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teaching others to stand up and fight is the only way my struggle survives  

~ Dr. Bernice Johnson Reagon  

  
INTRODUCTION 

As many of you know, I’m always trying to find the solid bottom in that muddy pond 
called theology.  

Where’s the bottom?  

Is there anything solid down there, or is it only that stinky blue mud that’s hard to walk 
in? 

I think the absolute, bottom-line essence of Humanism was best summed up by 
Frederick Douglass. Douglass had himself escaped enslavement; he worked tirelessly 
for the rights of African Americans all his life. 

When a group of African American ministers came to him after Emancipation and 
asked him to pray publicly — to thank God for freedom —  Douglass refused. He said: “I 
bow to no priests either of faith or of unfaith. I claim as against all sorts of people, 
simply perfect freedom of thought.” 

“Simply perfect freedom of thought.” 

That’s Humanism.  

Douglass did not call himself a humanist. But he was a seeker. And a doer. And a 
freethinker:  

“Simply perfect freedom of thought.” 
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No dogma, either way. Ideally, anyway. In practice, here’s a dogma, there’s a dogma, 
everywhere’s a dogma, dogma. 

There’s even dogma about not having any dogma—there’s enough blue mud to go 
around.  

ONE 

Let’s count the ways that “perfect freedom of thought” gets constrained and 
inhibited . . . 

Sure, social forces potentially constrain and inhibit everybody’s “perfect freedom of 
thought.”  

Working too much.  
No sleep.  
Hopeless debt.  
Family obligations. 
Constant worry.  
Malnutrition.  
Poor healthcare . . . 

That “realm of necessity” that Karl Marx talked about.  

But that’s not everything. That’s not all of it. 

What about what you can think in the first place?  

The numbers tell us that we North Americans are educated (and not) according to our 
zip codes — which translates to mean —educated according to race, gender, social 
class, and so on. All those get in the way of a “perfect freedom of thought.” 

And let’s not forget that you constrain and inhibit your own “perfect freedom of 
thought.” 

We all do. We get in our own way. We tell ourselves “no.”  
We tell ourselves “stop.”  



We tell ourselves to cool our jets and sit back and watch, rather than participate fully 
in this thing we call existence. 

This thing we call a life. We don’t experience freedom of thought; and we don’t savor 
life’s gifts . . .  

No, it’s not just you who does that. It’s all of us. It’s the human condition. 

But I think this: the quest for each of us, every day, ideally, is “perfect freedom of 
thought.” Perfect freedom of thought outside of those background programs that are 
always running in our heads — racism, white supremacy; not being good enough; 
successful enough. And on. And on. 

There are so many impediments to “perfect freedom of thought” — freedom from the 
stereotypes and cliches that culture creates around us. 

Truth-Is-Always-Hard. 

Meaning-Is-Always-Hard. 

Frederick Douglass described achieving his freedom from enslavement this way: “I 
prayed for twenty years but received no answer until I prayed with my legs.” 

That’s a humanist answer — get on with the work. Get in the fight. Join in human 
community to combat human-created injustices. 

Douglass made a larger point, however. A point that can create the next chapter of 
Humanism, if we let it. Douglass gave us a vision of a “simply perfect freedom of 
thought.” And it is simple. And it is complex: not subscribing to “either (of) faith or (of) 
unfaith.” 

Now that is one middle way. And it’s the way of Humanism. If we let it. 

TWO 

But back to our theme for June— “Beauty: the practice of savoring life’s gifts.” 



How do we practice “savoring life’s gifts”? As I said earlier, fact is, many of us don’t 
(and many of us can’t) take time to savor beauty or consider what a life of beauty, 
meaning, and purpose might look like.  

We live in the “realm of necessity” rather than the “realm of freedom.”  

Getting from the one to the other is one of life’s greatest challenges.  

As many of you know, I’ve written poems for a very long time. For me, writing poetry 
has been a way to explore beauty and truth; a practice of pausing and “savoring life’s 
gifts.” And a method for freeing my mind.  

For me, here at the other end of my life, I can say that writing poetry has been the 
biggest force in my life in terms of freeing my mind so that I could savor life’s gifts and 
find meaning and purpose. 

Poetry has quite literally kept me alive. 

I’m not quite sure what got me interested in writing poetry in the first place. I didn’t 
know anyone who wrote poems. This was long before what we nowadays call “spoken 
word.” 

Maybe it was reading the King James Version of the bible all the time. I don’t know. 
But I started searching for poets to inspire me.  

As many of you know, the American Beat poet Allen Ginsberg became my poetry 
inspiration and later mentor. (In those days, Ginsberg’s poetry did not appear in any 
textbook.)  

Ginsberg inspired me partly because Ginsberg was all the way out there and all the 
way in—in terms of living life freely and fully.  

Ginsberg taught that writing is both a political and a spiritual practice.  

One element of that is using writing to slow down and get into the moment.  

In his later years, Ginsberg always put a date and time on a poem. His last poem, 
handwritten a week before he died, is dated “3/30/97 AM” and it is titled, “Things I’ll 
Not Do (Nostalgias)” 



Never go to Bulgaria, had a booklet & invitation 
Same Albania, invited last year, privately by Lottery scammers or 
recovering alcoholics, 
Or enlightened poets of the antique land of Hades Gates 

For Ginsberg, writing poetry was a way of working on the mind. 

Reading Ginsberg’s interviews and essays led me to the European poetry movement 
of a generation before Ginsberg, called ”l'art pour l’art" in French. In English, the “Art 
for Art’s Sake” movement.  Or in Latin, “ars gratis artis.”  

It was a short-lived arts movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 
immortalized when that phrase was placed above the head of the roaring lion in the 
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer logo. “Ars gratis artis.” 

You don’t have to be Dr. Freud to figure out why “art for art’s sake” would appeal to 
me when I was young. I was attempting to escape a reality in which everything is done 
for the sake of survival and cash. Everything was in the “realm of necessity.” 

And yet here were these writers . . .  

THREE 

One of the lesser-known figures in the movement became my favorite—the Oxford 
professor Walter Pater, who argued that art is the ultimate religion, and artists and 
writers the high priests of that religion.  

Pater himself had fallen in love with the aesthetic beauty of Canterbury Cathedral. He 
considered becoming an Anglican priest, but he had two problems with that: one, he 
stopped believing; and two, he was gay.  

What was a lover of beauty to do?  

Become a high priest of art! 

(When people argue that religion in all its wonder and awe still hasn’t been replaced 
by anything as moving, those people are ignoring huge swaths of artists, thinkers, and 



bohemians since at least the late eighteenth century. This is a “problem” that has 
been solved over and over for three centuries now.) 

Pater saw the world from a naturalistic perspective (just like a humanist) and 
described experience as, 

This at least of flamelike our life has, that it is but the concurrence, renewed from 
moment to moment, of forces parting sooner or later on their ways. 

Yes, it’s all a swirl. Our interior lives—or what Pater calls the “inward world of thought 
and feeling”—is a “whirlpool” that “is still more rapid, the flame more eager and 
devouring.”  

In the face of this rushing swirl that is our lives, Pater insists that the way to live is with 
both focus and abandon: 

Some spend this interval (ie “life) in listlessness, some in high passions, the wisest, 
at least among “the children of this world,” in art and song. 

… 

Only be sure it is passion–-that it does yield you this fruit of a quickened, multiplied 
consciousness. Of such wisdom, the poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the love 
of art for its own sake, has most. For art comes to you proposing frankly to give 
nothing but the highest quality to your moments as they pass, and simply for those 
moments’ sake.  

There was my choice, wasn’t it: “listlessness” or “high passions” I wasn’t a fool—I 
chose . . . “high passions!” And I decided to spend my life “in art and song.”  

You see how Pater’s “quickened, multiplied consciousness” rhymes with Douglass’s  
“Simply perfect freedom of thought.”  

My favorite passage, and my guide to what writing came to mean to me is this: 

To burn always with this hard, gemlike flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is success in 
life. In a sense it might even be said that our failure is to form habits: for, after all, 
habit is relative to a stereotyped world, and meantime it is only the roughness of 
the eye that makes any two persons, things, situations, seem alike. (Conclusion, The 
Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry) 



“. . . Only the roughness of the eye that makes any two persons, things, situations, 
seem alike.” 

“ . . . Our failure is to form habits: for, after all, habit is relative to a stereotyped 
world . . .” 

This sort of life sounded to me a whole lot better than staring down a field trying to 
get a plow line straight. 

(Yes, I was missing the point, but such is youth. I also in those days missed the fact that  
Walter Pater himself lived a constrained life, in abject fear of being outed by students 
and professors. It’s all kind of complicated!) 

FOUR 

So, yes, Walter Pater fairly well sums up the formula for that monthly theme—“Beauty: 
the practice of savoring life’s gifts.” 

The Art-for-Art’s Sake movement was the first shot in a war that rages on—given the 
relentlessness of capitalism, how do we slow down and smell those roses? How do we 
live life fully, in compassion and abandon, when so much about our society is about 
restrictions, limitations, and carrots and sticks? And, most importantly, how do we 
work from the “perfect freedom” of everyone to enjoy freedom’s gifts? 

Many artists and thinkers have wrestled with these contradictions. It’s no accident that 
the Art-for-Art’s Sake movement occurred at the crest of colonialism and industrial 
capitalism in the Western world.  

Art-for-Art’s Sake was a strong critique of where the Western World had gone and 
what it had become.  

It’s no accident that marginalized groups formed the core of the artists and 
intellectuals in the movement.  

They saw—and it continues to be a valid point—that the best use of Western religion 
and philosophy is as a method for attacking Western religion and philosophy.  



After all, the classic Western mistake has been to reduce things not “us” to the level of 
object, and usually “usable object.” That goes for everything from water to animals to 
our fellow human beings.  

Everything that can be made a stereotype is made into a stereotype—an “it”—and gets 
misused, abused, and often killed.  

An artist’s job in the face of this is to question the stereotypes by looking closely, with 
new eyes, savoring the beauty in the ignored. That is a revolutionary act.  

The Art-for-Art’s Sake movement comes out of the high-water mark of industrial 
capitalism and colonialism, but it’s message is still one of the best anecdotes to the 
way we live now: In a system that turns everything into a commodity, refuse to 
generalize anything.  

Stop. Savor. Experience beauty. Find the freedom. 

Implicit in the Art-for-Art’s Sake movement is that the contemplation of beauty creates 
an alternative moral and ethical framework.  Also implicit is that traditional Christian 
morality is inadequate.  

You don’t have to spend a lot of time over at the Walker Art Center next door to 
realize that even though these sentiments don’t tend to be explicitly stated nowadays, 
they are still very much a part of the assumptions of many artists.   

Art as disruption of the cliched and the status quo. Art as a humanizing force.  

If you’ve been listening, you’ve realized that what I’ve been saying about art is more 
or less what I say is key to Humanism: 

A bedrock principle way down in that blue mud is that no human being should ever 
be treated as a means to an end. Humanism’s call is that we treat every human being 
as inherently worthy of respect. Each person is a free agent. And our work is to set 
everyone free. 

Many expand the net wider. Should animals be treated as means to an end—food? 
More and more people are thinking . . . not. 



In several nations at this point, various natural “resources” are being legally declared 
“persons” with inherent rights— including for example the Ganges River.  

In this way, human beings are going “back to the future,” since indigenous peoples 
often assumed the personhood of animals and earth, until Western colonizers 
changed the rules, treating the earth, the animals, and the people as useable, 
expendable “resources.”  

CONCLIUSION 

“Savoring life’s gifts” is not easy. It takes work.  

“Simply perfect freedom of thought” is not easy. It takes work.   

Freeing our own minds of stereotypes and prejudices.  
Making ourselves the art we practice daily. 
Freeing our society from the bonds of necessity. 

Making the world safe for beauty. 

It’s a big task. 
It can’t be done in our lifetimes. 
Perhaps it can’t be done at all. 

But it is the work we are called to do.  
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