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“Is Immortality True?”

Salvaging Faith in an Age of Upheavals

J

Jane Donahue Eberwein

Rose considering Emily Dickinson’s reaction to changes

w England’s religious culture in the middle and late
gdé of the nineteenth century, one grotesquely memorable
"poem becomes the almost inevitable proof-text:

"Those - dying then,
Knew where they went -
- They went to God’s Right Hand -
That Hand is amputated now
And God cannot be found -

The abdication of Belief

Makes the Behavior small -
Better an ignis fatuus "
Than no illume at all - (Fr 1581)!

Editors Thomas Johnson and R. W. Franklin date this poem to
1882, though it calls to mind Dickinson images from the mid-
1860s envisaging “The Funeral of God” (Fr 1112) when he would
be “borne away. / From Mansion of the Universe / A lifeless
Deity” (Fr 795). “The death of God” may seem a modern con-
cept, but it is one Emily Dickinson anticipated and to which she
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68 Dickinson in Her Time

responded with concern over losing the omnipotent arm “Who
laid the Rainbow’s piers” (Fr 140).

‘Biographers read “Those - dying then” as her response to
losses Dickinson shared with others of her time. James MciIntosh
situates the poem in the context of “the undoing of Amherst or-

* thodoxy,” while Cynthia Griffin Wolff argues that “the drift away
from God was generational, the phenomenon of an increasingly
secular America.” Roger Lundin extends this perspective to em-
brace thinkers and creative artists generally, hnkmg Dickinson

with Melville, Dostoevsky, and Nietzsche among “the first to .

trace the trajectory of God’s decline” throughout the Western
world.2 :

- Yet few belief systems could have seemed more stable than
Calvinist Christianity in the Connecticut Valley of Dickinson’s
youth. At her birth in 1830, Congregationalism was still legally es-
tablished in Massachusetts and all four Amherst churches traced

. their roots in that tradition to the Puritans who settled New En-.

gland two centuries before. The Second Great Awakening
spurred wave after wave of revivals that aroused America’s cities

and frontier campgrounds along with decorous New England -

parishes like Amherst’s First Church, which Dickinsons had
helped to found and which her family attended. The American
‘Bible Society had launched its first two-year campaign to put a
- Bible in every American home. When she was two, Noah Web-
ster, the great lexicographer and her family’s Ambherst neighbor
for several years, published his Americanized translation of the
Bible. The three children of Edward and Emily Norcross Dickin-
son grew up with constant reinforcement of church teachings at
home, in school, and in peer relationships. Emily Dickinson
knew from childhood that she was expected to emulate the
sainted neighbor who “relyed wholly upon the arm of God & he
did not forsake her” (L 11).3
Who or what, then, lopped that saving arm? Dickinson’s
phrase “is amputated now” ignores issues of agency. Culprits usu-
ally arraigned include romanticism in botk its Transcendental and
sentimental manifestations, a scientific- revolution ‘spurred by
Charles Lyell and Charles Darwin, and theological rethinking
unleashed by the European biblicat scholarship known as the
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Higher Criticism. Another crisis unsettling belief was the Civil
War. Even America’s growing diversity and the mobility of its
native-born and immigrant populations came to undermine the
sense of religious uniformity that would have been taken for
granted by a child growing up in Emily Dickinson’s Connecticut
Valley milieu. In her childhood, belief seemed all but inevitable;
by the time she died in 1886, agnosticism and even atheism had
become easier positions to justify intellectually. If Dickinson were
to cling to faith, it had to be in a wounded God. o

- Dickinson shared this dilemma with other artists and thinkers.
Like Herman Melville, she coped with a disposition that “could
neither believe, nor be comfortable in . . . unbelief.” Yet she
had certainly not “made up [her] mind to be annihilated.” At
times, her attitude toward uncertainty could even be buoyantly
playful, as when she wrote in an 1882 letter to Otis Phillips Lord
that “on subjects of which we know nothing, or should I say Beings

. we both believe, and disbelieve a hundred times an Hour,
which keeps Believing nimble” (L 750). Yet the playfulness some-
times collapsed into desperation, as in “I know that He exists”
(Fr 365), an 1862 poem that treats the soul’s relationship with God
as an increasingly worrisome game of hide-and-seek. In the poem
following this in Fascicle 18, “He strained my faith” (Fr 366), the
speaker recounts an anguishing experience of being tormented
by Jesus yet avows a bewildered, indestructible devotion. Verbs
relating to Christ (“strained,” “Shook,” “Hurled,” “Wrung,” and
“Stabbed”) remind us that God’s arm could be a dreadful force as
well as a saving one.

Dickinson’s writing, then, brilliantly expresses tensions be-
tween doubt and faith in the nineteenth-century Western world,
as evangelical Protestant orthodoxy shook when subjected to un-
settling intellectual and cultural pressures. Yet she was a lyric
poet rather, than a systematic philosopher and a letter-writer
rather than an essayist. Her poems articulate dramatically vary-
ing and ephemeral moods. Often, as in “He strained my faith,”
they employ personae to distance speaker from author. Or she
grouped them in fascicles with companion poems that modify
their impact. Her letters, though self-revealing, are always subtly
attuned to audience. The comment she made to Judge Lord
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about the nimbleness of belief came from a love letter that wit-
tily blended belief, doubt, and hope about both her lover and the
Lord above; she never would have written about faith in. such a
tone to one of her pious correspondents. One can make what-
ever case one wants about Dickinson’s beliefs or disbelief by
selecting individual poems, letters, or even lines, but the way to
re}ach insight is to look for long-term patterns in her religious
references. Despite variations in tone and imagery, religion re-
mained a centering concern for Dickinson from her first valen-
tine with its comic references to Eden (Fr.1) to her last letter:
“Little Cousins, / Called back. / Emily” (L 1046). Love, death, na-
ture, and the’many themes suffusing her work all relate to what
she called her “Flood subject” of immortality (L 319). The ques-
tion she probed throughout life was the one raised in an 1882 let-
ter to the Reverend Washington Gladden: “Is immortality true?”
(L 752a). ’

Religious in What Ways?

Before assuming that “Those - dying then” reflects the poet’s
own trajectory from youthful trust in God’s promises to skeptical
maturity—nicely synchronized with America’s transition from
the pietistic fervor of the Second Great Awakening to poét-
Darwinian skepticism—we should recall that Emily Dickinson
was not “dying then” but living then and living in ways that
sometimes deviated from stereotypes of religiosity. If we judge
by her letters before 1858, the year when she began systematically
recording her poems, this young woman was already distancing
herself from certain aspects of religion while intensifying her
focus on others. : '

For many people, regular church-going serves as a prime indi-
cator of religious practice, and their assumptions certainly reflect
those of the community that was Dickinson’s extended home.
With Sabbath-keeping still very much the norm in New England
and workaday tasks set aside for a day of quiet devotion; her
family typically participated in both morning -and afternoon
meetings of the First Church, then- occupying the Meeting
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House that was later assimilated into the Amherst College cam-
pus. That building had opened for worship in time for the 1829
college commencement the year before her birth. There they
heard Bible-based sermons preached by their pastor, Aaron
Colton, heard visiting clergymen, witnessed rituals, and—after
1839, when a double bass viol was introduced as the church’s first
musical instrument—sang hymns that long resonated in their
memories. Her brother, Austin, recalled years later how “the
tones [Josiah Ayres] drew from its lower chords in his accompani-
ment to the singing of some of Watts” Favorite Hymns, haunt
me even now.”> Obviously, images and cadences of hymns, ser-
mons, and biblical texts found their way into Emily Dickinson’s
poems. Her early letters, especially those to Austin and to Susan
Gilbert whom he later married, were generally written on Sun-
days and often featured reports on Colton’s “enlivening preach-
ing” (L 46) or the efforts of other preachers, including Colton’s
successor, Edward Dwight, of whom she wrote “I never heard a
minister I loved half so well” (L 123).

Yet this is the woman who opened one of her poems with the
declaration “Some keep the Sabbath going to Church - / I keep
it, staying at Home” (Fr 236), and her letters document gradual
withdrawal from Sunday meetings. In that poem, her alternative
to church worship was informal communion with God and na-
ture in her garden. Letters show her welcoming minor indisposi-
tions and threatening weather as excuses to stay home and write.
“They will all go but me,” she wrote to Susan in 1852, “to the
usual meetinghouse, to hear the usual sermon; the inclemency
of the storm so kindly detaining me”(L 77). Her reasons for stay-
ing home certainly included desire to snatch time for correspon-
dence and boredom with rituals she once summed up to Austin
as “a couple of Baptisms, three admissions to church, a Supper of'
the Lord, and some other minor transactions time fails me to
record” (L 46). It is well to remember, though, that she had ear-
lier turned down the opportunity to join most of her Mount
Holyoke classmates in an excursion to see a traveling menagerie,
and that several years later she continued to visit her minister
and his wife regularly, even after she ceased attending church.
Avoiding crowded situations may not have signaled infidelity.
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There is evidence in several letters, especially on i

ary 1854; that she grew frightened of fppeari};lg 5;;::;1{;121'
and alarmed by Fhe social encounters inevitable at church (L 154)g
Anothe.r factor in withdrawal from church might be awareness.
that neighbors watching her were speculating on the state of her

soul. Although she was expected to go to Sunday meetings, only -

church members could join in the Lord’s Supper. For admissio
to the churcl*.l, a candidate must satisfy the minister and deaconrs1
gf v}}’er or his "'experimental acquaintance with the grace of
od”—at least in the poet’s youth.6 By the time the Reverend
Jonathan Jenkins conferred with her in the early 1870s at her a
ious father’s request, she could have been admitted to the an
Church readily at the minister’s finding her “sound.”” -
In church and elsewhere, Dickinson was methc.)djcall intr
duced to Congregational doctrines. Letters and poems Zefer :o-
dogmas lfeld by virtually all Christians, such as creation, the fall
and Jesus’ saving role, and she displayed awareness of cl’laract :
11)st1ca.l%y Protestant stresses on scriptural revelation and salvatizz
‘ 37 fal.th. i\lthough she claimed once that “I do not respect
octrines™ and therefore ignored a sermon on predestinatio -
L zo'o), her work bespeaks intimate familiarity with ch E
tead.m.lgs. With regard to doctrines empl{asized within u}rlc
Calvn?Jst culture, she seems to have strained out most of tlfr
dar@g beliefs in total depravity, limited atonement, and y
destination, so far as it ensured damnation of those n:)t ampre-
t.he elecF. In a letter to Elizabeth and Josiah Holland whose kicr)lrzlg
lier Christianity afforded her welcome relief from se;Verity sh :
counted a troubling incident in which “the minister to-cjla | ret-
our own minister, preached about death and judgment andy;vrliot
.Would become of those, meaning Austin and me Wh,O behavii
nnpfoperly” She admitted that “somehow the s,ermon- scared
‘me, especially as family members. alrea_dy in full communie
looked very solemn as if the whole was true” (L 175). In siﬁ:izn
O}lt- fea.rsome aspects of Calvinism, however, she ret.ained g .
dlStJnCthCI}" reapplied two happier dogmas celebfatin Gacrll’
glory and transforming grace. : e
Fundamental to Protestantism is the conviction thaf sinful ‘
mans are saved by God's grace alone, and Calvin stressed th:t_'
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Christ’s atonement applied exclusively to those granted the gift
of faith. No action performed in a person’s natural state of de-
pravity contributed toward salvation. Yet good works had been
recognized even by New England’s Puritan founders as likely
signs of the sanctification effected by grace among the elect. Al-
though nobody could earn God'’s favor by doing good, authentic
conversion would bear fruit in selfless acts. As fourteen-year-old
Emily wrote to Abiah Root, “my knowledge of housekeeping is
about of as much use as faith without works, which you know
we are told is dead” (L 8). Her comment reflects the emphasis
of her religious culture on all sorts of charities and institu-
tional good works, especially th@\fe that were socially useful. Her
grandfather, conflating his town’s prosperity with the advance-
ment of Christ’s kingdom, had bankrupted himself through
business ventures intended to launch Amherst College as a cen-
ter for orthodox education of young men from New England
farms. Her father, similarly Whiggish in his piety though more
prudent in his choices, labored for the college, the First Church,
and moral reforms. Mary Lyon at Mount Holyoke challenged
students to lives of active service, preferably in the missions.
Emily’s friend Abby Wood Bliss joined her husband in founding
the Syrian Protestant College in Beirut. Around-the United
States, the reformist impulse expressed itself in efforts for aboli-
tion of slavery, for reform of criminals, for women’s rights, and
for establishment of utopian communities. Nonetheless, Dickin-
son recoiled from community pressure for an unmarried young
lady to devote herself to charity. “The Sewing Society has com-
menced again,” she reported to Jane Humphrey soon after
returning from college, “now all the poor will be helped—the
cold warmed—the warm cooled—the hungry fed—the thirsty
attended to—the ragged clothed—and this suffering—tumbled
down world will be helped to it’s feet again—which will be quite
pleasant to all. I dont attend—notwithstanding my high appro-
bation—which must puzzle the public exceedingly” (L 30). Refer-
* ence to “the public” suggests a parallel with fear of exposure
keeping her home from church. At home, by writing notes and
dispatching gifts to neighbors and friends, Dickinson reached out
lovingly to" comfort those contending with trouble. She was
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probably on target, though, in guessing her neighbors’ judgment
of her odd behavior: “I am already set down as one of those
brands almost consumed—and my hardheartedness gets me
many prayers” (L 30). - :

Prayers suggest personal piety. In this, as in matters of church-
going, doctrine, and good works, Dickinson proved selective.
Clearly, however, she inhabited a social environment heavily suf-
fused with everyday pious habits. At ‘home, her father led the

family in morning prayer. At school, even spelling books and dic¢-

tionaries reinforced dogma and encouraged moral formation.8
When young Emily joked to her cousin about how they would
improve themselves through conversation, she declared “we will
talk over what we have learned in our geographies, and listened
to from the pulpit, the press and the Sabbath School” (L 34). Like

thc?ir frielnds, the Dicl;inson girls explored the popular literature
being widely produced to adapt Christian instruction to the '

tastf.:s of young ladies sentimentally attuned to stories of self-
sacrifice in the name of loving service. Apparently, Emily found

such reading less gratifying than others did. When Sue was

teaching in Baltimore, Emily wrote that “T have just read three
little books, not great, not thrilling—but sweet and true . . .
I know you would love them all—yet they dont bewitch me any”
(L 85).
Bewitchment, of course, set a standard of literary effective-
ness not easily reached, the kind of “Conversion of the Mind”
she celebrated in a poem on her joyous response to Elizabeth
Barrett Browning’s poems (Fr 627). The book that most stimu-
lated her imagination, however, was the Bible, to which she al-
luded constantly. At a time when virtually every American
Protestant had a copy of the King James Version, the Bible linked
her to friends as well as to. God, who revealed himself in its sto-
ries- and poems.® Also linking Dickinson to God was prayer,
though sometimes she felt she was addressing an absentee. “If
prayers had any answers to them,” she confided to the Hollands
“you were all here to-night, but I seek and I don’t find, and knocl;
and it is not opened. Wonder if God is just - presume he is, how-
ever, and t'was only a blunder of Matthew’s” (L 133). Superior to
prayers, but rarer, were those epiphanies of direct encounter
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with the infinite that occasionally inspired poems like “Better -
than Music! / For I - who heard it” (Fr 378), which ebulliently
concluded the fascicle mentioned earlier, in which she had paired
“I know that He exists” (Fr 365) with “He strained my faith”
(Fr 366).

Although offering no definitive proof of her spiritual condi-
tion, such ecstatic experiences support conjecture that Dickinson
herself experienced the transition from fallen humanity’s state of
natural depravity to a state of grace; but she never formally de-
clared conversion nor applied for church membership. Conver-
sion, in the sense of experimental, tangible transformation re-
mained the life-defining and essential experience if)f evangelical
Christians. If Calvin was right in denying any merit to man or
woman in the state of nature, then the soul must be justified, re-
newed, and empowered to move along the path of sanctification
that would culminate in heavenly glory. It was only by Christ’s
atonement on the cross that those predestined as the elect could
be saved; the vast majority of the human race faced damnation.
Although Arminian and romantic developments, to be con-
sidered later in this essay, softened some of the harshness of
Calvin’s doctrine, nineteenth-century evangelical Christians of
many denominations and throughout the country experienced
intense religious excitement, as revivals ushered in seasons of
awakening in which multitudes testified to the joyous relief they
found in liberation from burdens of sin while they professed
their love for Jesus and gratitude for his mercy. In southern and
western states, the Second Great Awakening reached people
through boisterously emotional camp meetings. In the cities,

evangelists like Charles Grandison Finney reached uprooted and
restless urban populations and even quickened evangelical fervor
among Unitarians and other liberal Protestants.

The Connecticut Valley had long been a center of Congrega-
tional revivalism, though revivals there tended to be orderly,
-solemn events. Emily Dickinson lived through the greatest pe-
riod of such excitement in Amherst. The First Church recorded
revivals in 1831 (when Emily Norcross Dickinson experienced
conversion and had her children baptized), 1834, 1841, 1845; 1850
(when her father, sister, and several close friends entered the
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church), 1857, 1858, 1869, and 1870.10 There were even more sea-
sons of awakening at Amherst College and Mount Holyoke, and
the proliferation of religious periodicals throughout the country
ensured that ‘local readers learned about successful revivals
everywhere else in America. Why, then, did Emily Dickinson fail
to respond to such occasions of grace? Her holding back seems

to have been as much a mystery to her as to the friends who

prayed for her conversion. .

Her letters testify to a fascination W1th “the all important sub-
_]CCt (L. 13), and she acknowledged her wish to share in the trans-
formation virtually every force in her environment pressured her
to expect. At fifteen, she related a bit of personal history while
congratulatinga converted friend: “T have 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” (L 10). But
that “short time” was soon followed by backsliding. Two years
later, she reported “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 claims of Christ, but trust I am not entirely thoughtless on
so important & serious a subject” (L 20). Yet she was candid
about holding back, confessing that—instead of being encour-
aged by her earlier near-conversion, she had been frightened to
discover her susceptibility to the pressure she felt at church and
in conversations with saved friends, who exhorted her to yield

“to the claims of He who is greater than I” (L. 10).

She had avoided attending any of the 1845 revival meetings,
just'as at Mount Holyoke she resisted pressures for conversion.
When teachers there divided students into groups of those who
(like her cousin-roommate Emily Norcross) had' already been
saved, those who had “hope” of conversion (meaning direct ex-
perience of ‘what might be the stirring of grace); and those still
without hope, Dickinson was in the third group and remained a
no-hoper-even after’ most ‘classmates ‘had responded ‘to the
‘earnest ministrations of Mary Lyon, their evangelically zealous
‘college foundress.1 On her return‘to Amheist, she encountered
another season of grace in the 1850 revival that drew her father,
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sister, and Sue into the church. Austin joined after his engage-
ment to Sue, apparently because his conversion mattered greatly
to her. Yet in Emily’s harshest letter to the friend who would be-
come her sister-in-law, written about 1854, she slammed the door
against such interference: “Sue—I have lived by this. It is the lin-
gering emblem of the Heaven I once dreamed, and though if this
is taken, I shall remain alone, and 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” (L 173).

Despite the attractions.of conversion, some combination of.
things held her back. The reason she gave Abiah seems especially
ironic in light of her eventual choice of a nearly conventual hid-
den life: “it is hard for me to give up the world” (L-23). Evidently,
while conscious of the way others were observing and judging
her, Dickinson drew her own conclusions about them. Early let-
ters refer often to the transformations friends experienced under
the influence of grace. “Those on whom change has passed,” she
observed, “seem so very tranquil,. and their voices are kind, and
gentle, and the tears fill their eyes so often, I really think I envy
them” (L 35). Of Abby Wood she reported “she makes a sweet,
girl christian” (L 36). Perhaps Dickinson intuited the connection
between submissive. behavior fostered by religion and the do-
cility that would soon be expected of these young women as
wives in patriarchally ordered Christian homes.12 If so, her resis-
tance presaged a parallel withdrawal from realistic prospects of
marriage. She reserved her erotic passion for unattainable lovers
and her spiritual passion for a savior who might or might not
ever reciprocate her love. Vigilant, too, against false hopes, she
must have witnessed relapses into worldliness among the self-
proclaimed elect that reinforced her awareness that “Our Best
Moment” seldom lasts (Fr 560). Neither did her interest. in
fnends conversion experiences; letters from the late 1850s.on ig-
nore this topic that had been so absorbing to her early in that
decade.

‘Basing their case on close readmg of groups of poems, several
Dickinson scholars have made strong arguments for the likeli-
hood that she did; indeed, experience the kind of conversion her
culture: ‘primed her to expect.1? Others are content to rest in un-
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certainty. What we know, however, is that she underwent a trans-
forming experience of artistic empowerment in the 1850s that
paralleled the religious experiences of her companijons. Two let-
ters written in 1850, the year of her first valentine and perhaps of
her tentative identification of herself as a poet, contrast the di-
rection her life was taking with her friends’ choices. “You are

growing wiser than I am, and nipping in the bud fancies which I.

let blossom,” she observed to Abiah before venturing into
metaphors of braving a storm at sea (L 39). To Jane, she con-
fessed “T have dared to do strange things—bold things, and have
asked no advice from any—I have heeded beautiful tempters, yet
do not think I am wrong” (L 35). Perhaps it was'no coincidence
that the year she began arranging her poems in fascicles was
1858, the last great revival year across the United States before the
Civil War. As with other aspects of religiosity, Dickinson dis-
- pensed with the life-defining ritual of conversion in any way her
neighbors would recognize, yet she somehow distilled from cul-
tural convention a visionary and life-renewing creative energy.
One reason why Emily Dickinson proved resistant to conver-
sion pressures was that, aside from- picking up pulpit rhetoric
(often for comic effect), her writings reveal little consciousness of
sin; she seems never to have accepted the fundamental premise
of the fall. When she reproached herself for misbehavior, it was
usually to lament failures to “improve the opportunity” of free
time, and her typical way of improving such opportunity was to
write (L 1). A dominant theme from her earliest letter to last
poems was the evanescence of time and all the fragile human
ties that are vulnerable to loss through death. What drew her to
religion, therefore, was hope for immortality rather than for for-
giveness. As a teenager, she displayed some anxiety about the
bellfire threatened for sinners, commenting to Abiah with regard

to their circle of Amherst Academy girlfriends “how sad would it

be for one of our number to go to the dark realms of wo, where
is the never dying worm and the fire which no water can quench,
and how happy if we may be one unbroken company in heaven”
(L 10). Apprehensions of the inferno soon disappeared from her
letters, though not the goal of preserving earthly friendship. A
letter to the Reverend Edward Everett Hale after Benjamin New-
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ton’s death beseeches, “I should love so much to know certainly,
that he was today in Heaven” (L 153). She enjoyed fantasizing
about the delights of an afterlife, in which “the people singing
songs were those who in their lifetimes were parted and sepa-
rated, and their joy was because they should never be so any
more” (L 62). Heaven, as she figured it to the Hollands, was “a
large, blue sky, bluer and larger than the biggest I have seen in
June, and in it are my friends—all of them” (L 185), o, as she sug-
gested to Samuel Bowles, it “must be like Sue’s Drawing Room,
when we are talking and laughing there” (L 189). Fittingly, her fa-
vorite biblical book was Revelation with its symbolic vision of
the mysteries on the other side of death, which (to borrow Dick-
inson’s own symbol) sets the circumference of earthly life, the
boundary between all she prized in this life but could not hold
(loves, nature, consciousness, moments of ecstasy) and all that
the Bible promised beyond (God, awe, perpetual empowerment,
love unthreatened by loss).1# If she could trust those promises.
The alternative beyond death was annihilation. For Emily Dick-
inson, then, the essence of religious experience remained in that
haunting question, “Is immortality true?” (L 752a).

Descent from the Puritans

When asking how someone born in the pietistic environment of
the Connecticut Valley during the Second Great Awakening
could have come to imagine the grotesquely mutilated God of
“Those - dying then,” anyone familiar with the writings of the
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Puritans in New England
must wonder what happened to the mighty arm that “in this
Bowling Alley bowld the Sun,” sifted a whole nation for choice
grain to quicken the new world’s desert, shook sinners like spi-
ders over the pit of hell, and from his celestial eminence over-
turned “Heav’ns whelm’d-down Chrystall meele Bowle” to flood
his elect with grace.t Yet if the memory Dickinson recalled in
an 1877 letter to Thomas Wentworth Higginson can be trusted,
we learn that her anxieties about faith preceded awareness of
romantic and scientific challenges to faith, that the metaphors
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by which devout ‘people around her depicted God ironically
prompted fears. “When a few years old,” she reported, “T was
taken to a Funeral which I now know was of peculiar distress,
and the Clergyman asked ‘Is the Arm of the Lord shortened that
it cannot save?’ // He italicized the ‘cannot.’ I mistook the accent
for a doubt of Immortality and not daring to ask, it besets me
still” (L 503). A girl small in everything but a tendency to grasp
imaginatively at language had fastened her mind on what she
mistook to be a nonrhetorical question. The answer the preacher
assumed was surely a decisive' “No!” He was alluding quite ex-
plicitly to Isaiah 59:1, which reads “Behold, the Lord’s hand is not
shortened, that it cannot save.” It was a passage to which her pas-
tor alluded elsewhere as evidence of divine mercy in rescuing
sinners and one that abolitionist writers liked to cite in prophesy-
ing how God’s arm would reach out to save the oppressed.16 Lit-

~ tle Emily; sitting in"the rigid pew, would not have been thinking

about slaves or even of the soul’s rescue from its naturally de-
praved condition; this was a funeral, and the minister’s rhetoric
raised an awful pair of questions: Had, indeed, God’s arm been
shortened so that he could not save anybody, or could he have
rescued the deceased from death but withheld his hand?!” Per-
haps the comment Dickinson later made about George Eliot re-
flected her own sense of deprivation also: “As childhood is earth’s
confiding time, perhaps having no childhood, she lost her way to
the early trust, and no later came. Amazing human heart, a sylla-
ble can make to quake like jostled tree, what infinite for thee?” (L
710). The ironic possibility that Dickinson’s fears may have been
implanted in her home and church and her doubts ignited by
words directly quoted from the Good Book prompts me to take
seriously James Turner’s thesis that “religion caused unbelief.
. . . If anyone is to be arraigned for deicide, it is not Charles

Darwin ‘but his adversary Bishop Samuel Wilberforce, not the

godless Robert Ingersoll but the godly Beecher family.”18

* In considering this indictment, we must remember that the
teaching of Lyman Beecher and Aaron Colton was not exactly
the faith-once delivered to the saints in the early days of New En-
gland: Although the poet’s father echoed William Stoughton’s
1668 election sermon cited above to declare “We should render

“Is Immortality True?” 81

devout thanks to Almighty God . . . that the kingdoms of the
Old World were sifted to procure the seed to plant this continent;
that the purest of that seed was sown in this beautiful valley; that
the blood of the Puritans flows in our veins,” he belonged to a
later time and strongly believed in progress. Austin Dickinson
identified their parent as “of the sixth generation born within
sound of the old meeting-house bell, all earnest, God-fearing
men, doing their part in their day toward the evolution of the
Ambherst we live in.”1° That Ambherst, they assumed, had evolved
in intellectual and moral ways as well as materially When they
sought parallels with Puritan founders, it was to honor a tradi-
tion of rectitude and public service rather than fidelity to doc-
trines that had come to seem embarrassing by the nineteenth
century. When the Dickinson family descended upon the Ed-
wards Church in neighboring Northampton, named in honor of
the Connecticut Valley’s most redoubtable Puritan theologian, it
was to attend a Jenny Lind concert.

The Great Awakening of the 1740s, led by George Whitefield
and Jonathan Edwards, had lasted about four years and stirred re-
vivals up and down the Atlantic seaboard. The Second, which
continued for decades, is generally traced to the 1801 Great Re-
vival at Yale, initiated by Edwards’s grandson Timothy Dwight as
patt of his crusade to marshal Calvinist spiritual and intellectual

forces against the threat posed by deism to the new republic.

Among the evangelists Dwight inspired were Lyman Beecher
and Ambherst College’s Heman Humphrey. The poet’s father
graduated from Yale during Dwight’s influential presidency,
though he had to wait several decades before experiencing the
conversion that qualified him for full sacramental membership in
the church to which he had long contributed legal and fiscal lead-
ership. Such support proved especially needful after 1833, when
Massachusetts became the last state to- disestablish the churches
that, since colonial times, had enjoyed privileged status in terms
of public support. Congregational churches now had to rely on
voluntary contributions, which made the influx of converts re-
cruited through revivals all the more needful. The period of dy-
namic church growth that followed disestablishment seemed to
confirm the lasting vigor of the religious culture nineteenth-
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century Yankees inherited from Puritan ancestors, but their ver-
sion of that culture differed in key ways: more democratic, more

pragmatic, less orthodox. Even as the National Council of the.

Congregationalist churches gathered at Plymouth Rock in 1865
to signify continuity of faith, it deleted the word “Calvinism”
from its revised statement .of doctrinal beliefs.?0 Emily Dickin-
son’s mocking rebuke to her brother on his liaison with Sue in a
Boston hotel at the time of their engagement could have had
broader application than she thought: “Am.glad our Pilgrim
Fathers got safely out of the way, before such shocking times!”
(L 110).

One effect of the Great Awakening had been division of
churches within most Protestant denominations. Old Light
Christians tended to be antirevivalist, focused on morality rather
than conversion, and liberal in their views. In New England, Uni-

- tarians came to prominence in the seaboard cities-and at Harvard °

Divinity School. New Light Christians took their name, not from
the novelty of their beliefs (more traditionally Calvinistic than
those of their liberal rivals), but from their loyalty to the convic-
tion that sinners could be saved only.through the new light of
grace by which the Holy Spirit guided those saved by Jesus. In
New England; most New Light. Christians in Emily Dickinson’s
early years were Congregationalists. Their clergymen, who pre-
pared at Yale or Andover, followed in an Edwardsean theological
tradition. Trinitarian rather than Unitarian, they stressed the
need for conversion and encouraged revivals, even as they gradu-
ally modified stern Calvinistic doctrine to accommodate nine-
teenth-century romantic sensibilities and emerging scientific
perspectives.

This tradition, rooted in Puritanism but already evolved into
a more progressive religion, derived authority from the general
assent of the community (a formidable force in a democratic
nation) and from two kinds of revelation: that of scripture and
_that of nature. Emily Dickinson’s education stressed both, even
as her questioning mind intuited some weaknesses in the
church’s intellectual armament that would become evident in
coming decades. : '

Protestant p1ety relies on Bible-reading, and the mneteenth
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century was a time of unprecedented printing and distribution of
scriptural texts in editions that often featured illustrations, maps,
glossaries, and other apparatus to assist the reader. Although ser-
mons and religious tracts remained popular reading, lay people
were encouraged to respond to the Bible on their own despite in-
evitably conflicting interpretations. Dickinson, fond as she was of
the Bible, nonetheless recognized that it was being read increas-
ingly as a literary work in competition with novels and that this
“antique Volume - / Written by faded Men / At the suggestion of
Holy Spectres” (Fr 1577) needed artful retelling to attract restless
readers of her nephew’s generation. That she could imagine
fresh renderings and even reached the point of referring to Bible
narratives as myth not only reflected the tendencies of her time,
no doubt, but also the approach to scripture taken at Amherst
College, where the Bible was honored as the authoritative word
of God but not assumed to be literally true.

Nature, the second source of revelation, manifested the Cre-
ator’s glory in ways that bridged Enlightenment with romantic
modes of understanding. A foundational text in Connecticut Val-
ley colleges was William Paley’s Natural Theology (1802), which
demonstrated how knowledge of nature promotes reverence for
the power who manifests himself in creation.2! Assumptions that
natural revelation reinforced scripture came into question in
Dickinson’s earliest years, however, when Charles Lyell’s Princi-
ples of Geology. (1830-1833) demolished biblical chronologies by
proving from evidence of the earth itself that this planet must be
millions of years old rather than six thousand. Except for funda-
mentalists, most Christian thinkers of the time came to accept
the Genesis account as metaphorically true, in that it established
God as the originating force in creation, even if one learned to
think of that process as occurring over millennia of evolution
rather than seven miraculous days. Connecticut Valley believers
found particular assurance in taking this approach because the
Reverend Edward Hitchcock, president of Ambherst College from
1845-1854, demonstrated in his Elementary Geology (1840), The Reli-
gion of Geology (1851), and frequent lectures how sciences rein-
force the Bible. The butterfly emerging from its cocoon in the
lithographed frontispiece to Hitchcock’s Religious Lectures: on
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Peculiar Phenomena in the Four Seasons (1850) served as an em-.

blem of resurrection that stimulated Dickinson’s excitement over
metaphor—especially when figurative language pointed toward
triumph over death. Right in her home area, dinosaur tracks and
fossils offered clues into the geological and zoological past that
could be paralleled with botanical cycles in her own garden to
sustain the poet’s hopes:

A science - so the Savans say,
“Comparative Anatomy” -

By which a single bone -

Is made a secret to unfold’

Of some rare tenant of the mold -
Else perished in the stone - -

So to the eye prospective led,
. This meekest flower of the mead
Opon a winter’s day,
Stands representative in gold
Of Rose and Lily, manifold,
And countless Butterfly! (Fr 147)

Although not itself a source of revelation, history (or the eye
retrospective) was another area of knowledge descendants of the
Puritans interpreted in scriptural terms. The Bible provides an
ordered assemblage of readings that begin chronologically with
the Genesis account of creation and end with prophecies of the

“last days and heavenly kingdom. Jonathan Edwards’s A History of
the Work of Redemption (1808), a posthumous arrangement of ser-
mons, taught collegians like Dickinson to read world history as
carrying on God’s saving work in preparation: for the millen-

. nium:22 Missionaries and other travelers who visited the Holy

Land confirmed the historical reality of places they had read
about in Holy Writ. When Helen Hunt Jackson died a few
months. before-Emily Dickinson, her Ambherst friend remem-
bered how Jackson’s father had died ‘on such a pilgrimage in a

. way understood to validate hopes for immortality: “From Mount
Zion below to-Mount Zion above’!, said President Humphrey of
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her Father” (L 1042). Many of her contemporaries (notably Shak-
ers, Millerites, and Adventists) awaited imminent fulfillment of
revelation with Christ’s second coming. Even more Americans
applied Puritan typology to interpret their country’s history as
fulfilling God’s covenant with Israel. Given the progressive flavor
of nineteenth-century America, it was tempting to anticipate a
perfected world of a sort Dickinson parodied in the mock-mil-
lennial rhetoric of her exhortation to George Gould: “We’ll build
Alms-houses, and transcendental State prisons, and scaffolds—
we will blow out the sun, and the moon, and encourage inven-
tion. Alpha shall kiss Omega—we will ride up the hill of glory—
Hallelujah, all hail!” (L 34). ‘

One area in which evangelical Protestants of her time sup-
posed themselves to have progressed beyond both the Puritans
and the neo-Edwardsean Calvinists, who came to prominence in
New England divinity around the time of the Revolution, was
theology. In the name of progress, they cast off the harshest
Calvinist doctrines that repelled sensitivities of a more humane
generation. Aaron Colton, who served Amherst’s First Church
from Dickinson’s childhood into early adulthood, stoutly denied
ever hearing any New England divine preach those terrifying
doctrines, often cited as alienating kindly people from a God
who used arbitrary yet invincible power in ways that alarmed
nineteenth-century Christians: “men of the present punished for
Adam’s sin; glorified saints in ecstasies over the suffering of the
lost; willingness to be a castaway a prime evidence of piety.”23
Colton - characterized the doctrines actively taught as gospel
teaching that confronted sinners with their depravity while hold-
ing out hope for redemption. It was a conversion-oriented the-
ology but one that rejected Calvinist orthodoxy as the Puritans
understood it: the belief that grace is Christ’s freely given but
wholly unmerited gift to the relatively few elect, a transforma-
tion that no person in the state of nature could do anything to
initiate. :

In fact, what was being taught in the Congregational strong-
holds of Dickinson’s day was the heresy of Arminianism (named
for the Renaissance Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius) against
which the Pilgrims’ pastor, John Robinson, had argued at Leyden
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before the Mayflower sailed for Plymouth and against which
Jonathan Edwards dedicated his whole ministry as he battled the

smug confidence of the Valley’s prosperous “river gods.” After
disestablishment, however, well-to-do laymen like Edward Dick-
inson exercised tremendous influence over the churches; like
most Americans, they held to democratic, progressive, optimistic
views: of religion. Denominations like the Congregational,
Episcopalian, and Presbyterian that had long enjoyed govern-
ment-mandated support now competed with rapidly growing
Methodist and Baptist churches and a proliferation of new sects.
Those winning the most convérts were the Arminianized evan-
gelical churches that maintained the need for conversion but ex-
horted aspirants to contribute to their salvation through exercise
of free will. The New Haven theology of Yale’s Nathaniel Taylor
replaced the doctrine of ‘total human depravity with the ideas
that “sin is in the sinning” rather than inherent in human nature
after the fall, and that sanctification is a cooperative process in-
volving both man and God.2¢ Lyman Beecher, Charles Grandi-
son Finney, and Amberst-area ministers ‘promoted this belief;
which opened the possibility for everyone to obey the call to
conversion. ' ‘

It was largely because conversion had become a matter of in-
dividual choice that Dickinson felt pressures to accept Christ and
not simply prepare herself for an experience of grace that might
never come. Sometimes her writing echoes Arminian views, es-
pecially when imitating rhetoric familiar to pious correspon-
dents. Otherwise, however, she wondered “How strange is 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 friends!” (L 35). Lets
him select. As with human love and marriage, she apprehended
that her role was to wait and perhaps be passed over: even ‘while
trying to attract this celestial lover’s attention, still deferring to
his choice or failure to choose. One of the characteristic features
of Dickinson’s love poems, in fact, is the frequent ambiguity that
leaves the reader perplexed as to whether she writes about a
human or diviné lover. “He touched me, so I live to know”
. (Fr349), for instance, celebrates a life-changing, ennobling experi-
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‘ence that could well be conversion, and “Mine - by the Right

of the White Election!” (Fr 411) leaves us to speculate on who
has elected the rapturous speaker. While many Christians of her
day looked for the fruits of conversion in public morality and
benevolence, Dickinson still probed for inward transformation.
One of the ways in which her Puritan heritage reinforced the ro-
mantic sensibility of her time was emphasis on one’s inner life
and personal response to occasions of supernatural or natural

grace.?’

Imperiled Faith

Evangelicalism, which linked Amherst Congregationalism with
vibrant religious movements throughout the country, has been
identified as “a religious expression of romantic sensibility” be-
cause of its reliance on emotion and intuition.2s Yet romanticism
also challenged the system of belief espoused by the churches,
sometimes directly (as in Emerson’s “Divinity School Address”)
but more often indirectly, and Dickinson responded with charac-
teristically alert sensitivity to ways in which romantic “heart reli-
gion” sustained or threatened hopes for immortality.

“I had a letter—and Ralph Emerson’s Poems—a beautiful
copy—from Newton the other day. I should love to read you
them both—they are very pleasant to me” (L 30). Dickinson
wrote this to Jane Humphrey at the start of 1850, the revival year
that would leave her isolated in her “no-hope” condition when
most of those she loved best chose Christ. But the gift of Emer-
son’s poems, linked as it was to friendship, helped to shore her up
through the ordeal ahead. Emerson and other Transcendentalists
like Theodore Parker and Henry David Thoreau offered an alter-
native perspective derived from Samuel Taylor Coleridge and
German philosophy. Calling for self-reliant trust in a person’s in-
tuitive response to nature and in the creative energy he named
the Oversoul, Emerson defied orthodoxies that prevented people
from seeing nature freshly and tapping into the universal spiritual
force he preferred not to identify with any personal deity. Dickin-
son’s' poems bear witness to the stimulus she found in this
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philosopher-poet;-yet there is no evidence that she attended any
of Emerson’s lectures on his visits.to town in 1857 or 1865 or ven-
tured next door to meet him when he was Sue’s.and Austin’s
guest. She subjected Transcendental promises to the same tests
she applied to church ones, sometimes finding the visionary
empowerment Emerson taught her to expect from nature but
often encountering an unbridgeable divide between it and her
consciousness:

But nature is a stranger yet;

The ones that cite her most

Have never passed her haunted house,
Nor simplified her ghost. (Fr 1433)

Although her circumference symbol derives in good measure
from Emerson’s dynamic circle imagery, Dickinson applied this
geometric metaphor to the limiting boundary of death and the
mysteries beyond that. She would not have found in him support

for her dreams of personal immortality with God; yet when he

died, Dickinson trusted that “the Ralph Waldo Emerson—whose
name my Father’s Law Student taught me, has touched the
secret Spring” (L 750). Emerson’s challenge to the churches was
leveled directly at rationalistic Unitarianism, but he also threat-
ened Congregational churches that traced their heritage to
the same Puritan roots. Transcendentalism, for them, was the
latest eruption of the Antinomian heresy identified with Anne
Hutchinson and the Quakers: belief in inner light, private revela-
tion, and a spirituality relatively independent of churches. Yet
evangelical preachers tapped into Emersonian rhetoric and as-
similated many of his ideas in ways that helped young people
from backgrounds like hers detach themselves from their par-
ents” religious practices.

When that young person was a woman, however it was the
sentimental side of romanticism- that she could most readily
share with others. Whereas there was an element of rebellion
in Dickinson’s aligning herself with Emetson, there was a quality
of ‘submissive acceptance to her engagement in the sisterly
culture of mutual affective support that linked her to female
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friends. Emphasis placed on the heart, on tender sympathies, on
self-sacrificing love, and on the home as the center of human val-

‘ues sustained a social structure that restricted women’s sphere to

the domestic arena and to aspects of religion other than ordained
ministry. Women enjoyed increased influence in churches, how-
ever, if only because their numbers dominated. About two-thirds
of those converted during the Second Great Awakening were
women, as were almost 70 percent of Congregational communi-
cants.?” Preachers adapted their approaches to the sensitivities of
this influential majority, easing harsh Calvinist doctrines like pre-
destination or simply neglecting to mention them. When
women demurred against God’s apparent cruelty toward his chil-
dren, as Dickinson did in complaining that “God is rather stern
with his ‘little ones.” A cup of cold water in my name’ is a shiver-
ing legacy February mornings” (L 670), clergymen shifted focus
to Jesus as a suffering brother. One of the qualities that drew the
Dickinson sisters to Elizabeth and Josiah Holland was their expe-
rience of domestic worship while visiting the Hollands” Spring-
field home. Instead of hearing their father’s emphatic “I say unto
you™ (L 432), they appreciated “the Doctor’s prayer . . . so
simple, so believing. That God must be a friend—that was a dif-
ferent God” (L 731). Still, the poet tested sentimental notions of
religion also, often adopting the persona of a naive child for the
ironic critique of religion we find in “What is - “Paradise’,” with
its bitter conclusion that “Maybe - ‘Eden’ a’'nt so lonesome / As
New England used to be!” (Fr 241). Her refuge became her home,
“aholy thing . . . abit of Eden which not the sin of any can ut-

teily destroy” (L 59), and there she pursued the art that romanti-

cism opened to her as an instrument of religious probing. With
ministers drawing connections between art and faith,?® women

~ of her time found writing an opportunity for evangehcal service

that ranged from Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World, through
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, to Elizabeth Stuart
Phelps’s The Gates Ajar, all tremendously popular books.2? The -
nineteenth century was also a great age of hymnody, again sub-
stantially produced by women, and it seems fitting that Dickin-
son adapted hymn tunes to. create stnkmgly less orthodox
poems.2°
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Although the moderating impact of romanticism on Ameri-

can religion was gradual and often felt to be beneficial, the Civil -

War struck with immediate destructive force. Given the typo-
logical linkage widely drawn between the United States and the
biblical Israel, Americans tended to read scripture as reinforcing
patriotism. In the North, especially, the revival of 1858 raised
hopes that history was advancing rapidly toward perfection.
Timothy Smith describes that awakening as a national move-
ment engaging many Protestant denominations “to precipitate a
national Pentecost which they hoped would baptize America in
the Holy Spirit and in some mystic manner destroy the evils of
slavery, poverty, and greed.”?! When war erupted, it was greeted
as a holy cause. But there was nothing “mystic” about the four
years of slaughter that brought a rescued union and emancipa-
tion at great cost, actually fostering greed and flinging families
north and south into worse poverty through loss of bread-
winners even as it massively escalated the number of economi-
cally desperate former slaves. Millennial hopes perished with the
war as did the redemptive view of history that had connected
religion to progress. War’s horrors fostered doubts about divine
mercy; deaths of unconverted sons, lovers, husbands, and broth-
ers evoked crises of faith that prompted widespread rejection of
Calvinist beliefs. For Dickinson and her neighbors, the first great
trial came with the death of Frazar Stearns, the son of Amherst
College’s president, her brother’s dear friend, and a spiritual
searcher who apparently never reached assurance.32
Just two years before that fighting began, Charles Darwin ini-
tiated a different war with The Origin of Species (1859), which un-
dermined the natural theology underlying Hitchcock’s claims for
mutual supportive revelations from science and scripture. The
English biologist’s theory of evolution through natural selection
explained the origin of animal species without reference to God
or the time-hallowed argument from design. Later, in The Descent
of Man (1871), he raised the probability that, instead of being per-
sonally formed by God as the capstone of creation, man had
evolved from apes or some shared bestial ancestor. This line of
thinking, applied by social and natural scientists, threatened even
metaphoric readings of Genesis. If species were. inexorably
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evolving through survival of the fittest, then what became .of the
doctrine of Christ’s atonement once science cast Adam out of
the picture as the capstone of creation and. all mankind’s sinful
ancestor? Fundamentalist scripture readers held their ground by
denying Darwin’s premise, but more intellectually venturesome
religious thinkers like those at Amherst College, Andover, and
Yale, having always assumed congruence between the two reve-
lations, generally tried to assimilate these unsettling theories and
found themselves mightily puzzled to find any way of harmoniz-
ing Darwin with the Bible.3? Defending the faith meant diminish-
ing it.

One of Dickinson’s responses to thlS crisis was to adopt her
ironic little-girl: voice in a tone of complaint about scientific
terminology and systems of classification. At first, “Arcturus’ is
his other name” (Fr 117) reads like her version of one of Poe’s
Jaments about scientific encroachments on romantic fancy, but
then Dickinson characteristically shifts focus to her centering
interest in immortality: “What once was ‘Heaven’ / Is “Zenith’
now! / Where I proposed to go / . . . Perhaps the ‘kingdom of
Heaven’s’ changed.” Yet she ends with hope that “the Father in
the skies / Will lift his little girl - / ‘Old fashioned’! naughty!
everything! / Over the stile of ‘pearl't” Another response was a
kind of droll bemusement, as she commented that “we thought
Darwin had thrown ‘the Redeemer’ away” (L 750). Striving to
maintain a hope that was not childishly naive in its repudiation of
intellectual developments, the poet located the weakness of sci-
ences in the questions they made no effort to resolve: “Why the
Thief ingredient accompanies all Sweetness Darwin does not tell
us” (L 359). Whatever it might discover about the origins of man,
science revealed nothing about his destiny.

Christian hopes rely on God’s biblical promises. When Dick-
inson asked Washington Gladden “Is immortality true,” she evi-
dently demanded reasons she could use to convince a doubting
friend. Gladden responded: “I believe in the life everlasting, be-
cause Jesus Christ taught it. Say what you will about him, no one
can deny that he knew the human soul, its nature, its-laws,.its
destinies, better than any other being who ever trod this earth;
and he testifies, and his testimony is more clear, more. definite,
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more positive’ on this than-on any other subject, that there is
life beyond the grave” (L. 7522). What made this declaration less
reassuring than it would have been a few decades before was the
impact-of the Higher- Criticism, European scholarship that em-
ployed evidence from linguistics, stylistics, history, and compara-
tive religion. to represent the Bible as something very much dif-
ferent and less sacred than divine inspiration. It was, instead, a
product of human authorship with multiple anonymous writers
and amenders. This research discredited the notion of Moses’s
authorship of the Pentateuch, as David Friedrich Strauss’s Das
Leben Jesu (1835-1836; translated into English by Mary Ann
Evans/George Eliot; 1846) and Ernest Renan’s Vie de Jésus. (1863)

linked-Christian mysteries to pagan fertility myths while even |

questioning the historical -existence . of Jesus. Dickinson accus-
tomed herself to losses, admitting that “No Moses there can be”
(Fr 521) and “Ararat’s a Legend ‘now - /"And no one credits
Noah” (Frs32). S »

- Even without pursuing the study of comparative religions
that turned out to-be one of the offshoots of the nineteenth cen-
tury’s linkage of missionary work to- colonization, Dickinson
found herself in a much 'more diverse world of belief than she
would have guessed as the child of a Congregationalist house-
hold .in- the Connecticut Valley. The New England rupture
between Old Light and New Light factions within churches that
resulted in separation of Unitarian and Congregational denomi-
nations touched her own family when.her cousins, Louisa and
Frances Norcross, became Unitarians. Among her closest friends,
Samuel Bowles, the Hollands, and Thomas Wentworth Higgin-
son also opted for liberal Christianity.34 Episcopal and Baptist
churches formed in Amherst, and people close to the poet dab-

bled with Christian Spiritualism.?s New sects kept- emerging in -

her America (Mormon, African-American Episcopal, and Chris-
tian Science churches among the largest), while the Holiness
Movement linked worshipers-in disparate conservative churches.
The culture. of revivalism, like that of ‘sentimentalism, ‘fore-
grounded a shared evangelical style while disregarding doctrinal
disputes among sects so that cooperation  was encouraged in
benevolent societies, temperance efforts, and Bible distribution.
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Movement between denominations became easier. Austin’s
friend Frederic Dan Huntington began his ministry as a Congre-
gationalist, became an evangelically oriented Unitarian on the
Harvard faculty, and ended his career as an Episcopal bishop.
Dickinson’s letters accommodate their tone to the sensitivities of
friends at various points along the continuum from belief to dis-
belief; with death more steadily in her mind with every passing
year, she respected whatever beliefs sustained others as they con-
fronted the challenges facing finite, suffering, yet hopeful crea-
tures living in the shadow of death.

- One cause ‘that united American Protestants of Dickinson’s
time, especially before the Civil War, was a strident anti-Catholi-
cism rooted in the Reformation and exacerbated by the arrival of
multitudinous impoverished immigrants. In 1834, 2 mob of Yan-
kee workmen burned down the Ursuline convent-school in
Charlestown, Massachusetts.- Other riots resulted from conflicts
over King James or Douay Bibles in public schools, job access,
and the Civil War draft.3¢ Such hate was part of the poet’s mi-
lieu. She commented wryly in an 1852 letter about the minister’s
“announcing several facts which were usually startling” about
“the Roman Catholic system” (L 96), as though the topic were
commonplace; and she gleefully encouraged her brother to
thrash the Trish boys he taught in a Boston public school, joking
that “Vinnie and I say masses for poor Irish boys souls” (L 43). In
attacking Catholics; Protestants saw themselves championing an
American way .of life that promoted morality and public order.
By the 1860 census, however, Roman Catholicism had established
itself as the most populous American church. When a parish
formed in Ambherst, Edward Dickinson contributed to the build-
ing campaign. Irish Catholic domestic workers became essential
members of the Dickinson household. Meanwhile, American
Protestants: who traveled in Catholic Europe brought back sur-
prisingly appreciative reports about liturgical rites and arts. The
poet, always sensitive to absences, seems to have felt some attrac-
tion to the way Catholics turned to Mary as mediatress between
sinners and-Jesus and occasionally referred to a kind of prayer
quite out of keeping with her Congregational formation: “Mine
to supplicate Madonna - / If Madonna be / Could behold so far.a
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Creature - / Christ - omitted - Me” (Fr 762). ‘The breakdown of
syntax here betrays her discomfort, yet the lines convey a vulner-
able sense of loss for which- her own-tradition offered no recom-
pense

What Happened to God’s Arm? .

It is easy enough to discern in hindsight the crushing weight of
intellectual and societal pressures that overwhelmed: the struc-
ture of belief that had given confident energy to America’s evan-
gelical’ Protestants before the Civil War and to identify tenden-
‘cies within the churches as well as outside them that prompted
Dickinson to imagine God with his arm lopped off. But people
survive amputations, and so may De1ty-—espec1ally since God’s
‘bodily features-are purely metonymic. :

Several details of our proof-text poem merit attention in light |

of this discussion. First is that anthropomorphic image of God,
based on Isaiah and other biblical passages, admittedly, yet still an
‘image graven with pen and subject to Puritan critiques of such
idolatry. That a god limited to human imagination is subject to
mutilation proves nothing about the immortal, immutable, un-
knowable lord of creation as envisaged by Calvin. Second, if we
think of this poem as a response to the implosion of the tradi-
tional argument for God’s existence based on orderly design
evident throughout the universe, is its surprising degree of met-
rical regularity. There -are variants in its iambic beat, of course:
‘trochaic feet at the start of several linesand an opening spondee,
all. of which.could be interpreted as reinforcing the assurance
that existed back “then.” The‘iambic smoothness of “They went
to God’s Right Hand” accords with tone, but equal regularity in
‘the two most:devastating lines (“That Hand is amputated now /

.And.'God‘cannot be found™) hints that thé poet: senses more
order in the uriiverse than the poem directly acknowledges.

The third textual feature I'find striking is the poem’s . as-
sertively Latinate diction in key words (“amputated,” “abdica-
tion,” “illume,” and, most obviously, “ignis fatuus”).. This Latin
phrase refers to. the eerie light sometimes seen over- grassy
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marshlands at night. It gives a false illumination if mistaken for
sun or moon et has its own authenticity and might serve as a
somewhat unreliable guide in darkness. Science can only guess
its origin, and popular observations of this will-o’-the-wisp have
given rise to many superstitions. Linking the idea of superstition
to the Latin language turns thoughts toward the Church of
Rome and the possibility that the time frame of this poem may
be more extensive than is generally understood. Perhaps it refers,
not simply to the contrast between those dying in Dickinson’s
youth and those facing mortality in her later years, but to a
starker contrast between the doubts of post—Civil War America
and-an age of faith before the Reformation.

The last textual element that calls for attention is the word
“Behavior” in “The abdication of Belief / Makes the Behavior
small.” It accords with her father’s piety that valued faith as an
impetus to those virtues that promoted personal prosperity
while advancing Christ’s kingdom. For Emily Dickinson, how-
ever, morality (often confused then, as now, with social conven-
tion) had never been the essence of religious experience, and she
clearly resented the tendency of pious folk to judge their neigh-
bors. Heroic sanctity might be less likely in America’s postbellum
religious culture when even so prominent a minister as Henry
Ward Beecher (an Amherst College graduate) could be impli-
cated in a messy sex scandal. Still, if behavior grows smaller in
time of doubt, might not something else, specifically, hope for
immortality, loom larger?

In part because Dickinson focused her imaginative energy on
that “Flood subject” (L 319) rather than dogmas or practices di- .
rectly challenged by these cultural upheavals, she managed to
cope and even to take some pleasure in the nimble balancing act
she sustained between belief and doubt. Churches: coped also.
Although wounded by romanticism, Darwin, the Higher Criti-
cism, and the Civil War, they enjoyed a period of renewed vigor
with considerably increased membership.?”-In the Gilded Age,
Dwight L. Moody picked up- thé mantle dropped by Finney and
Beecher to become the country’s most successful revivalist.
Henry Ward Beecher, Lyman Beecher’s son and the novelist’s
brother, clalmed to reconcile Christian truth with Darwin’s
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findings: Washington Gladden, the Congregational minister to
whom Dickinson - directed her question * about immortality,
emerged as a leader of the.Social Gospel movement, by which
liberal Protestants applied Christian principles to political and
economic advocacy for the working poor. Lew Wallace’s Ben-Hur
(1880), a sensational work of historical fiction set in Palestine in
the- early years of the Roman Empire and somewhat mislead-
ingly subtitled “A Tale of the Christ,” became the century’s best-
selling novel in America.?® In Amherst, Austin Dickinson spear-
headed the building campaign for the handsome First Church
structure that went up within sight of The Homestead. '
Even while questioning, Emily Dickinson continued to hope
for immortality, especially as death’s depredations struck closer
and closer. Though she: could not know for sure where the dead
went, she still trusted in their j ourney. When her mother died in
1882, she wrote; “I believe we shall in'some manner be cherished

v by-our’Make,ra—that the One who gave us this remarkable earth -

has the power still farther to surprise that which He has caused.
Beyond that all is silence” (L 785). Like amputation, abdication re-
quires an agent. One must sét aside whatever is being abdicated
by an effort of will, and Dickinson never abdicated hope. She
even laughed at the folly of those who did: “The Fop - the Carp -
the Atheist,” ephemeral creatures who cling to each passing mo-
ment even as, by God’s sublime joke, “their commuted Feet /
The Torrents of Eternity / Do all but inundate” (Fr 1420). It is as
though “Heav’'ns whelm’d-down Chrystall meele Bowle,” pun-
ningly imaged by.the Puritan Edward: Taylor, was drenching
fashionable doubters of the declining nineteenth century. with
the wholly unexpected gift of endless life.?® Even if the. right arm
Christians had earlier relied on for salvation had been amputated,
the left one somehow pulled the sluice to release the flow of
grace that sustained Bmily Dickinson in “the Balm of that Reli-
gion / That doubts - as fervently as it believes” (Er 1449). .
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- 38 Paul Gutjahr attributes the tremendous populanty of Ben-
Hur among Christians to the effect of historical accuracy that Wal-
lace achieved as a result of extensive research and to the novel’s vali-
dation of feehng over reason in matters of faith. Harper and
Brothers was still selling millions of copies into the 1920s; like Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, Ben-Hur also inspired a long'running dramatic adap-
tation that toured the country for decades. Situating this publish-
ing phenomenon within the context of responses to Darwin and

Comte, Gutjahr argues that “Wallace’s painstaking historical re- .

search resonated with religious readers who saw in the book a
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version of this poem (“the dog,” “the tramp™) is that Dickinson ex-
perimented with shifting perspective away from people who neglect
faith by affecting fashionable doubts to those often scorned by
church members and assumed.to have forfeited God’s grace by their
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Public and Private in Dickinson’s
War Poetry

Shira Wolosky

lk‘m Waldo Emerson, in his essay “The Poet,” declared that
Ipoet is representative. He stands among partial men for
fiplete man, and apprises us not of his wealth, but of the

common ‘wealth.”1 Within the norms of the nineteenth century,

this would seem to relegate womien poets to the status of “par-
tial men.” In the much accepted division of life into separate
spheres, women were barred access to the “common wealth” as
public space. Instead, women remained officially restricted to the
domestic sphere—what Tocqueville describes as “the narrow cir-
cle of domestic interests and duties’—while men found their
places in the “public” world.2 Women thus could seemingly never
achieve Emerson’s representative stance—neither in its often
overlooked sense (but the one most fully realized by Whitman)
of the poet as public figure, nor in the more familiar sense of a
rich- and pdwerful autonomous subjectivity, which, however,
finds and asserts itself in speaking for and to the wider commu-
nity. In.contrast; women seem at most to reflect in their work
their own domestic imprisonment and its costs. In this circum-
scribed state, the woman poet seems cut off from history, more
or less idle and more or less impotent with regard to the public
course of events. She thus seems unable to address hers_elf, as
poets'should, to a surrounding community, representing its true
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