










































































When Adler returned to New York, the members of his father's 
temple wanted to hear him speak. He studied in Germany to become 
a rabbi and now they wanted to listen to the new rabbi. They loved 
the father and they expected they would feel the same way about his 
son. Adler was invited to give a sermon in the temple. It was his 
first and last. 

He upset so many people that day that the temple sent a commit
tee to meet with him. We can imagine the meeting went something 
like this: 

Rabb~ we were present at the temple the other day when you 
spoke. We were pleased with much that you said and hope to be able 
to hear you again. But rabb~ they might have said, there were some 
things which distressed us. Not once in your sermon did you use 
the word God. You spoke of the Highest but not God. This is not 
the same God Almighty, King of the Universe, whom we worship. 

Another might have added, You called upon us to change our 
temple, our religion. You want us to join with others of different 
faiths, with gentiles. You say others preach the same call for justice 
that we do. You do not believe that Jews alone are the chosen 
people. 

Taking parts from the sermon that Adler gave at the temple that 
day, we can surmise what he answered. Our country, he said, has its 
Declaration of Independence. Now we need a new call. Our 
Declaration of Independence is of independence from superstition 
and ignorance; we could establish a constitution founded on the 
noblest aspirations of all people. Let us sing a chorus of praise and 
proclaim our unity with everyone and together join with all people 
and all nations. Our religion in not ofcreed but of deed. 

Then what you proclaim is no 10ngerJudaism. 
If that is so, he might have replied, then I cannot in good 

conscience become your rabbi. 
Adler's father was disappointed that his son would not follow 

him. But at the same time there was pride in his son's act, for Adler 
had the courage of his convictions. 

There is a truth deeper than the faith I hold, he told his son. And 
deeper than the faith you see; and that is utmost fidelity in truth
seeking. Follow your vision and God speed you to that end. 

So after years of schooling, Adler discovered that he could not be 
a rabbi. But some of the people who heard him preach at the syna
gogue appreciated his intelligence and arranged for him to teach 
Hebrew and Oriental Literature at Cornell College. But it seemed as 
though Adler had a way of causing trouble. His stay at Cornell was 
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cient philosophers and religious leaders applied to modern 
problems. 

This was too much for the college. When his contract at Cornell 
ran out, the college did not rehire him. Adler was a failure again. 
First he had failed to qualify as a rabbi. Now he had failed as a 
college professor. 

But people still remembered his sermon of three years back. They 
wanted him to speak again. One hundred signatures were collected 
on a letter inviting Adler to give a talk with the purpose of starting 
a new organization. On May 15, 1876, Adler addressed a group in 
New York City. And now, each year May 15th is marked as the date 
of the founding of the Ethical Movement. 

Adler thought highly of the American revolutionaries. In that 
May talk, he quoted the 1789 inaugural address of George Washing
ton: The national policy must be laid in the pure and immutable 
principles ofmorality . 

Then Adler went on to note that corruption ruled the cities. Politi
cians, public officials and judges had all been caught in wrong
doing. Money had been stolen. Politicians paid people to vote for 
them. 

But all efforts at reform will fai~ Adler said, unless the con
science be aroused, the confusion of right and wrong be checked, the 
loftier purposes of our being again be brought powerfully home to 
the hearts ofpeople. 

Still Adler was not certain he wanted to begin a new religion. He 
wanted people of different religions to join and work together, but 
he was not sure that a new religion was needed. 

Although the Society for Ethical Culture was begun, Adler put 
much of his time and hopes into the Free Religious Association. 
This group included religious leaders of various faiths who heard 
Ralph Waldo Emerson's plea for a religion based on ethics alone. 
The members-Unitarians, Quakers, Universalists and Jews-met 
regularly to discuss important issues of the time. In 1878, Adler 
was elected president of the Association. 
W~ talk a great deal, Adler said to them. It is important that we 

understand, but we need to do more. We need to do something. 
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Adler reminded them that talking was not the same as action. He 
asked the group to start local societies which would bring the ideas 
to ordinary people. Then the societies could organize and do some
thing about the problems of poverty and corruption. But the group •refused to act. 

Anna Garlin Spencer became president of the group after Adler 
and she too urged the members to take steps to organize. But like 
Adler, she was rebuffed. At this point. Adler resigned and put his 
efforts into strengthening the Ethical Societies. 

Felix Adler preached for more than forty years. A member of the 
New York Society transcribed all of his Sunday lectures, so there is 
a good record of his thought. Here are some examples: 

You know the difference between a wild flower and a cultivated 
flower, between wild maize such as the Indian found, and the culti
vated com which is one of the great riches of this country. To de
velop grain, instead of leaving it wild, is to raise its food quality to 
the highest possible point. So there are lots of things which run wild 
in human beings; but the notion of Culture, as we have used the 
word in Ethical Culture, is that these wild gifts shall be properly 
developed. 

You will become a meaningful person yourself in the degree that 
you try to bring out the meaning there is in other people, their gifts, 
their fineness. 

How did things come to be as they are? This question we must 
give up as unanswerable, and must tum to the other question, What 
is to be the outcome of it all? No matter what the beginning, we do 
not and cannot know what the beginning was; but what is to be the 
outcome? For upon the outcome we can have some influence. 
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Felix Adler, Ethical Leader 
~elf in the degree that What was this phenomenon in the very poorest neighborhoods in 
ier people, their gifts, New York City? Well-dressed. obviously wealthy men were distrib

uting circulars urging parents to send their young children to a new 
school. What was this strange school; who were these men; what did 

his question we must they care about poor people? 
other question, What No one in New York knew a school like it. Today, we call it a 
the beginning, we do kindergarten. But at that time, before the 1900's, it was a new idea. 
but what is to be the Poor people were encouraged to send their children to the class. 
,me influence. Then, while the parents were at work, the children would be cleaned, 

clothed and fed. What's more, school would be free of charge. 
Adler and his friend Alfred Wolff walked through the slum 

streets, handing out the flier which explained the kindergarten. 
When the school opened that year, six boys and two girls were 
brought by their parents. Since it had no building of its own, the 
school met irva dance studio. 

This school emphasized harmony among it students, teaching 
children how to play together, how to cooperate. Nowadays, most 
schools know that it is important to teach children how to play 
together before teaching them how to read and write. But when the 
free kindergarten began, it was only one of two schools in the entire 
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was a success. The children were happy, the parents were happy; the What Adler saw was the comn 
entire experience had been positive. 

The following year, a first grade was added and another kinder
garten class begun. In this way, adding a grade each year, the 
kindergarten grew into the Workingman's School. In 1902, 
construction began on a building of its own. 

The school attracted much attention. Monied people wanted to 
send their children to it because of the superior education being 
offered. In time, the school admitted children from middle-class and 
wealthy families. But it continued to provide free tuition for chil
dren of poor families. Along with the normal subjects, the school 
taught that children of different backgrounds should know and re
spect each other as people. How much money a person has should 
make no difference in this regard. 

The school continued to grow. The name was changed to the Ethi
cal Culture Schools and included a high school. It added another 
school to train teachers. It introduced new ways of teaching. 
Courses were given in handwork shops and home-making on the 
theory that the work of the hand and the work of the head should go 
together. Thinking and doing belong side by side. 

Now, almost all schools have stages and children put on plays. 
But this was not so at the turn of the century. Percival Chubb, a 
teacher in the school, who later became the leader of the Ethical So
ciety in St. Louis, was the first person to help children put on plays 
at school. He showed how learning could take place through acting 
and drama. 

Adler's interest in children went beyond schools. One winter's 
night he visited a glass factory. It was past midnight, in the drear of 
the cold. In the hot factory, he saw fourteen-year-old boys carrying 
trays of red-hot glass from ovens. They carried the trays quickly to 
the blowers where the glass would be shaped. They had to hurry for 
the glass could not cool before the shaping or it would be ruined. To 
keep the cool air outside, all the windows in the factory were closed 
tight. It was a sweltering room, full of the foul air of chemicals. 

Just look at those boys, the factory superintendent said to 
Adler. Look at their brutal faces. They're good for nothing else but 
this kind of work. And they never will be. 

Adler was upset by what he saw and even more upset by the su
pervisor's comment. First, the boys were brutalized by the work and 
deprived of a chance to improve themselves. Then, they were point
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What Adler saw was the common plight of hundreds of thousands 
of children. In Alabanla mills, 6-year olds worked for 8 hours per day 
for 1O¢ per hour. In factories throughout America, children were 
maimed by industrial accidents. But when Adler saw the conditions 
for himself, he decided to do something about it. He helped start the 
National Child Labor Committee. It brought into the open the 
harmful work, the unhealthy conditions, and criminally long hours 
to which children were subjected, and its efforts effected the first 
reforms in this area. 

At that time, not many were concerned with keeping people 
healthy. Disease was common in the slums. Men, women and chil
dren worked in factories under terrible conditions. Illness and injury 
could be seen everywhere. Adler called together a group of people to 
discuss this problem. The women of the Ethical Society organized a 
visiting nurses group. They went into the tenements to offer nursing 
services. They gave baths, made beds, changed bandages, cooked 
meals and taught mothers how to do these things themselves. Al
though they came from the Ethical Society, no attempt was made to 
have people they helped join the Society. The work was undertaken 
because they felt it was the right thing to do. 

The women in the Society began another project. New York was 
the center of the garment industry. Huge factories droned with the 
noise of sewing machines making clothes. But the workers, mainly 
women, had little skill. Because they were unskilled, they received 
low wages. So in 1902, the women of the Society began the Manhat
tan Trade School for Girls. This school taught not only skills but 
pride in work well done. Their trade, the girls learned, could be an in
dustrial art. This school became very successful and eventually be
came part of the public school system of New York City. 

Adler also spoke out against corrupt politics. He supported 
candidates who he felt were good people and stood for American 
democracy at its best. He worked with a group of people who inves
tigated public corruption and issued reports. One year he served as 
a delegate to the New York State Republican Convention. 

For many years, Adler taught politics and social ethics at Colum
bia University. One year, President Theodore Roosevelt appointed 
him to teach about American life in Germany. Later, he went to 
England to lecture at Oxford University. 

Adler contributed a great deal to the improvement of conditions 
both in America and abroad. His strength and conviction led to the 
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formation of the Ethical Movement, and throughout his adult life he 
carried his work forward. But Adler was not a saint. Like everyone, 
he had weaknesses and faults. At times. he could be rigid or bull
headed. His passion for righteousness sometimes made it difficult • 
for him to accept and forgive the less-than-perfect behavior of an
other person. Some people referred to him as being aloof and cold. 
And for all his insight into the creation of a more just society, he 
could never overcome his bias against women. For many years, the 
Ethical Society in New York did not permit women to join the Soci
ety. It was strictly a man's organization. When women did enter the 
ranks. they were given the tasks usually assigned to women at that 
time-nursing the sick, home-making and such. His one-time ally at 
the Free Religious Association, Anna Garlin Spencer, joined the 
professional leadership of the Ethical Movement at Adler's 
invitation. She remained ten years but finally resigned in frustra
tion. Adler restricted her work primarily to organizing the Society's 
women. 

Every few months, Adler and other leaders of the Ethical 
Movement met together to discuss the meaning of an ethical reli
gion and to study problems of the day. Adler often gave an extem
poraneous talk at this meeting, although he did have notes in his 
pocket. 

One day in April, 1933, Adler came to the meeting. He began his 
talk but lost his place. He took out his notes, looked at them and 
replaced them. He started again but, forgot what he had to say. He 
took the notes out again and once more put them back into his 
pocket. He did this a few more times. Finally, he stopped, took out 
his pocket watch and looked at it. 

Well, he said. I lfuess my time is up. And with that he left the 
room. 

A few days later he died. 
Upon hearing of his death, President Franklin Roosevelt sent this 

letter to Mrs. Adler: 
I express my deep sympathy in the passing of your distinguish

ed husband, Felix Adler. 
Those of us who were privileged to know him have lost a true 

friend and valued adviser. The Nation mourns the passing of a 
profound philosopher, a cultural leader of spiritual force, and a be
loved citizen. 

There is no doubt but that his teachings will continue to be a 
tremendous influenc~ for the good ofmany generations to come. 
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Here are several more examples of Adler's written work . 

Diversity in the creed, unanimity in the deed! This is the practical 
religion from which none dissents. 

We do not share the view that life be a worthless thing. For us the 
clover blows and the violets spring; for us the summer brooks 
murmur their marvelous melodies, and the eternal hills raise their 
solemn testimony; for us the glamor of moonlight and of the still 
stars melt into the dazzling day; and, greater than these, for us the 
sweet accents of tenderness, the thrill of sympathy, the ecstasy of 
truth, the sacred gift of love. Life is grand everywhere if you possess 
it grandly, and read its meanings with a trustful heart. 

The eternal is within thee. Seek it. See it there. 

The vice that underlies all vices is that we are held cheap by 
others, and far worse, that in our inmost souls we think cheaply of 
ourselves. 

I will not be self-deceived. I will look life straight in the eye. 
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Following Adler 
The Salter family moved west to Iowa, then considered the out

lying area of America. They settled in a small town along the Mis
sissippi to be missionaries to the pioneering settlers. In 1853, Wil
liam was born there, raised in the religious home, wanting to be a 
preacher like his father. 

William Salter was only fourteen when he entered college. During 
the course of his studies, he was introduced to the writings of Emer
son. He found Emerson's books stimulating and challenging. He 
had never thought about Christianity in the way that Emerson 
presented it. 

When, upon graduation, Salter was invited to give a commence
ment speech, he used some of Emerson's ideas. He wondered aloud 
about Christianity, questioning its very foundation. 

The trustees of the college, present at the ceremonies and taking a 
dim view of Emerson's point of view, were distinctly upset by tbe 
speech. They considered not giving him his degree despite the fact 
that he was an outstanding student. 

But something happened to Salter that encouraged him to 
continue on his independent path. Although he and his father were 
close, they did not share physical affection often. But as Salter 
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walked down from the platform after giving his talk, his father came 
to him and hugged him. His father's embrace stayed with him 
throughout his life, always there as a source of encouragement. 

After graduation. Salter went first to Yale and then to Harvard 
Divinity School. But soon after completing this work. he became ill 
and it was essential that he give up city life. He needed the outdoors 
and fresh air. So he went west again. this time to the highlands of 
Colorado where he spent one winter herding sheep. In the long days 
on the grassy prairie, and during the clear, starry nights, he thought 
again and again about religion. 

What is it to be religious? he wondered. Why do we have 
religions? _ 

Salter concluded that religion was meant to serve people, not 
people the church or its priests. He wanted to work in that spirit to 
help humanity. But by now he rejected the basis of Christianity and 
this precluded his becoming a minister. The next best thing, he 
thought, would be to devote himself to the study of history and to 
teach. 

One fortuitous day, Salter met Felix Adler. In their conversation, 
Salter mentioned his original desire to become a minister and how 
now he was going to study religious history. 

Join us, Adler responded. We are trying to make a little history 
here. 

So William Salter joined the new ethical movement. As he had 
been outspoken at his graduation at the risk of losing his degree, so 
he continued to speak out as an ethical leader. 

Now the year was 1883 and Salter became the first leader at the 
new Chicago Society for Ethical Culture. This was a period of great 
labor turmoil with factory workers on strike throughout the 
country. In 1886. there was a serious strike in Chicago, with labor
ers demanding shorter hours and higher wages.· Police on horseback, 
swinging clubs, broke up the picket lines in front of the factory. 
Labor leaders then called a meeting to protest the police action. It 
was a large meeting. with many speakers explaining the cause of the 
strikers, calling upon others to support their cause. The meeting 
went peacefully, when suddenly out of nowhere it seemed, a bomb 
exploded. Several people, including a policeman. were killed. 

The organizers and speakers of the meeting were quickly arrest
ed. And fear spread through Chicago. People were afraid of more 
violence. Many people immediately assumed that the dissident 
str,ikers had caused the explosion and wanted the labor leaders 
jailed and put to death. 
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Salter used the Sunday meeting of the Ethical Society to discuss 
this case, which is known as the Haymarket Affair. Salter separated 
labor's demands, with which he did not agree completely, from the ,trial itself. Although he was opposed to violence, he emphasized the 
right of people to speak, even in an unpopular cause. He pointed out 
that no evidence had been presented which proved the labor leaders 
were responsible for the bomb. In a highly charged emotional at
mosphere, they had not received a fair trail. Justice, to be truly just, 
must be fair to everyone, even to those with whom you disagree. 

The labor leaders were sentenced to death. Salter, with a few 
others, walked the streets of Chicago to collect signatures on a peti
tion which was sent to the Governor of Illinois, asking him not to 
execute the prisoners. The petition insisted that the trial had not 
been impartial. 

Support for the petition began to come from around the country. 
Samuel Gompers, President of the American Federation of Labor, 
was one who made a personal visit to the Illinois Governor to ask 
him to spare the prisoners' lives. Gompers was a member of the New 
York Ethical Society and it might have been because of Salter's 
activity that Gompers went to Chicago. 

The petitioning and visitations were only partially successful. The 
Governor changed the sentences of three of the men to life in prison; 
four were hanged. 

In the minds of many people, Salter's work on behalf of the impris
oned men meant that he agreed with everything the condemned 
men had said. The Chicago Society was seen as a place that 
supported labor's cause completely. Both the Society and Salter 
came under verbal attack, with feelings running high. Many 
members left the Society at this time. 

But the Society went about its work. It started a Bureau of 
Justice to help poor people who were in legal difficulty but could not 
afford a lawyer. In New York especially, the great home of immi
grants and refugees, there were groups to help poor people with 
legal advice. But it was a Jewish group to help Jews, an Irish group 
to help the Irish and so forth. The Chicago bureau extended its offer 
to anyone who needed its aid. This group grew into today's Legal 
Aid Society. 

In trying to do something about the problem between workers 
and businessmen, the Society held meetings to bring these two 
groups together. Owners of businesses had their clubs and 
associations. Workers had their unions. But nowhere could they sit 
down together to find out what each was really thinking. The Soci
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ety provided one of the first opportunities for the two groups to 
come together for learning together. 

In his old age, Salter grew deaf and could no longer continue as 
the leader of the Chicago Society. But into the last years of his life, 
he continued to write on behalf of the Ethical Movement. 

From New York to Chicago. Then Philadelphia. The Ethical 
Movement grew from city to city. S. Burns Weston was the first to 
lead the Society in Philadelphia, beginning his career there in 1885. 
He worked his entire adult life at that Society until he died in the 
mid-1930's. 

Weston, like Adler and Salter before him, planned to become a 
minister. He was a farmboy from Maine and his parents and grand
parents before him belonged to the liberal Christian Church. Weston 
went to Antioch College in Ohio, the Harvard Divinity School. He 
entered Harvard the same year that the first Ethical Society be
gan-1876. Because the Society was innovative. newspapers carried 
reports about it. It was through news reports that Weston first 
heard about the Ethical Movement. 

After graduation, Weston became a Unitarian minister in 
Massachusetts. He was a popular minister, well-liked by the church 
members. But during his ministry, he refused to preach about "Je
sus as our Lord and Master." The members did not object but the 
National Unitarian Conference did. They felt that Weston was too 
liberal and decided he could not be a Unitarian minister unless he 
changed his ways. He refused, and was forced to resign from the 
church. 

Weston traveled to New York to meet with Felix Adler and to see 
for himself the work of the Ethical Society. The two men liked each 
other and Weston joined the Ethical Movement. After a few years 
of training, he moved to Philadelphia to serve as an ethical leader. 

The work of the Philadelphia Society followed much like New 
York's. Clubs were organized for people in the poorer sections of the 
city, a school for boys and girls of working families was founded and 
there were study groups to examine the problems of home and work. 

A year after the founding of the Ethical Society in Philadelphia, 
another began on the banks of the Mississippi River, in St. Louis, 
Missouri. Walter Sheldon led this group. Unlike the leaders before 
him, Sheldon did not study to be a minister. He wanted to teach lit
erature,and philosophy. 

Sheldon grew up in Vermont and attended Princeton University 
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lose the sense of an ideal right, to yield it up before a show of 
might-this is the only infidelity, the only atheism we need to fear. 

From S. Burns Weston: The religion of the future must be of and 
for humanity. 

From Walter Sheldon: We shall not reform the world unless we 
are reforming outselves. The most perfect person is never more. than 
halfperfect in comparison with what he might become. There zs not 
a day nor an hour when we do not need to be in the process of inward 
refining. 

It means most of all to be willing to work for an outcome that a 
person will never see, to be willing to walk blindfolde~ all his day~, 
to work for the vision within and go down to death whzle the work zs 
not yet done, while the battle is going on, while not one gleam has 
come to him of the fruits ofhis labors. 
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Later Leaders 

Much of the work of the Ethical Movement was carried out by' 
women. Not very much is known about them since they were more 
active as members of committees than as individual initiators. They 
went about their tasks with great dedication. working not for fame 
but for the pleasure of carrying out important ideals in the commu
nity. They cared more for doing than for writing. But without them 
much of importance would have been left undone. 

Martha Ellis Fischel was representative of the women in the early 
years of the Ethical Movement. Her passion for standing up for her 
beliefs began early in her life. She was born in Jacksonville, Missis
ippi in 1850. the era of the height of slave-holding in the southern 
states. Soon after her family moved to St. Louis, the Civil War 
broke out. The State of Missouri chose to stay with the Union and 
Federal troops took up stations throughout the city. Having been 
raised in what had become the Confederacy. Martha supported the 
southern cause. She made a picket sign and went to the barracks of 
Union soldiers. marched back and forth in front of their head
quarters, protesting their presence in the city-a brave act for a 
twelve-year old in front of an armed camp. 

Later she came to 'realize how unjust slavery had been and 
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changed her belief. But she always maintained her courage. 
Throughout her life she fought for causes that were not popular. For 
example, after the First World War many Americans were in 
prisons because they refused to support the war effort against the 
Germans in Europe. In 1923, she was one of ten signers of a letter to 
President Harding urging amnesty for political war prisoners. 

Martha Fischel was one of the founders of the St. Louis Ethical 
Society and one of its most active members. She organized the 
Society's Self·Culture Hall in which she taught housekeeping and 
cooking to children of wage earners, and later to their mothers. She 
said that this was not to make domestic servants of women but to 
teach them how to make "a happy home." Eventually these classes 
were moved into a public school building and introduced into school 
studies as domestic science. 

In another project, she and other women organized a group to 
lend money to families which were unemployed. From this work 
came the realization that the women needed to be trained to be effec· 
tive. A professor from Washington University in St. Louis provided 
the training for them. Recognizing the importance of this endeavor, 
the university began to offer instruction in the university itself-the 
beginning of the professional school of social work. 

She served as a member of the Board of the St. Louis Ethical 
Society for 16 years, seven of which she was the president. For four 
years, she was President of the American Ethical Union, the na
tional federation of Ethical Societies in the United States. 

When she died at the age of 88, J. Hutton Hynd, then Leader of 
the Society in St. Louis, said Perhaps there is but one word to sum 
up the total bearing ofher spirit, and the word is Courage. It should 
be said that her life bore a striking witness to a certain quality of 
faith that was unique among men and women-faith in human nature. 

A modest, gentle, shy woman is the way some described Anna 
GarIin Spencer. She was also a small woman. But in another way 
she was a giant-a giant in the sense of fighting for the causes she 
believed in, working effectively towards the goals she considered 
important. 

Even in our era it is unusual to find a woman minister. How much 
more unusual in the 19th century. At that time, most women 
worked at home or perhaps as school teachers. But Spencer was not 
content with these limitations. She felt that a woman should be able 
to choose her work just as a man might. 

For several years, Spencer worked with the Free Religious Asso
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ciation while Adler was president of that group. After Adler re
signed in protest of their inaction, Spencer left too. She was then 
appointed a minister in a Unitarian Church in Providence, Rhode 
Island. 

While there, she started a church forum to discuss the important 
problems of the time. This was the first church forum in America. 
She also worked to change laws she thought were harmful. She suc
ceeded, for example, in getting Rhode Island legislators to raise 
from ten to twelve the age at which children could work in local fac
tories. 

In 1903, she joined the professional leadership of the New York 
Society. While there she led many of the social services of the 
Society, getting the members to work in their communities to 
improve conditions. Much of the community work of the Society 
was led by her during this period. 

Under her direction, the Society sponsored a summer school in 
ethics held at the University of Wisconsin. She directed the 
program for three summers. 

Spencer believed in the essential wrongness of war. Other ways of 
settling disputes had to be found. Wars always seemed to produce 
more ill feelings and led to further wars and killing. Because of this 
view, she joined the Women's International League for Peace and 
Freedom, becoming its Vice-President. 

As she grew older and seemed to grow smaller, with her face in 
deep wrinkles and her hair white, she did not stop her work for a 
better world. She spoke forcefully when she saw evil in the world. 
She spoke strongly when she saw misunderstanding. Throughout 
her life she put her thoughts into ethical practice. 

A pacifist is a person who believes in peace, a person convinced 
that violence is wrong and that war should never be allowed. In 
America, the most noted group of pacifists are the Quakers. Be
cause they believe in the holiness of each person, they are against 
killing. And even before the Civil War, they opposed slavery. Many 
Quakers were abolitionists. Yet when the war came they did not 
take up arms to free the slaves, for they saw violence as the greater 
evil. 

While in the United States there have always been people who 
were pacifists, during times of conflict they have been unpopular 
and scorned by the majority of people. Passions run high during 
war· time. During the First World War, Americans believed that 
they were fighting for freedom and that it would be the war to end 
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all wars. Anyone who did not support the military effort was seen as 
a traitor. And the anti-German feelings were so strong that even the 
use of German words in English were removed. For example, people 
did not refer to hot dogs as frankfurters any longer. 

Henry Neumann, the leader of the Ethical Culture Society in 
Brooklyn. carried the double burden. He was a pacifist and he had a 
name of German origin. But Neumann. the leader since 1911, was a 
pacifist before the war and he did not change his mind when the 
fighting began even though he supported the American cause. At 
the Sunday meetings of the Society he explained his positions 
carefully. But there were many members of the Society who thought 
that Neumann was misguided, foolish or maybe even a traitor. They 
did not want to remain members of the Society as long as he was the 
leader. However, others supported him. Some were pacifists them
selves, but most were not. They thought that a person has a right to 
his convictions if they are honestly reached. Neumann was kept on 
as the leader but the Society was seriously split and weakened. 
Neumann did not change his mind in order to save the Society. Nor 
would he remain silent for its sake. The Society managed to survive 
the crisis. 

Neumann took a similar stand during WWII. He abhorred the 
Nazis. But still he objected to war. Being a pacifist in the Second 
World War was even more unpopular than it had been during the 
First. 

During WWII, not only were people anti-German but also anti
Japanese. After the attack on Pearl Harbor, most Japanese
Americans living on the West Coast-even those who were born in 
this country and native-born American citizens-were removed 
from their homes to detention camps inland. They were jailed. not 
because of a crime they had commited, but because their ancestors 
came from Japan. Neumann sympathized with the imprisoned 
Japanese-Americans. Throughout the war years he visited the 
detention camps in the Dakotas, talked to prisoners, offering 
encouragement and teaching some classes in literature. He felt that 
it was important to let them know that not everyone thought they 
were enemies. He wanted them to know that someone cared. 

Taking these unpopular stands might make Henry Neumann 
seem like a tough man. In fact, he was nearly the opposite. People 
who knew him talked about him as though he were their friendly 
uncle. He told jokes, made up funny stories and had a wonderful 
sense C?f humor. He enjoyed children. When he went to visit a family 
and the adults would gather in a room to talk, someone would notice 
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that Neumann was gone. They could be sure to find him upstairs in 
the children's room. He would be there, the little ones laughing. In 
his hand he held his false teeth. making them move up and down as 
if they were talking in his hand. 

Neumann's family was Jewish but his father had turned from 
orthodoxy. Whatever religious instruction he received came from 
his grandfather who followed Jewish observances rigidly. Neumann 
felt the need to be religious but he did not believe in the Jewish 
rituals. At the City College of New York, Neumann found his 
religion in the Ethical Movement. While a senior at the college, he 
attended some of the meetings at the Ethical Society in downtown 
Manhattan. Aside from going to meetings, he led a boy's club there. 
Neumann found his religious inspiration by working with people 
and coming to understand the connection between ethics and 
religion. 

Throughout the United States people remembered Neumann for 
his warmth, good humor, sincerity and faith in people. He died in 
1966, after more than fifty years of service as the leader of the 
Brooklyn Ethical Society. 

I 
Martha Fischel seems to have left no written record and there is 

only a smattering of work to be found by Anna Garlin Spencer. 
However, Neumann left much that was written. Here are some 
quotes which are typical of his thought: 

I There is a presence and a power which we sometimes call the true 
person within the person. We see this worth when we protest 

I 	 against neglect and inhumanities. We see it when in spite of 
poverty, or sickness, or mistreatment from others, or from their own 
moral lapses men and women rally themselves and act like high
grade people. 

Democracy and political life cannot be a game to be played. It is 
the loom on which is woven the fabric of the whole human story. The 
threads are essentially not those of policy but of integrity, of point 
of view, of value and of standard. This is what we are in danger of 
losing if we become cynical. 

To all people over 70 I advise this: Work for a good cause which is 
not accepted by millions. Second, be more than resigned to become a 
predecessor. Third, associate actively with the younger. They will 
add to your amusement, your knowledge, your stamina. Don't 
grumble when they add to your work. 
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If age does not of itself bring greater wisdom, neither does youth. 
Both periods are just special chances to go on learning, above all 
learning, working, then learning some more-together. 

Anna GarIin Spencer wrote, May it not be that human beings of 
the mothe1'-sex who have paid and still must pay a price, by one, for 
each single life and who have at the same time always held and still 
be held supreme builders of the social fabric, shall lead the race 
toward the solution of the spiritual problem ofdemocracy? 

The social education of women must make them able to give birth 
to a new social idealism. 
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John Lovejoy Elliott 
The Nazis had taken over Germany a.nd Austria. They exercised 

their ruthless power over much of central Europe. Although America 
was not yet at war, many Americans were concerned about the fate 
of people under Hitler's rule. 

A seventy-year-old man packed his suitcases in New York. He set 
off for Europe, not on vacation but on a rescue mission. Two leaders 
of the Vienna Ethical Society were imprisoned. And John Lovejoy 
Elliott was on his way to see if he could have them released. 

Early in 1938, Hitler's army invaded Austria. Almost immediate
ly they established their control over the country. There would be no 
more free press or free speech. Everything would have to be done the 
Nazi way. Within the first weeks after the take-over, the Germans 
shut down the Ethical Society in Vienna. They removed all the 
books from the office and destroyed them. And they arrested the 
two Austrians who led the Ethical Society. 

A letter arrived in New York, written to the leadership of the 
Ethical Society there. It explained the fate of the two men. Elliott 
left on the rescue mission. 

He went to Vienna, then to Berlin, the German capital, where he 
met with top Nazi offiCials. He waited. Would the men be murdered? 
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Would they be kept in jail? What about their families? After two 
long weeks, the Nazis sent word that the men would be set free. 
They and their families could leave the country. 

Did Elliott give the Nazis money to free the prisoners? Did he 
convince them during his conversation? He never fully explained 
what happened in Germany during his visit. In any case, a few 
months later Elliott met the leaders and their families at the dock in 
New York. 

John Elliott was accustomed to living life dangerously. His father 
had commanded a regiment for the Union army during the Civil 
War. Although as an adult, Elliott opposed all war for whatever 
reason, he respected his father for fighting to help free the slaves. 
His mother's parents had been active in the Underground Railway 
which helped slaves escape to freedom in the North and in Canada. 
Elliott knew that sometimes the price for doing what you believe 
could be your life. Before the Civil War, his uncle defended the rights 
of slaves to be free. He said that slavery was wrong and published 
a newspaper expressing these views. One night a mob attacked his 
print shop and killed him. 

Elliott's parents were not church-goers. They did not accept re
ligious traditions. Instead of Bible stories, they told the children 
about Jefferson, Lincoln and Paine. While these stories inspired 
him, he felt t~ something was missing. He wanted more than that. 
He wanted a religion to which he could dedicate himself, but he 
could not join any of the established churches. 

Elliott left his Illinois home to attend college at Cornell in New 
York. He chose that college partly because it was one of the few at 
the time that did not have a minister as president. Also, students 
did not have to attend religious services each week as they did in 
most other colleges. 

College was not easy for Elliott, who was a poor student. He 
found his studies difficult. Although he was popular with other 
students, he struggled with himself. What would he do with his 
life? What sort of work could he do after graduation? 

Then he heard Felix Adler. Adler had come to the college to talk 
about the Ethical Movement and Elliott attended that lecture. He 
listened to Adler tell of the religion he headed in New York. Join to
gether, Adler said. Let us promote the brotherhood and sisterhood 
of all people. We can study the problems of the world and work to
gether to build a better world based on a religion of ethics. 

Then Adler added something that struck home to Elliott. Adler 
called for a new profession. It would be like the clergy-the rabbis, 
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priests, ministers and pastors-yet it would be different. It would 
not require its members to believe in God in the way religions usual
ly taught. First and foremost would be the need for human beings to 
treat one another in the best way. 

Elliott had not heard of the Ethical Movement before that talk. 
He was impressed that Adler, rather than attacking the old ways, 
wanted to build a new foundation for people to live better and more 
harmoniously. 

The next year another Ethical leader came to Cornell to talk 
about the Ethical Movement. This was Stanton Coit, who led the 
Society in London. Coit called for people to unite to fight the evils of 
the world. At that point, Elliott knew he wanted to join the Ethical 
Movement as one of its leaders. 

After graduation, Elliott joined Adler. Like other leaders before 
him, he went to German universities to further his studies. Then he 

I: 	 returned to New York to begin his new career. 
As part of his training for leadership, Elliott spent time with the If 

!i visiting nurses. He went from apartment to apartment seeing for 
" 

I 

himself what happened to people who were poor, what happened to 
people who could not afford to pay for doctors or hospitals. Elliott 
saw the lives of the poor, the diseased, the disabled. He went into 
houses that had no light for there were no windows, houses that had 
no running water, apartments that were cold becallse the family 
could not pay for heat. 

I 
r He was deeply moved by this experience. He felt that he had to be 

part of these people, not someone who stood aside handing down 
advice. Elliott, who could afford to live anywhere in the city, chose 

! 	 to move into a tenement on the West Side of Manhattan. The area, 
still known as Chelsea, was a wild place full of crime, poverty and dis
ease. Garbage piled in the streets. Rats abounded in people's apart
ments. 

This was one of the poorest, most neglected parts of the city, 
filled with dirt and grime, apartment houses with more people than 
was safe, filthy, empty lots, freight yards and bars. People slept on 
streets, too drunk to wander home. Children played on the streets 
because there were no playgrounds. 

Into this area moved John Elliott. He had an apartment that had 
no bathtub so he washed in a large pan instead. He lived no better 
than anyone else. And despite much crime in the neighborhood 
Elliott did not lock the door to his apartment. He liked people, h~ 
trusted people, and he became a good neighbor to those in Chelsea. 

Elliott loved children. As he walked the area, children came to 
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know and like him. He saw that the older children had no place to 
play, so he rented some rooms to form a club house. At first, the 
children were suspicious. What a strange thing for someone to do! 
They didn't know what to expect. But they came and soon the club 
rooms became popular. Discussion groups, drama groups and physi
cal exercise classes filled the rooms. The empty courtyard behind 
the building was made into a playground. 

Adults came to respect Elliott also. Groups were started for old 
people. There was a mothers' group. 

None of this was easy going. One day someone threw a piano out 
the window. The pool table was also a victim. Fights broke out. 
Books were destroyed, windows broken. 
..But things went on. More clubs were started. Finally, the groups 
Jomed together to form the Hudson Guild. Within five years, the 
Guild bought its own building and was an established settlement 
house. 

Elliott did not try to give people gifts. He wanted people to re
spect themselves. They could have self-respect only if they learned to 
do things for themselves successfully. 

He believed that people could join together to change their living 
conditions and work at Hudson Guild proved him right. People 
who felt defeated and hopeless before found that they could change 
things. They became their own leaders. Sewing, piano and folk 
dancing classes were given. They operated their own kindergarten. 
They taught carpentry. They hired a visiting nurse. In her first 
month of work the nurse visited 129 people. 

The people of Chelsea ran the Guild themselves. Elliott was the 
Headworker but that was because the people chose him. Elliott 
helped them write a constitution which gave them the power to re
move him if they no longer wanted him. Guild members learned to 
help each other out in times of trouble. They worked together when 
a family did not have enough heat or had no fuel during the winter 
months. 

People began to think of Chelsea as their own. The fact that they 
had some control over what happened there gave them the pride to 
want to make things work. They banded together and went to City 
Hall. The City government finally tore down some of the worst slum 
buildings and built a play ground and public bathhouse. The city 
erected an apartment house, showing that buildings could be made 
more liveable. New laws were passed. The garbage was collected 
more often; the area was made cleaner and healthier. 

By 1940, Hudson Guild convinced the city to tear down all the 
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houses except the Hudson Guild building itself. In its place, new 
apartments were built for the residents. 

Elliott died before he saw the new houses. But they were built. 
And they were named after him: The John L. Elliott Housing 
Project. When Elliott died, Mayor La Guardia came to speak at his 
funeral service. There, he called Elliott New York's Good Neighbor 
No. I. 

John Elliott was untiring in his efforts to help people and get 
them to help themselves. During the First World War, young men 
who did not believe in war often were put in jail for their beliefs. 
Elliott visited them in prison. From this experience, a group of 
people came together to try to protect the rights of such men. This 
group expanded into the American Civil Liberties Union. He helped 
found the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People; he taught ethics classes at the Ethical Culture School; he 
visited Sunday School classes, addressed the Society on Sunday 
mornings, and performed weddings. funerals and welcoming cere
monies for infants. 

If you go to the site of the Elliott Housing Project at Tenth Ave
nue and 26th Street in Manhattan, you will find a plaque on a wall. 
It reads: 

1868·1942 
To The Memory Of 

John Lovejoy Elliott 
Whose Faith In People of All Races And Religions 

With Whom He Lived 
And His Insight Into Their Problems, Struggles And Hopes 

Inspired His Devoted Efforts To Achieve A Better Life 
For His Neighbors 

When Elliott spoke or wrote, he did it for the average person. 
Here are some of the things which he said: 

I have known many good people who believed in God. I have 
known many good people who did not believe in God. But I have 
never known a human being who was good who did not believe in 
people. 

It is my belief that the will the people is a good wil~ that in spite 
of the errors there is power, ability, and will to right human wrongs. 

Unselfish work is the sure means of victory. 
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Friendship is a gift of the gods, a give and take; but if you ac
complish anything with your enemies, it is a tremendous piece of 
work in itself. If you overcome your aversion, that means a great 
deaL 

I believe that the best act one friend can perform for another is to 
hold him up to a genuine standard of fineness. 

Children should grow up in an atmosphere where people work and 
laugh. The best you can do for them is to be something yourself. 

It is immoral to make an example of one person for the effect on 
somebody else. 

If you can have the knowledge that all the best things you be
lieved in when you were young are really true and can see what once 
was a dream become reality, then it is a grand thing to grow old. 

The only thing I have found worth living for, and working for, and 
dying for, are love and friendship. 
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The Ethical Movement Abroad 
By the latter part of the 19th century, Ralph Waldo Emerson's 

writings were well known. A professor of English at Amherst Col
lege in Massachusetts was especially intrigued. Like many others, 
he was impressed with Emerson's desire to build an ethical religion. 

One day he talked to a friend about Emerson's idea. Not only did 
his friend know about Emerson's dream. He knew about the founda
tion of such a group. 

You ought to hear Felix Adler, the radical! he was told. He is 
doing the very thing of which you are dreaming. 

The thought that Emerson's idea was in the making thrilled Stan
ton Coit. He immediately set out for New York. On the following 
Monday, at nine o'clock in the morning, he rang the bell to Felix 
Adler's home. He hadn't waited for an invitation to visit Adler; he 
couldn't wait for that. He wanted to meet Adler as soon as he could. 

When Adler came to the door, Coit said, Dr. Adler, I have decided 
to be an Ethical Lecturer. 

We can imagine Adler's surprise at the brash announcement. But an 
Ethical Leader Coit did become. 

He worked in New York for several years, mainly in poor 
neighborhoods, organizing clubs much as John Elliott did years 
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later. But Coit did not stay in New York for long. With other leaders 
settled in Chicago, St. Louis and Philadelphia, Coit sailed for 
London. This was the first Ethical Society outside the United 
States. Soon the Movement spread to Austria, Germany, Switzer
land, Japan and New Zealand. Throughout the world, people who 
felt that the basis of a good life can be found in ethics formed 
societies. 

The group in England became active in trying to improve the 
working conditions of the laborer. It developed close ties with the 
Labour Party in that country. One socialist speaker said, The 
Ethical Movement must become the religion of the Labour 
Movement. One member of the London South Place Ethical Society 
became the Prime Minister of Great Britain. This was J. Ramsay 
MacDonald. 

Another member, who became president of the Society, had been 
born on a poor farm in England. As a young boy he had to go out to 
work. He found employment first as a bricklayer, then emptying 
pots in local bars. For many years he was unemployed, not being 
able to find work of any sort. 

Harry Snell never forgot his experience of poverty. He became 
active in politics and won a seat in Parliament. He fought for the 
rights of the poor from that position. Later, the King of England 
made him a Lord. He was once appointed by the Crown to go to 
Palestine to try to settle disputes between Jews and Arabs. For a 
while, he served as chairman of the London County Council, a 
position similar to mayor of an American city. 

While the Ethical Movement in England involved itself deeply 
with politics, it took a turn which made it closer to the church that 
Emerson envisioned. Coit developed a book full of songs and a kind 
of prayer without reference to the supernatural. The London Ethical 
Society filled with song and poetry, ceremony and pomp. 

An astronomer started the society in Berlin. Wilheim Foerster, at 
the age of fifty-nine, founded the Society there in 1892. He retired 
from his career of star-gazing and turned his attention to ethical 
work. Arthur Pfungst, who had begun an adult education center for 
working people, joined him. 

At this time, Rudolph Penzig lived in Switzerland. He was a Ger
man citizen-a school teacher-but had been forced out of his coun
try. In his classes. he made known his belief that a person did not 
have to worship a supernatural being in order to lead a good life. For 
that, the authorities forced him from the school. He could never hold 
a teaching position in Germany again. For ten years he lived in 
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Afterward 
The following is a version of a statement written by Ethicill 

Leaders in 1916: 
We hold that this imperfect being, the person, must ever seek her 

higher self: that there is astir in each individual an upward-tending 
power, hidden now in part, but destined through constant endeavor 
to be more and more revealed. 

We hold that we who live today are heirs of the world's teachers, 
seers, and sages, and there is not one time in which the truth is re
vealed but that people continue to find new truths. 

The better world we look for will come not merely through better 
social conditions but with the aid of truer ideals of truth and more 
just ideals of justice which shall appear as the years unfold. 

We hold that the end for which each individual exists on earth is. 
as far as human nature can permit, to change from a selfish being 
into a generous one, and of a selfish human society into a co
operative one. 

We hold a faith that each person counts, that each human being is 
important and cannot be replaced. We respect the natural world and 
all its creatures. 

This is the challenge: for each to make life better for all. 
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