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Good morning and Happy Mother’s Day!  I feel so blessed to be sharing this special day with all of you and to have the opportunity to celebrate the 200 anniversary of the birth of a most amazing and remarkable woman - Margaret Fuller.


Before sharing some thoughts with you about Margaret Fuller’s life and legacy, I want to say a word about that extraordinarily beautiful piece of music Greg just played for us. I must confess that I asked him play it this morning because I love it. For some reason, whenever I listen to that particular piece, I am always transported to a deep and quiet place - a place of beauty, inner calm, and peace – a place that I can only describe as divine.


Throughout her life, Margaret Fuller sought out similar places – places of depth and beauty where she could experience and feel the presence of the divine – places that she also felt were so often denied to people because of the prejudices and practices of a society rooted in domination by some rather than freedom for all.   


I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say that Margaret Fuller is the one of the most important and at the same time underappreciated figures in the history of Unitarian Universalism. Living during a time when women were viewed as inherently inferior and only suited to domestic pursuits, Margaret Fuller was a brilliant intellectual, a gifted writer and critic, a famous journalist and war correspondent, and a path breaker in the movement for women’s rights and other important efforts to end oppression and promote human dignity. 


But as incredible as the list of her many accomplishments and talents is, that list doesn’t begin to do justice to the depth and importance of Margaret Fuller’s life and legacy. You see, more than anything else, Margaret Fuller was a prophet – a prophet who boldly challenged the assumptions, stereotypes, and institutions of her day, and who employed her vast intellectual and spiritual gifts to envision a better world or what she liked to call “a new manifestation.” And what exactly is that new manifestation, that better world?  For Margaret Fuller, it is, above all else, a world of freedom – a world that is free from the domination of one human being over another and a world in which all people, all people are free to grow into the fullness and beauty of their humanity, free to experience those precious moments of inner calm and peace, and free to live in harmony with creation and with the divine.


I want to spend much of out time this morning exploring Margaret Fuller’s extraordinary vision. But before we get to her ideas, it’s important to say a word about her life. And I want to take this opportunity to recommend a wonderful new collection of Margaret Fuller’s writings published by the Unitarian Universalist Association called The Spirit Leads. During Fellowship Hour after the service, Sue Michael will have copies of this book for sale on our book table and I highly recommend it.


Margaret Fuller was born into a world that was steeped in traditional roles and expectations but that was also beginning to experience rapid change. A predominantly agrarian society was gradually giving way to the beginnings of the industrial revolution. Long-held religious doctrines and dogmas were being challenged by new religious movements, of which both Unitarianism and Universalism were important examples. And organized efforts to reform society, ranging from the abolition of slavery to the liberation of women, were beginning to stir.


But for all the changes that characterized Margaret Fuller’s world, tradition and custom played an equally important and so often detrimental role. Millions of slaves continued to be held in bondage. Native Americans had their lands forcibly taken away at an ever increasing rate. And women remained subject to the dictates and expectations of a male-dominated society – expectations which confined them to the home and which limited their ability, as Margaret Fuller so beautifully writes, “to unfold the powers that were given (to them).”


Both tradition and change certainly characterized Margaret Fuller’s family and childhood. She was born in 1810 in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Her father was a lawyer and politician who served several terms in Congress. Her parents were both Unitarians and had made the transition from the rigid theology of Calvinism to the rationality of Unitarianism.


While Margaret Fuller came of age in a society steeped in traditional gender roles and expectations, her upbringing was anything but traditional. Her parents placed a high value on learning and education, and required Margaret to read widely in the classics, religion, and literature.  Her extraordinary brilliance and powerful intellect quickly became apparent. But her remarkable education and intellectual accomplishments left Margaret in a confusing and even painful bind, for just as it opened avenues of wisdom and insight denied to most women, it also left her trapped in a society that considered women to be ill suited for anything but marriage, housekeeping, and motherhood.


As you can imagine, the disconnect between her incredible gifts and society’s limiting expectations led the young Margaret Fuller to feel confused, frustrated, and sometimes lost. It also led her to ask profoundly spiritual questions. She continually wondered about her life, about her purpose and place in the universe, and about a world in which she could develop extraordinary abilities but then be told they were unsuited to her gender and her role.      

 


On Thanksgiving Day when she was just 21 years, Fuller experienced a moment of insight and connection that changed her life. After enduring an especially dreary and uninspiring church service, she found herself walking for miles, feeling lost and in pain, and searching for something that would open her heart and stir her soul. She felt there was something inside her – something that was powerful, generous, and tender – something denied and unrecognized by society but that was yearning to burst forth and connect with the world around her. When she sat down beside a small pond, she had what can only be described as mystical vision. Fuller describes what happened next.

“Suddenly the sun shone out with transparent sweetness and passed into my thoughts a beam of light which has never since departed from me. I saw that … I had only to live in the idea of the All, and that the All was mine. This truth came to me and I received it unhesitatingly so that I was for that hour taken up into God.”


In that mystical moment of deep connection and insight, Margaret Fuller came to understand that contrary to all the assumptions, stereotypes, and limitations society imposed on her, she shared in the beauty and the divinity of a creative spirit that she called the All. To that point Fuller had lived a divided and wounded life – wounded by her inability to recognize and connect with who she was and where she fit in the universe. But now she could see and feel that the divine lived in her, that she had been made in the divine image, and that the purpose of her life was, as she put it, “to live in the idea of the All.”


What an amazing and powerful insight that is, an insight that guided the remainder of Margaret Fuller’s life and work. You see, once she understood that beauty and divinity filled her life, she came to the conclusion that the same sense of divine purpose and connection she had experienced was the birthright of all humankind. From that day forward, Margaret Fuller sought to transform society and culture so that all people could experience and touch the beauty and divinity that lived within them and throughout the world.


Margaret Fuller’s mystical moment opened a pathway to the rest of her remarkable life. She joined the likes of Emerson, Thoreau, and other Transcendentalists in seeking to deepen the spiritual and cultural life of humankind. She became an important literary critic and sought through her writing to move American literature and letters in a more meaningful and spiritual direction. And she became a powerful voice for freedom and justice, using her towering intellect and literary gifts to advocate for the rights of slaves, Native Americans, immigrants, the poor, and so many others.


Before leaving you this morning, I want to spend a few moments talking about Margaret Fuller’s contributions to the struggle for women’s rights. You see, once Fuller had experienced the reality of her own divinity she came to understand just how oppressive the male-dominated society was in denying the worth and dignity of all women. To treat women as inferior and to deny them access to education defiled their divinity and denied them the opportunity to embrace and live into their full humanity.


Margaret Fuller made two very important contributions to the emerging women’s rights movement. One was intellectual and literary. Her book Women in the Nineteenth Century inspired Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony and others to organize a national movement for women’s rights. Fuller’s other contribution was as a teacher, a conversationalist, and a spiritual guide. Over the course of four remarkable years, Fuller led a series of extraordinary conversations in which women gathered to discuss intellectual, literary, and spiritual themes. The conversations demonstrated to all who attended that women were just as capable as men of exploring serious subjects, asking big questions, and journeying together to seek answers to life’s great mysteries. And one final observation about those conversations. They demonstrated to Fuller and to others the power of small groups, focused conversation, and a trusting environment for encouraging spiritual growth. When I look back on Margaret Fuller’s extraordinary conversations, I can’t help but hear echoes of our own very popular and powerful small group ministry or SGM program.


Margaret Fuller was only 40 years old when a shipwreck tragically took her life along with that of her husband and young son. One can only imagine where her extraordinary mind and spirit might have taken her had she lived longer. But there can be little doubt that over the course of her brief life, Margaret Fuller changed the world. She plumbed the depths of her own experience and her own mind, and truly pointed the way to a new manifestation. She challenged us to explore and grow our own spirits while at the same time honoring the divinity and dignity of all humankind. And through her writing, her teaching, and her incredible life, Margaret Fuller shined a light on the unimagined possibilities of human freedom – possibilities pointing each and every one of us to a place where our minds, our spirits, and our hearts can soar and touch the beauty and majesty of life itself.

