from Ralph Waldo Emerson's "The Over-Soul" (1841)

As with events, so is it with thoughts. When | watch that flowing river, which, out of
regions | see not, pours for a season its streams into me, | see that I am a pensioner; not a cause
but a surprised spectator of this ethereal water; that | desire and look up and put myself in the
attitude of reception, but from some alien energy the visions come.

The Supreme Critic on the errors of the past and the present, and the only prophet of that
which must be, is that great nature in which we rest as the earth lies in the soft arms of the
atmosphere; that Unity, that Over-soul, within which every man's particular being is contained
and made one with all other; that common heart of which all sincere conversation is the worship,
to which all right action is submission; that overpowering reality which confutes our tricks and
talents, and constrains every one to pass for what he is, and to speak from his character and not
from his tongue, and which evermore tends to pass into our thought and hand and become
wisdom and virtue and power and beauty. We live in succession, in division, in parts, in
particles. Meantime within man is the soul of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to
which every part and particle is equally related; the eternal One. And this deep power in which
we exist and whose beatitude is all accessible to us, is not only self-sufficing and perfect in every
hour, but the act of seeing and the thing seen, the seer and the spectacle, the subject and the
object, are one. We see the world piece by piece, as the sun, the moon, the animal, the tree; but
the whole, of which these are the shining parts, is the soul. [* * *]

Ifwe consider what happens in conversation, in reveries, in remorse, in times of passion,
in surprises, in the instructions of dreams, wherein often we see ourselves in masquerade,-the
droll disguises only magnifying and enhancing a real element and forcing it on our distant
notice,-we shall catch many hints that will broaden and lighten into knowledge of the secret of
nature. All goes to show that the soul in man is not an organ, but animates and exercises all the
organs; is not a function, like the power of memory, of calculation, of comparison, but uses these
as hands and feet; is not a faculty, but a light; is not the intellect or the will, but the master of the
intellect and the will; is the background of our being, in which they lie,-an immensity not
possessed and that cannot be possessed. From within or from behind, a light shines through us
upon things and makes us aware that we are nothing, but the light is all. A man is the facade ofa
temple wherein all wisdom and all good abide. What we commonly call man, the eating,
drinking, planting, counting man, does not, as we know him, represent himself, but misrepresents
himself. Him we do not respect, but the soul, whose organ he is, would he let it appear through
his action, would make our knees bend. When it breathes through his intellect, it is genius; when
it breathes through his will, it is virtue; when it flows through his affection, it is love. And the
blindness of the intellect begins when it would be something of itself. The weakness of the will
begins when the individual would be something of himself. All reformaims in some one
particular to let the soul have its way through us; in other words, to engage us to obey.

[* * *]

We are often made to feel that there is another youth and age than that which is measured
from the year of our natural birth. Some thoughts always find us young, and keep us so. Such a
thought is the love of the universal and eternal beauty. Every man parts from that contemplation
with the feeling that it rather belongs to ages than to mortal life. The least activity of the
intellectual powers redeems us ina degree from the conditions of time. In sickness, in languor,
give us a strain of poetry or a profound sentence, and we are refreshed; or produce a volume of
Plato or Shakespeare, or remind us of their names, and instantly we come into a feeling of
longevity. See how the deep divine thought reduces centuries and millenniums, and makes itself
present through all ages. Is the teaching of Christ less effective now than it was when first his
mouth was opened? The emphasis of facts and persons in my thought has nothing to do with
time. And so always the soul's scale is one, the scale of the senses and the understanding is
another. Before the revelations of the soul, Time, Space and Nature shrink away. Incommon
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speech we refer all things to time, as we habitually refer the immensely sundered stars to one
concave sphere. And so we say that the Judgment is distant or near, that the Millennium
approaches, that a day of certain political, moral, social reforms is at hand, and the like, when we
mean that in the nature of things one of the facts we contemplate is external and fugitive, and the
other is permanent and connate with the soul. The things we now esteem fixed shall, one by one,
detach themselves like ripe fruit from our experience, and fall. The wind shall blow them none
knows whither. The landscape, the figures, Boston, London, are facts as fugitive as any
institutions past, or any whiff of mist or smoke, and so is society, and so is the world. The soul
looketh steadily forwards, creating a world before her, leaving worlds behind her. She has no
dates, nor rites, nor persons, nor specialties nor men. The soul knows only the soul; the web of
events is the flowing robe in which she is clothed. [* * *]



