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Introduction

“I shall not be imprisoned in that grave where you are to bury my body.  I shall be 
diffused in great Nature, in the soil, in the air, in the sunshine, in the hearts of those 
who love me, in all the living and flowing currents of the world. . . .  [ I ] go back 

into this vast, wonderful, divine cosmos.”¹
~John Burroughs

In the month of April one year before the birth of John Muir in Scotland, a child 
was born in the Catskill Mountains of New York who, like Muir, would grow to 
love the lessons of Nature and sing the praises of Nature to inspire generations.  
His name was John Burroughs (1837-1921).  Maybe it was fitting that this 
influential naturalist would die, in his eighty-third year, on a train returning to his 
East Coast home from California on the West.  He was a man who spanned 
distances in life and in death.  Friend of Muir, he also became a companion to 
Theodore Roosevelt, Thomas Edison and Henry Ford.  His writing delighted 
everyone from schoolchildren to the Queen of England.  His books on Nature, 
numbering nearly thirty from 1867 to his death in 1921, covered birds and 
mammals, trees, seasons, botany, philosophy, religion, camping with Roosevelt and 
much more.

Given his family history one might wonder how it came about that John Burroughs 
was an adventuring naturalist on the open fields of ideas. He emerged from a 
pioneering stock of farmers with plows digging all the way back to his great-great 
grandparents. His grandfather Eden cleared land and built a log house in the 
backwoods near Roxbury, New York about 1795.  Eden was a sweat-of-the-brow 
Baptist whose bible was always close at hand.  John Burroughs’ father, Chauncey 
(b. 1803) was also a pure-bred Baptist who only read the bible and religious 
literature, never said “Thank You” in his life, and “was quite unconscious of the 
beauties of nature” (Our Friend John Burroughs). One of Chauncey Burroughs’ 
greatest fears was that his son John, who showed such a love for books, would 
become a Methodist minister.  His mother Amy (b. 1808) was the tenth child in her 
Irish family and had ten children of her own.  Though uneducated, she worked 
harder on the farm than anyone, was a brooding Baptist and, because she was not 
interested in reading, never read any of her son’s books. Apart from the religious 
zeal of immediate family, there were several well-educated, ordained clergy in the 



Burroughs clan.  In 1692 The Rev. George Burroughs, a Harvard graduate, was, for 
some reason, hanged during the witch trials in Salem.  A cousin of John 
Burroughs’ father, The Rev. John C. Burroughs graduated from Yale and became 
the first president of Chicago University. Stephen Burroughs was “a renegade 
preacher” in the 1700s and there were other relatives who became preachers in the 
next century.  Perhaps with this rich and fertile field as his background it may not 
appear quite as strange that John Burroughs the Nature writer would be grounded 
in soil as well as religion.  The sage of Slabsides (the rustic cabin he built in the 
woods of upstate New York) revealed an intimacy with Nature and the great 
questions that arise from that intimate relation—a delighted curiosity that often tills 
the seedbeds of heretical religion. 

Burroughs did not avoid the trail of controversy.  He sparred with Muir, critiqued 
other writers such as Emerson, Thoreau, William Long and Ernest Thompson 
Seton, and he audaciously rattled the orthodoxy of his day by not just publishing a 
book on Walt Whitman but lauding him as “the greatest incarnation of mind, heart 
and soul”—“the Poet of the Cosmos” (Accepting the Universe--AU).   Later in life 
his works on religion, which he respected as “spiritual attraction,” a feeling of “the 
mystery and spirituality of the universe,” took on an almost prophetic tone.  It was 
clear to Burroughs: religion was waning, declining before the light of reason, of 
science and natural philosophy. 

It is exactly this rich composting of spirituality and nature that attracts the attention 
of contemporary readers.  We are enticed by Burroughs’ somewhat novel 
naturalistic philosophy.  He presents us with his own migrations, peregrinations 
really, across verdant lands usually left to professional philosophers and 
theologians (he once said that the most valuable elements of his books, primarily 
the feeling and love he expressed in them, came from his mother Amy and it was 
her side of the family—the Kellys—whose “meditative kind” of religion was the 
proper balance for the intellectual depth of his father’s side). Burroughs brings his 
experienced scientific senses into a deep dialogue with explorers of ideas.  With his 
naturalist’s eye wide open, he treks about the great questions of life and the 
universe, drawing us into the migratory current, the tidal flow of all things, toward 
an acceptance of the cosmos and an emergence from the dark, ignorant past into an 
illuminated present (hence his books Accepting the Universe and The Light of 
Day).  Through his natural sermons, delivered from the rough-hewn pulpit carved 
with his own pioneer-and-preacher ancestry, he offers us a fundamentally positive 
hopefulness—a spirituality we can homestead, in the great house of the universe.



The natural world presented Burroughs with a perpetual tide of ideas.  For him, 
Nature was a vast classroom of wonder displaying lessons for the scientist and for 
the philosopher.  In Field and Study (1919) he wrote, “To find an interest in natural 
history one must add something more than the fact, one must see the meaning of 
the fact.” The only way to discover this meaning is to leap into the woodsy 
classroom.  “The wild life around one becomes interesting the moment one gets 
into the current of it. . .” (FS). Significantly, this naturalist launched his scientific 
mind deep enough into that current to be carried along into the wilds of spiritual 
thought as well.  

Burroughs is both intriguing and disturbing in his dismantling of modern religion.  
He is equally radical in the organic, living, breathing replacement for the old 
theologies.  His perceptive scientific mind pushed him to take on the most sensitive 
issues of faith.  Yet Burroughs had no interest in founding some new religion.  He 
said that one who attempted that would just as well get crucified.  While he 
understood that the masses of people “are not yet prepared for a religion based 
upon natural knowledge alone” he was confident that “the time is surely 
coming” (The Light of Day--LD).

What Burroughs recognized and passionately urged us toward (echoing Thoreau, 
Emerson, Fuller, Whitman, Muir and others) was an open air religious sense driven 
by reason, science and an enlightened divine ideal.  For us to grow up and be 
healthier as a human community we must, in Burroughs’ mind, abandon the God of 
the Puritans, and Calvinism in particular—a deity who was “a monster too terrible 
to contemplate” (LD). Burroughs was pleased that even in his time, large numbers 
of people were coming to understand that “the earth is divine, and that God is 
everywhere” (FS). Of course, what Burroughs meant by “God” sets the context for 
the whole discussion.

The writings of this spiritual fieldguide direct the reader to a serious rethinking of 
divinity.  That which is divine or sacred, must begin and end with the Cosmos. For 
Burroughs the seminal question becomes “Is there an outside to the Cosmos, a 
beyond?” (FS). His response is as open as the blue sky, as far-reaching as the 
Hubble telescope:  “We accept Nature as we find it, and do not crave the 
intervention of a God that sits behind and is superior to it” (AU). There is no one 
who “sits apart from Nature” to rule, judge or determine anything.  Ultimately this 
means, “When we see [humanity] as a part of Nature, we see [humanity] as a part 
of God” (AU). There is no beyond, no Other, no outside.  There is only what is, 
and we call this Nature, Cosmos, the Universe, and sometimes we name it God.



To call this collection from a cross-section of Burroughs’ work “meditations” 
might make old John smile.  Truth is, these represent my meditations on 
Burroughs’ “spiritual side.”  The irony is, he believed as well as I, that spirit and 
matter are not exclusive nor are they anything but identical.  It is as much science 
as it is spirituality to say, “We are all made of one stuff. . .vegetable and animal, 
man and woman, dog and donkey” and the secret to this is “in the way the 
molecules and atoms of our bodies take hold of hands and perform their mystic 
dances in the inner temple of life” (The Breath of Life). Maybe meditation begins 
and ends with this understanding.  Since meditation is not a religious practice so 
much as a thoughtful disposition of active waiting, listening, awareness of what is 
present before the senses (including the sense of Reason), meditation is an apt 
forest in which to view the heart of John Burroughs.  Here we taste the water in a 
stream, look on the glory of mountains, listen to the birdsongs, touch the bark of 
ancient wood, all while reminded of the relations, the universal context in which 
we live and move and have our being.  What we read is not chicken soup but chili 
and brew for the soul.  

John Burroughs draws an audience but he deserves more.  He was an exemplar of 
inquisitive thinking and simple living—the prerequisites for honest, grounded 
natural spirituality.  He will be fully honored when we become active participants 
in the simple and honest life, in our own emergence out of myopic ignorance, when 
we take our own evolution seriously enough to step out into the light of day, to 
accept the universe in some sense as he perceived that universe.  We ought to 
honor this reasonably simple naturalist not because his vision was higher than ours 
or his scientific religion superior.  On the contrary.  Burroughs, like all great and 
lasting spiritual explorers, merely opened the doors of the old religions to point a 
lighter, more accessible way.  Not an easier path but more illumined.  To venture 
along his path, and discover our own, we need only leave the gods of our own 
making behind to smolder in the dark, to saunter free in the fresh air and limitless 
landscapes of this divine cosmos with Nature as our abiding companion.
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