Julia Ward Howe

May 13, 2007

Reverend Julie-Ann Silberman-Bunn

The Unitarian Universalist Church of Greater Bridgeport

Opening Words:

Mother's Day should remind us that the whole world would be a better place if only everyone might rise to the challenge of ideal motherhood: nurturing life, fostering peace, giving love. These are instinctual qualities of motherhood and they manifest themselves in so many ways from the simple tasks of nursing babies, mediating sibling rivalry and standing by a child who is just coming out as gay or lesbian to global size acts of empowering cultures, international treaties and devotions of love as wide as the sea.                                                             By Sue Kingman

Sermon:
This morning I want you to get to know a bit more about Julia Ward Howe, author of the Mother’s Day Proclamation we read earlier, as well as author of numerous other documents, poems and hymns. Unfortunately all most of us know about this remarkable woman is that she penned The Battle Hymn of the Republic. By today’s standards we find it hard to believe it could have been written by a Unitarian. Perhaps it is the fact it is called a battle hymn and many of us today like to think we are a faith of pacifists? Or maybe it is the first line of The Battle Hymn of the Republic “Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord”? 
What I want you to understand is that Julia Ward Howe was a remarkable woman who looked at things with fresh eyes, and spoke boldly of the world and it’s ills as she saw them. What we must remember is that while much of her work was for peace she was also an avid abolitionist and that was what lay behind the words of the Battle Hymn of the Republic, which was written to the tune of John Brown’s Body, her passionate activist nature. She wrote this song upon awakening after first arriving in Washington DC to find it surrounded by soldiers who in her eyes were fighting for freedom and justice.
Her father was a wealthy Wall Street banker. The family maintained homes in New York, Boston and Newport, RI.  When Julia’s brother, Sam, married Emily Astor, the Wards became intimate with the very highest of America’s high society.  Julia was lively, energetic and passionate about what she believed in.  She believed in education and because her family had the resources, she was given a far better one than most girls the time.  She learned French, Italian and Spanish at an early age and later studied Greek and Hebrew.  She took voice and piano lessons.  She loved to go to the theatre and to dance at parties given by the leaders of society, despite her father’s disapproval.  She was deeply envious of her brothers who were taking chemistry and mathematics courses (subjects not thought suitable for girls) at their private academies, and she made them teach her everything they learned.  From a very early age, she wrote poetry and kept a detailed journal to record both the events of her life and her private thoughts.  She published a series of essays in the New York Review and Theological Review.  
In 1839 Julia’s father died leaving her an inheritance which, though it wasn’t large, gave her a basis for independence during the latter years of her life.  In 1841, she met and later married Samuel Gridley Howe, a man who at forty was twice her age.  She was a woman of high society, the lady of the house, wife of a prominent physician and reformer.

Though Julia had been raised in the Episcopalian faith, her new husband’s connections with the liberal community in Boston led to friendships with Theodore Parker and James Freeman Clarke, and Julia soon abandon her Episcopalian upbringing and became a Unitarian.  However liberal he was in religious and political beliefs, her husband’s views were very conservative when it came to his marriage and his wife’s.  He forbad Julia to publish her writings. Julia found that she didn’t like the domestic chores expected of her as a wife of the day, the routine of housekeeping bored her although she did love Motherhood! Her husband was often away on one of his many causes, and she turned inward.  Mrs. Howe began reading voraciously, philosophers and poets, which she continued to do for the rest of her life.  Soon she was writing commentary and more poetry.  Two volumes were published anonymously, Passion Flowers (1854) and Words for the Hour (1857).  It wasn’t long before the secret of the authorship leaked out and a domestic battle resulted.  From then on, the couple often lived apart.  They even considered divorce, but stopped short of it.

Prior to and during her marriage Julia worked for the abolition slavery, like so many others she saw the beginning of the Civil War as a righteous thing, a necessary evil, her and in the Battle Hymn of the Republic we hear that as she praised a righteous God of History, who was trampling out injustice with a terrible swift sword. However, her ideas were not stagnant and she quickly became disheartened and dismayed by the horrors of war, a mere three years later in a letter circulated in early 1865, before Appotomatax with troops still on the field she proposed that "July 4 become a Mother's Day for Peace" on that day she envisioned mother's would dedicate themselves to educating their communities about peace.  Howe’s idea of a wonderful Mother's Day was to have public forums, parades, and all mothers signing pledges vowing to resist sending their sons and husbands of to war. 

In 1870 she wrote the Mother’s Day Proclamation which we read responsively earlier this morning, further voicing her fervent hope of a day for dedicated to Mothers and Peace. Her idea was picked up by some and the Mother's Day for Peace seemed to have promise for nearly a decade, however it was in response to this movement that the media and marketers of the day began pushing for a Mother's day to honor motherhood, with the theme of glory of being a mother, and unfortunately it was that image rather than Julia Ward Howe's idea of a mass action for peace that eventually became our modern Mother's Day. Odd that something which was originally intended to benefit all humanity, and our planet as well, came to be in the eyes of many about only those few women who give birth to and raise children. I like the original intent, and if I can’t have that I want to honor at the very least all those who offer nurture, share love and care with any who cross their paths. Julia Ward Howe had it right. Motherhood has nothing to do with pedestals, and everything to do with love, justice, non-violence and peace. 

In Howe's original conception, Mother's Day was designed to draw mothers out of their kitchens and parlors into the public arena, to unite women as she could in the common cause of protecting the world’s children from war.  I imagine many of us here today would be willing to step out for that cause, if we have not already done so repeatedly, or as Julia Ward Howe put it, "to promote the alliance of the different nationalities, the amicable settlement of international questions, the great and general interests of peace." Mother’s Day was to be about keeping hate out and holding love up as a model of all relationships. Being the politically savvy activist she was she did not call her annual festival The International Day of  Peace, no,  she called it Mother's Day, knowing no group, other than mothers, that could more naturally or persuasively sponsor an annual celebration of love and peace. And that no one could argue with their intention not to mention that there is just no argument against the natural instinct of a mother to protect her young.
She once wrote “The little document which I drew up in the heat of my enthusiasm implored woman, all the world over, to awake to the knowledge of the sacred right vested in them as mothers to protect the human life which costs them so many pangs. My first act was to have my appeal translated into various languages, to wit: French, Spanish, Italian, German, and Swedish, and to distribute copies of it as widely as possible.  I devoted the next two years almost entirely to correspondence with leading women in various countries. I also had two important meetings in New York, at which the cause of peace and the ability of women to promote it were earnestly presented. In the spring of the year 1872, I visited England, hoping by my personal presence to affect the holding of a Woman's Peace Congress in the great metropolis of the civilized world."
Ms. Howe traveled from city to city giving speeches, wrote hundreds of letters, and dedicated herself to the cause of an International Women's Peace Conference, and a massive pledge movement urging women to become war resistors in the event of the outbreak of a war. She publicly declared herself a radical, all of which makes me think of the Women of Greenham Common in England and the Seneca Falls Women’s Peace Encampment as well as the current day gatherings and work spearheaded by Cindy Sheehan. Julia Ward Howe sought to realize her own gifts, and she worked to encourage others to realize theirs, her spiritual journey is in many ways the journey of her generation. She was a contemporary of fellow Unitarians William Ellery Channing, Theodore Parker, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Margaret Fuller, Dorothea Dix, and Susan B. Anthony among others whose thinking and activity made such a tremendous and lasting contribution to our ways of thinking and living. Julia Ward Howe was herself a contributor, and actor, and doer of great deeds.

Interesting to think that this was also the period in which our own congregation came to life. Founded in the years when Julia was in her teens, we undoubtedly were deeply impacted by the anti-slavery struggles and the I am sure there were many years when the Mothers day sermons in this congregation were calls for human justice and for women to fight against war, it unfortunately did not end as Julia Ward Howe would have hoped with a July 4th Mother’s Day Celebration of World Peace, rather Mother’s Day became commercial and women are still sending their husbands and children off to war only to have them return shattered. How pained Julia Ward Howe would have been to see the current state of the worlds children and families, would she have felt like a failure or have seen the state of the world as further justification to push for the Mother’s Day of Peace she had envisioned? 

I invite you all to follow in this woman’s foot steps turn away from the commercialism of Mother’s Day and instead make it a day to celebrate all loving relationships, and to see that everyone is someone’s treasure, someone’s family. Amen
Closing Words:

So when the great word "Mother!" rang once more,
I saw at last its meaning and its place;
Not the blind passion of the brooding past,
But Mother -- the World's Mother -- come at last,
To love as she had never loved before --
To feed and guard and teach the human race. by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
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