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READING 

A Poem by Emily Dickinson 

On a Columnar Self— 
How ample to rely 
In Tumult—or Extremity— 
How good the Certainty 
That Lever cannot pry— 
And Wedge cannot divide 
Conviction—That Granitic Base— 
Though None be on our Side— 
Suffice Us—for a Crowd— 
Ourself—and Rectitude— 
And that Assembly—not far off  
From furthest Spirit—God— (#789) 

INTRODUCTION 

As I’ve said before, the Book of Genesis is some good writing—you can’t go wrong 
with two naked people and a snake.  

Add forbidden fruit, and you’ve got a lot going on. That stuff writes itself! 



With so much going on, it’s easy to miss one of the larger points of Genesis: 
everything has a label. A fitting and proper label.  

The first thing God says is “Let there be light,” and guess what—there was light. Which 
is the basic idea of conjuring: language manifests concrete things.  

Then God sees that the light is good—so, light is a good thing. The dry land is good. 
The sea is good. Sun, moon and stars are good. All the living creatures are good.  
God creates people, they’re good.  Everything is good: Genesis 1:31 reads: “God saw 
everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.”   

Everything is “good” except for that one thing. That’s “bad.” Don’t touch that, and . . . 
everything’s gonna be good! 

So, God conjures things into existence by speaking their names, their labels. Then 
God cuts Adam in on the act:  

And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field, and 
every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call 
them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name 
thereof. 

And Adam gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the air, and to every 
beast of the field . . . (1:19-20a KJV)) 

Bob Dylan wrote a song about it. One verse goes: 

He (Adam) saw an animal that liked to snort 
Horns on his head and they weren’t too short 
It looked like there wasn’t nothin’ that he couldn’t pull 
“Ah, think I’ll call it a bull” 
  

And, by golly, that’s what we call that thing! 

Here’s the assumption working in Genesis: names—labels—create things. And then, 
those things reproduce and continue, but they come pre-labeled. Eve and Adam 
arrive on the scene already supplied with labels. For example, they are “made in 
God’s image,” which is good.  



And Genesis establishes the idea that everything is born with labels that are just and 
good. And permanent: “man,” “woman,” “good,” “evil.” 

Talk about binaries! 

The theme for the month of March is  “Journey: The practice of pilgrimage, 
courageous growth and patient change.” Today I want to consider the “courageous 
growth” part of that phrase and try to figure out what that’s supposed to mean.  
  

ONE 

OK. So, here’s a label: “the individual.”  

Individual liberty. Individual freedom. Individual choice. Individualized. Individualism. 
“Authentic individual.”  

You’re an individual, I’m an individual, we’re all individuals.  

In Western societies that’s a big thing. Emily Dickinson says it well: “Suffice Us—for a 
Crowd— / Ourself—and Rectitude.“ All you need is to know you are correct. 

We all know what “individual” means, right? But here’s the thing: the word individual 
didn’t develop its current meaning until after the year 1600. And I repeat: “the 
individual” is a concept embedded in Western societies.   

That’s one of the reasons the Chinese government is so wary of Christianity growing 
in China—they see Christianity as a Western system that teaches individuality and 
individualism.  

The word comes into English from Latin via the Church. In- means “not.” and dividuus 
retains its meaning in English, “to divide.” In the Church, they were talking about God 
being “indivisible.”  

But back to 1600. Why then, at that time? What’s up with that? 



The word as we now use it in English does not appear until after the Protestant 
Reformation. For example, ancient Greek and Roman philosophers don’t talk about 
being an authentic individual. They talk about how each of us can achieve virtue, but 
for ancient philosophers “virtue” exists as a social value. 

In Christian scriptures, Paul, as he talked about how Christians should create 
community, talked about congregations as the “body of Christ.” An individual wasn’t 
the body of Christ. The gathered community was the body of Christ. Individuals were 
liiiitle, teeeenie parts.  

Then came Protestantism and it’s focus on a personal relationship with God.  

Because of the influence of Church Latin, the term “individual” is a cognate in several 
European languages, including German. And the eighteenth century German 
philosopher Hegel was very wary of the concept. Hegel made a point of underlining 
that we are individuals only insofar as we are social creatures. 

Here’s Hegel’s thinking: If you don’t know what other people are doing, you can’t 
agree with how they are living their lives, or you can’t rebel against how they were 
doing their lives.  

You can’t follow a different dummer if there isn’t another drummer or two in the first 
place. 

It isn’t an accident that the word individual took on its current meaning after the 
Protestant Reformation. The new Protestantism taught that no one needs a mediator 
between themselves and God. The assumption was that each of us has an inner light 
or an inner voice, a subjective reality, that can communicate directly with Jesus and 
therefore The Truth. 

Just as last week I made the point that the commonly held attitudes toward 
democracy are actually mostly religion coming out sideways, individualism and the 
search for one’s true, authentic self, is Protestantism coming out sideways.  

TWO 



Now, as I see it, there are at least two types of personal, individual, authenticities that 
we can explore as “courageous growth.”  
One is about being what you want to be.  
The other is about being what you must be. 

Personally, I’ve worked to be what I want to be. I was born with the label “farmer,” and 
I wanted a different label.  

But I have two GLBTQ kids, and I’ve seen the struggle to be what you must be,  
though personally I’ve only had one challenge, not two.  

I think it’s helpful to at least think about that distinction.  

For me, I was a “farmer” and I wanted to be a “poet.” This, I felt, was the authentic me. 
That label would express my individuality.  

Now, I once had a dentist, who was in his early-fifties, and he said to me, “You know, I 
sure do resent that twenty-year-old kid I was who decided I had to be a dentist all my 
life.”  

That’s a sad place to be. (BTW, next week I’m going to talk about the challenges of 
being one person all your life.) 

But back to me: While I was in high school, I ran out and bought Bob Dylan’s Desire 
album as soon as it hit the record stores. I’d been reading a lot of the Beat poet Allen 
Ginsberg’s work, and I knew that Ginsberg had written the liner notes for that album. I 
wanted to see the latest from Ginsberg.  

The album’s title, Desire, was at that time the most frequent translation of Buddhist 
texts into English of the Pali word taṇhā, which nowadays is usually translated as 
“craving” or “thirst.” The idea is that the wheel of samsara is driven by desire, or 
craving, or thirst. 

My taṇhā, my desire, at the time was to acquire a new label by getting off the family 
farm—as I phrased in those day, “get a job with air-conditioning—and find a way to go 
to college.  Which didn’t look very likely.  

Here’s a little of what I read in Ginsberg’s liner notes:  



but remember. good Anarchists. “To live outside the Law you must be honest.” 
Drunken aggressive beer bottles’ll never redeem anybody – But clear 
conscious song can. 

Vintage Ginsberg.  

I desired to hang out with the revolutionary poets who were changing the 
consciousness of America. I wanted to be a revolutionary poet.  

However, in those pre-internet days, connecting to another world was difficult. You 
couldn’t just Google-map places.  

But then I saw at the bottom of Ginsberg’s notes:  

Allen Ginsberg 
Co-Director 
Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics 
Naropa Institute, Boulder, Colorado.  

Revolution had an address. And a name. And I set out to follow my desire—but I’ll be 
talking about pilgrimage later in the month.  

  

THREE 

The Greek word authentikos means “genuine.” When we buy a bottle of extra-virgin 
cold-pressed olive oil from Greece, we don’t want to get heat-pressed olive oil from 
Spain. We want it to be authentic. Genuine.  

The dominant assumption in Western societies is that “genuine,” authentic, is a good 
thing for an individual to be. Nobody wants to be a fake or a poser or just another 
face in the crowd. Most of us want to be in that place Emily Dickinson expresses: 
“Ourself—and Rectitude.”  

A few weeks ago I considered what I think is the first shot in the war for authenticity,  
from the British Puritan poet John Milton’s 1644 publication Aeropagitica. In that work 
Milton says,  



A man (sic) may be a heretic in the truth, and if he believe things only because his 
pastor says so, or the assembly so determines, without knowing other reason, 
though his belief be true, yet the very truth he holds becomes his heresy. 

If you haven’t proved the truth yourself, Milton says, you are a—poser—a heretic to 
believe it.  

Milton was a Puritan. As I mentioned last week, the Puritans were gearing up to 
overthrow the monarchy and justify the killing of their king. 

It began with Milton’s propaganda, and the resulting civil war produced some far-out 
groups—the Diggers, which was an anarchist group; the Quakers—who actually 
quaked in those days; the Muggletonians, followers of Lokowike Muggleton, which is 
where J.K. Rowling got the term—see how history can be profitable? And my favorite, 
the Ranters, who not only ranted loudly in the streets but were free love advocates 
and often nudists. They were following the “logic” that we all ought to share our gifts 
from God! 

Things got real in the English Civil War.  

And a serious lesson there is that there are many ways to be authentic! 

Another huge authenticity outbreak occurred in what’s come to be called La Belle 
Epoque, the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War. And again after the First World War 
with flappers and jazz and all that . . . speaking—easy.  

But perhaps the most far-reaching authenticity movement was the countercultures 
that developed after the Second World War. Those developments drive what we 
nowadays call the Culture Wars, resulting here in the US in a chasm between liberals 
and conservatives both politically and religiously. And in our hyper-media age, this 
has spread to every corner of the world. 

There were lots of varieties. For example, on the right, the Hells Angels developed as 
an expression of authenticity by some World War Two vets whose war experience led 
them to an utterly nihilistic worldview. They intended to say and do whatever the heck 
they wanted! Racism. Homophobia. Violence. Velocity. Drugs. Sex. More violence. 
That was the right-wing fringe. 



We could say that the Beats that I admired as a kid, better known as “beatniks,” 
exemplified the other side of the equation, the left-wing fringe. Diversity. Open sexual 
expression. Peace. Velocity. Drugs. Sex. More peace.  

And on the fringe-left, we began to put together those two struggles for authenticity 
that I mentioned earlier: what you want to be, and what you must be, and this was to 
have far-reaching cultural repercussions.  

CONCLUSION  

The post-modern philosopher Spongebob Squarepants sums up our cultural search 
for authenticity well: “Always follow your heart, unless your heart is bad with 
directions.” 

Many people no longer believe that they are walking and talking with Jesus who 
whispers the truth in their ears, but who doesn’t now believe that each of us has an 
authentic self that can be found . . . somehow. 

For me, hanging out with my Beat poet heroes, it soon became clear that for 
someone like me to get a good job with air-conditioning—at least in those days—the 
only place was liberal arts departments in universities.  

So that’s what I did. And, there were a lot of liberals thinking the same thing: in my 
lifetime, liberal arts departments have been the locus of thought that has changed the 
way we live . . .  and really ticked off the right wing.  

It has been—and it is—in those liberal arts departments—that poets, artists, writers, 
philosophers, sociologists, psychologists, historians, and on—have rewritten the social 
contract: African American studies programs; women’s studies programs; native and 
indigenous studies programs; queer studies programs; and, more recently, subaltern 
studies (which is about colonialism by those who suffered from it). 

One stream into that river started with a small group of predominately gay poets back 
in the late 1940’s who said, “enough is enough.” They were done with accepting the 
labels their culture burdened them with.  



That’s another lesson: small, determined groups can do big things.  

My poetry mentor, Allen Ginsberg, in 1956 wrote a poem in which he merrily went 
about saying things that could not be said in public and could not be legally printed. 
He wrote: 

America I feel sentimental about the Wobblies. 
America I used to be a communist when I was a kid I’m not sorry.    
I smoke marijuana every chance I get. 
I sit in my house for days on end and stare at the roses in the closet.    
When I go to Chinatown I get drunk and never get laid.    
My mind is made up there’s going to be trouble. 
You should have seen me reading Marx. 
My psychoanalyst thinks I’m perfectly right. 
I won’t say the Lord’s Prayer. 
I have mystical visions and cosmic vibrations. 

After the publication of the book containing that poem, Ginsberg and his publisher 
were tried for obscenity. And won. And that changed the law.  

That what Ginsberg published isn’t illegal nowadays is the measure of how successful 
those beats were at removing labels.  

Ginsberg ends the poem this way: 

I’d better get right down to the job. 
It’s true I don’t want to join the Army or turn lathes in precision parts factories, 
I’m nearsighted and psychopathic anyway. 
America I’m putting my queer shoulder to the wheel. 
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