to another seaw=-
Mortality's Grand Floor
Is Immortality--  (1234%)

In the letters her encounters with immortality rest on a
personal basis as most references in them are the result of a

specific death. To her aunt Mrs. Joseph A. Sweetser, whose
eldest son had died, ED wrote in February, 13870:

I know we shall certainly see what we loved
most. It 1s sweet to think they are safe by Death
and that that i1s all we have to pass to obtain
their face.

There are no dead, dear Katie, the Grave is
but our moan for them. « « « Henry had been a
prisoner., How he coveted Liberty probably his
Redeemer knew-~and &s we keep surprise for those
most precious to us, brought him Ransom 1n his sleep.

lretters, II, 338.
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In a letter to Higginson, dated March, 1876, she recalled
the memory of her father, who had died in June, 1874s

When I think of my Father's lonely Life and his
lonelier Death, there is this redress--

Take all awaye-

The only thing worth larceny 2

Is left--the Immortality--  (1365)
In another letter to Higginson, written in June, 1878, several
months after the decath of his wife, she wrote the followings
"With the bloom of the flower your friend loved, I have
wished for her, but God cannot discontinue himself."3 She
enclosed this poem in the letters

How brittle are the Plers

On which our Faith doth tread--

No Bridge below doth totter sO--

Yet none hath such a Crowd.

It is as o0ld as Gode-

Indeed=--*twas built by hime

He sent his son to test the Plank

And he pronounced it firm. (lhhi)

By 1880, the deaths which had occurred made immortality
very near. To Mrs. Samuel Bowles she wrote of this fact in
a letter in June of that year: "Immortality as a guest is
sacred, but when it becomes as with you and with us, a member

of the family, the tie is more vivid. . . ."k

21bid., pe 551.
3Ibid., p. 610.
%1p1d., III, 663.
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The death of Samuel Bowles prompted the following poem,
the words of which she later applied to Otis P. Lord alsos

Though the great Waters sleep,
That they are still the Deep
We cannot doubte=

No vacillating God

Ignited this Abode

To put it out--  (1599)

Somet imes the death of a loved one made bhellef 1n
immortality imperative. Such was the case in the death of
her nephew Gilbert. Out of her anguish ED wrote a firm
statement of faith sent to the child!'s hereaved mother in
early October, 18833

The Vision of Immortal Life has been fulfilled--

How simply at the last the Fathom comes{ The

Passenger and not the Sea, we find surprises us--

« s o Show us, prattling Preceptor, but the way to

theel « « »

I see him in the Star, and meet his sweet
velocity in everything that flies--Hls Life was

like the Bugle, which winds 1tself away, his
Elegy an echo--his Requiem ecstasy--

Dawn and Meridian in one.5
The same anguish produced at other moments gquestions
and doubts. A letter to Mrs. Holland, suggesting that doubt,

introduces again the problem of uncertainty. She wrote

about Gilbert's death in late 1883

5Ibide, ps 799.



134

"Open the Door, open the Door, they are walting

for me," was Gilbert's gweet command in delirium.

Who were waiting for him, all we possess we would

egive to know--Anguish at last opened it, and he ran to

the little Grave at his Grandparentst feet-~All this

and more, though is therec more?; More than Love and

Death? Then tell me it's namel

Other statements testify to her lack of assurance. In
response to a letter from Perez Cowan, & cousin who had been
ordained the preceding April, ED wrote in October, 1869:
"I suppose we are all thinking of Immortality, at times so
stimulatedly that we cannot sleep. Secrets are interesting,
but they are also solemn--and speculate with all our might
we cannot ascertain.“7 After the death of Samuel Bowles, ED
wrote in early 1879 to her friend Maria Whitney, who had been
close to himg "We cannot belleve for each other--thought is
too sacred a despot, but I hope that God, in whatever form,
1s true to our friend. « « «» Consciousness is the only home
of which we now know."8

Doubt again haunts her after the death of James D. Clark,
who, a lifelong friend of Charles Wadsworth, had initliated a
correspondence with ED after Wadsworthts death. ED wrote to.

Charles H, Clark, brother of the deceased, to inquire about

6Ibid., p. 803.
7Ibid., II, 463.
lb do, Poe 63""!
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him, In mid-June, 1883, she asked Charles Clark this question:
"Are you certain there is another life? When overwhelmed to
know, I fear that few are sure."9 In mid-October of the same
year, she wrote Charles Clark again, this time enclosing a
poenm which was introduced by this remarks %"These thoughts
disquiet me, and the great friend is gone, who could solace
thems Do they disturb you?"lo This is the poem:

The Spirit lasts-~but in what mode--
Below the Body speaks,

But as the Spirit furnishes--

Apart, it never tulks=--

The Music in the Violin

Does not emerge alone

But Arm in Arm with Touch, yet Touch
Alone«~is not a Tune--

The Spirit lurks wlthin the Flesh
Like Tides within the Sea

That make the Water live, estranged
What would the Either be?

Does that know=--nowe~-or does it ceas@e=
That which to this 1s done,

Resuming at a mutual date

With every future one?

Instinct pursues the Adamant,
Exacting this Reply

Adversity if it may be, or

wild Prosperity,

The Rumor's Gate was shut so tight
Before my Mind was sown,

Not even a Prognostic's Push

Could make a Dent thereon-- (1576)

The friend she had in mind was Wadsworth, but the death of
Gilbert as well as that of Wadsworth may have inspired the
thoughts which troubled her.

91bide, III, 779.
101pi4., p. 861.
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The poems also express her doubts. One poem begins
with an apparent affirmation of faithy "This world is not
conclusion," but, as the poem develops, it becomes an ex-
pression of doubt. Beyond this life, invisible but positive,
a "species" stands. Though it beckons all, this species
baffles philosophers and puzzles scholars; yet for it martyrs
have borne contempt, even crucifixion., Here is faithts
reaction:

Faith slips--and laughs--and rallies—-

Blushes, if any sce-=

Plucks at a twig of Evidence--
The poem concludes with doubt, indicating that the "narcotics"
of sermon and song cannot *still the Tooth/That nibbles at
the soul" (501).

In another poem she declares the idea of immortality is
the “hardest Miracle/Propounded to Belief." She concedes
that we do know something of the existence of Paradlses it
is "the uncertain certainty," whose vicinity we infer by its
#Bisecting/Messenger® (141l). Yet even faith in the conventional
heaven gives no comfort to the poet:

Their height in heaven comforts note--
Their Glory=-nought to mee=

'"Twas best imperfect--as it wase-
I'm finite=~1I cant see--

The House of Supposition-=-

The Glimmering Frontier that

Skirts the pcres of Perhaps
To Me--shows insecure--
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The Wealth I had-~contented me--
If ftwas a meaner size--

Then I had counted it until

It pleased my narrow EyeSwe

Better than larger valuese-

That show however truee-

This timid Life of Evidence

Keeps pleading--"I dont know." (696)

ED felt more than discomfort in the precarious transfer
between faith and doubt. 1In one of the prose fragments
she described the ordeal of losing faith:

1Tis a dangerous moment for any one when the
meaning goes out of things and Llife stands straight--
and punctuale~and yet no content(s) (signal) come(s).

Yet such moments are. If we survive them they expand

us, if we do not, but that 1s Death, whose 1if is

everlasting. When I was a little girl I called the

Cemetery Tarrytown but now I call it Transe-a

wherefore but no more and the if of Deity==~ 11

(Avalanche or Avenue) every heart asks which,

The "survival" that "expands" 1s the subject matter of
this last portion of the chapter; that is, it concerns ED's
own ldeas--those which go beyond orthodoxy. Several points
of her intuitive faith were discussed in the last chapter,
in particular her idea that Love and Beauty are Godt!s
manifestations of Himself. As such, they are eternal. Two
poems serve as reminders of the nature of Beauty and of Love:

Estranged from Beauty--none can b@ee
For Beauty 1s Infinity--

And power to be finite ceased
Before Identity was creased.  (1474)

1l1pid., p. 919
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And of Love she wrote:

Unable are the Loved to die
For Love is Immortality
Nay, it is Deity--

Unable they that love--to die
For Love reforms Vitality
Into Divinity. (809)

Her ldeas on immortality itself seem to make three points:
Eternity is now, 1t is continuousy and it witnesses fulfillment.
Here 1ls one of her descriptions of heaven:

tT1is vast-~as our Capacityw-

As fair--as our idea--~

To Him of adequate desire

No further *tis, than Here-~ (370)
In another poem she speaks of Eden as "that old-fashioned
House/We dwell in every day" (1657). Men have always assumed
that the "infinlte" is a "sudden Guest," but she asks the
question: "How can that stupendous come/Which never went
away?" (1309). In one poem Eternity is personified, being
even a part of her identitys

The Blunder 1s in estimate.

Eternity is there

We say as of a Station,

Meanwhile he 1s so near

He joins me in my Ramblew-

Divides abode with mee-

No Friend have I that so persists

As this Eternity. (1684)
One other poem testifies to her belief about eternitys

Forever--is composed of NewsSe-

tTis not a different time~-

Except for Infiniteness=-
And Latitude of Home
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From this-~experienced Here--

Remove the Dates--to Thesee-

Let Months dissolve in further Monthse-
And Years-~exhale in Yearse-

wWithout Debatec~--or Pause--

Or celebrated Days—-

No different our Years would be

From Anno Dominies (62%)

The continuous quallty of immortality is the theme of the

following lines:

Those not live yet

Who doubt to live againe-

wpgain® is. of a twice

But this--is one--  (1L54%)
Resurrection of the body may seem necessary to orthodoxy, but
immortality to her i1s a continuous lifej in this same poem she
calls immortality that "Costumeless Consciousness." The
constant nature of immortality is illustrated again in the
following lines sent to Sue sometime in 188k,

Show me Eternity, and I will show you Memory--

Both in one package lain

And lifted back againew

Be Sue-~while I Emlly-- 12

Be next--what you have ever been--Infinity--

But eternity is more than a matter of time; it 1s a
witness to the fulfillment of what is begun on earth. ED
expresses this idea in several ways. In the following poem
she shows that Christ as well as man 1s completed only in

immortality:

121pid., p. 830
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Obtaining but our own Extent

In whatsoever Realbiwe

'Twas Christ's own personsl Expanse

That bore him from the Tombe=  (1543)
She expressed a similar idca in a letter of consolation to
Richard H. Mather, a professor at Amherst College, after the
death of his wife. In November, 1877, she wrote her friend:
"That the Divine has been human is at first an unheeded solace,
but it shelters without our consent-~To have lived is a Bliss
so powerful--we rmst dle--to adjust it--but when you have
strength to remember that Dying dispels nothing which was firm
before, you have avenged sorrow."l3 Two other encounters with
death make her think of eternity as "expanse." To Higginson,
whose baby had died, she wrote in the spring of 1880: "These
sudden intimacies with Immortality, are expanse, « . ."1h
And she sent these lines to Sue after Gllbert's deathsy

Ixpanse cannot be lost--

Not Joy, but a Decree

Is Deitye=

His Scene, Infinity--  (1584)

The individual identity is extended in immortality, too,

and even the least 1s greater than all of nature. Such is

the idea expressed in the following poems

131bide, IT, 59=595
4 pid., TII, 661.
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The Life we have ls very great,
The Life that we shall see
Surpasses it, we know, because

It is Infinity.

But when all Space has been beheld
And all Dominion shown

The smallest Human Heart's extent
Reduces it to nonec. (1162)

The idea of expansion is carried further in another poem in
which God is described as a "Frontier® (1090),

The many references to immortality attest to the realness
it held for ED--at least at moments, This chapter closes
with two statements that ED wrote to her Norcross cousins in
November of 1882 after the death of her mother. The statements
are at once the old doubt and an affirmation of faith. The
first one referred directly to her motherts deaths

We don't know where she 1s, though so many
tell us,

I believe we shall in some manner be cherished
by our Maker-~that the One who gave us this remarkable
earth has the power still farther to surprise thai
which He has caused. Beyond that all is silence. 5

15Ibid., pe 750



CHAPTER X
CONCLUSION

After the death of Otis P. Lord, ED wrote to his kinsman
Benjamin Kimball requesting Kimball to tell her about Lord!s
religious beliefs, In her reply to his letter, dated simply
1885, ED wrote this: M"Perhaps to solidify his faith was for
him impossible, and if for him, how more for us!"1

In this indirect way, ED described her own faith, which
was indeed not "“solidified." Never did she know the
sustaining strength of complete confidence in God. In her
efforts to find the spiritual meaning of life, she faced God
in about every way He was presented to her. From the
"testimony"™ in the letters and poems, there seems little
doubt that she rejected completely the God of orthodoxy,
capable of damning babies, of choosing only a select few to
inherit a heaven that was far from attractive anyway, and of
going about getting angry with the wicked. But there was
another God--one of tenderness--~who manifested Himself in
love and beauty and creative power. Unfortunately, this God
was so sparing of Hls revelations that she doubted His

existence., Yet the moment that she doubted Him, she doubted

lretters, III, 861.
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her doubts but there could be no “balm" in a religion that
one doubted as fervently as he believed (1144).

Essentially ED was a very rellgious person. Since she
had outgrown the faith of her contemporaries, since the winds
of transcendentalism which blew into Amherst added little to
her individual declaration of independence from orthodoxy,
since she could not accept a life made meaningless without
belief, since her own intultive flashes of truth seemed
inadequate, ED continued to seek and to ask to the very end
of her life.

The certainty she most polgnantly longed for was belief
in immortality. Even after moments of firm assurance, she
would feel compelled to ask someone whose opinion she
cherished: "Is immortality true?® 8She wished for the reality
of God, too. 1In the last message she sent to Higginson,
shortly before her death in May, 1886, ED askeds "Deity=-=-
does He live now?"2

The certainties denied her, she found her search worth-
while. If that eternity of fulfillment she pictured in some
of her poems exists, then she was to know ultimate reality

even as she suggests in this poem:

2Ipid., pe 905,
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Each Life Converges to some Centre
Expressed=-or still--

Exists in every Human HNature

A Goal--

Embodied scarcely to itself=-1t may bee=-
Too falpe-

For Credibility's presumption

To mar

Adored with caution--as a Britile Heaven~-
To reach

Vere hopeless, as the Rainbow's Ralment
To touch

Yet persevered toward--surer--for the Dlstance
How high-=

Unto the Saints'! slow diligence~-

The Sky

Ungained--it may be~--by a Life's low Venture--
But then

Eternity enable the endeavoring

Again., (680)
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