CHAPTER ONE

Unitarian Social Gospel and the Foundations
of Hindu Modernism

ON September 28, 1833, a fu-

neral sermon was delivered for a Bengali by a prominent British
Unitarian in the port city of Bristol on the west coast of England.
Rammohun Roy had died a day earlier while visiting the Carpenter
estate in Stapleton Grove. The Reverend Lant Carpenter, who had
known of Rammohun and his work for fifteen years, spoke with
great depth of feeling about the career of the “enlightened
Brahmin from the British capital of Hindustan” who was “un-
doubtedly a Unitarian.” “My heart is with the Unitarians,” the
Bengali had told Carpenter often.! _

The Unitarianism that in Carpenter’s mind linked Rammohun
to his British counterparts represented a new and radical approach
to religion, society, and ethics. It was a pioneering faith that
emerged out of the changing conditions of the nineteenth-century
world. It challenged many of the religious presuppositions of the
traditional societies of Eurasian civilizations. Though Unitarianism
was never a mass movement, the implications of its protest had
far-reaching effects among the modernizing intelligentsia in India.
Three simple though radical ideas for the time (1815 to 1835) pro-
vided the link between the enlightened few in Calcutta and the en-
lightened few in England and the United States.

The first was liberal religion, or the substitution of a rational
faith for the prevailing popular religions of the world, which, they
thought, increasingly curtailed the freedom of human beings by
enslaving them to mechanical rituals, irrational myths, meaningless
superstitions, and other-worldly beliefs and values. The second was
the idea of social reform, or emancipation in which all known
penalized classes and groupings such as workers, peasants, and
women were to be elevated through education and the extension of
civil rights to participate fully in the benefits of modermn civilization.
Finally, there was the idea of universal theistic progress, or the no-
tion that the perfectability of mankind could be achieved by joining
social reform to rational religion.
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“Though dead,” said Lant Carpenter of Rammohun Roy, “he yet
speaketh and the voice will be heard impressively from the tomb.”
That voice, which still can be “heard by his intelligent Hindoo
friends,” will continue to express the Unitarian credo:

[t may excite them to renewed and increased effort to carry on
the work of intellectual and moral improvement among their
countrymen: to diffuse the pure light of religion which his writ- .
ings contain, among those who are yet debased and supersti-
tious; to give the advantages of a wise education to the young and
uninformed to rise themselves and teach others to rise, above the
narrow prejudices of caste and sex; and thereby weaken that
thraldom which so much intercepts the progress of truth and vir-
tue; and elevate by knowledge . . . those who may thus be the
friends and companions of the present generation and whose
early instruction and training will so much promote the welfare
of the next.?

One tragic aspect ot Rammohun’s death was that it precluded a
meeting with American Unitarians whom he admired, and with
whom he had hoped to establish closer ties for coordinated Unitar-
ian programs on an international scale. One, William Ellery Chan-
ning, whom a Unitarian later called the “Rammohun Roy of
America,”® was, since the revolt of 1815, a leading spokesman of
liberal Unitarianism in the United States. According to Lucy Aiken,
who corresponded with Channing from England and who had
met Rammohun at various social gatherings in London, Ram-
mohun had spoken to her on September 6, 1831, “of ending his
days in America.” “I have just seen the excellent Rammohan Ray,”
she wrote, “and he speaks of visiting your country . . . and to know
you would be one of his first objects.” After Rammnhun s death
(October 23, 1833), she recorded sadly to Channing that “Ray has
been frustrated of one of his cherished hopes, that of seeing you
face to face, either in this or the other hemisphere.™

The second American Unitarian with whom Rammohun evi-
dently had long years of correspondence was Joseph Tuckerman.®
Indeed, the reason why Rammohun came to Stapleton Grove as
the house guest of Lant Carpenter was to discuss preliminary mat-
ters in anticipation of Tuckerman’s visit to England in 1833, when
the Unitarian representatives of three cultures were to meet and
discuss a common program of social action.

The ideology of liberal Unitarianism was slowly emerging from
~ the parallel experiences of like-minded individuals in Boston, Bris-
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tol; and Calcutta. Channmg who was Rammohun’s cqual as an in-
ventive and versatile genius, did not begin his revolt against the es-
tablished church until 1815, when he was thirty-five years old.® The
main target within orthodoxy for the Harvard-trained Unitarian
liberals such as Channmg, Emerson, and Parker was Calvinist reli-
gion and ethics, with its stress on man’s damnation and God’s
vengeance through the eternal fires of hell, as well as the notion of
the predestined election of a privileged few. In orthodox Chris-
tianity generally, Channing and others repudiated all forms of re-
ligious revelation, the doctrine of Trinity, and those aspects of
popular religious behavior that prohibited the human being from
achieving that “sense of unity with God"” experienced only by those
dedicated “to a life of reason.””

Most probably, however, the most radical departure in the
thought of Channing and other Unitarians was not on the level of
theology and religion. Though it is true that the abandonment of
revelation for intuition led Unitarians into the mystical realms of
monism and transcendentalism, when modified by reason and a
constructive social philosophy this led not to other-worldliness but
to intellectual emancipation. In fact, the general Unitarian outlook
was itself a reflection of a new social conscience and consciousness.

According to one biographer, Channing was “not content to
preach an arid religion from the moral isolation of the pulpit, but
sought to realize his Christian ideals in the market place of daily
living.”® In an important sermon entitled “Religion, a Social Prin-
ciple,” he referred to “progressive religion,” which purifies men's
minds by stressing “good done to others.” “Religion was no private
affair, between man and his maker,” he said, “nor was it a secret to
be locked up in our hearts.” Rather, religion is to be “communi-
cated, shared, strengthened by sympathy and enjoyed in common
with all.”®

The underlyin g assumptiun of the new social gospel of Unitar-
ianism is contained in a ﬂmple sentence by Channing, which was
radical for the time he lived in: “every human being has a right to
all the means of improvement which society can afford.” Like most
Unitarians, Channing was a staunch abolitionist, and believed that
“never will man be honored till every chain is broken.”’° He ex-
pressed a strong sympathy with those oppressed by colonialism,'!
and in 1840 he viewed his own work in establishing night schools
for workers as the start of a “social revolution.” As he put it, “I see
in it a repeal of the sentence of degradation passed by ages on the
mass of mankind. I see in it the dawn of a new era, in which it will















































































































