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"Muir was a liberal also in his religious views. Turning from orthodoxy, he “worshipped all Nature, God’s 
works,” one of his daughters [Helen] explained; “the laws of Nature were only another way of saying the 
laws of God.”  That fusion of nature and God was not a static order created by a distant Great Mind. 
“God” for Muir was a deliberately loose and imprecise term referring to an active, creative force 
dwelling in, above, and around nature. Continuously animated by that divine force, every part of the 
natural world was in constant flux—the earth moving under foot, glaciers flowing down mountainsides, 
plants and animals evolving and spreading. Always the flux was purposeful. Always it moved toward 
beauty. Always and everywhere it was holy. 


Nature for Muir, and for other men and women throughout the modern period, was the name given to 
that part of the world that we humans did not create, that we do not manage, and that can and will 
survive our extinction. Nature was seldom imagined as a world completely free of human presence or 
influence—even the phrase “pristine nature” was more relative than absolute. Nature, Muir believed, 
included humans just as any community includes all of its inhabitants. But he made this critical 
distinction: while we cannot live without the forces and creatures of the nonhuman world, they can live 
without us. There is more to the world than humankind and its artifacts.”


*   *   *


"How Muir struggled to find his own voice as a rebel against orthodoxy and tradition, how he became 
part of a struggle for liberal principles that went on across all the world’s oceans and political 
boundaries, is a story that has never been fully told. He met and befriended humble people of every 
sort but also some of the most powerful men of his day, forcing him to reconcile dreams of economic 
success with saving the beauty and integrity of the natural world. He explored some of the most 
remarkable wild places on the planet, always trying to see those places with the eyes of a naturalist but 
always worrying about falling into the trap of a coldly scientific analysis. He worked hard at becoming a 



writer who could effectively explain and defend nature to the public, when he would rather be climbing 
some remote peak. Against the grain of his own desire and temperament, he tried to become a 
reformer of society. Through all those ordeals, he lived a life constantly driven by intense feelings. The 
intensity of his feelings made him one of the most celebrated figures of his day, but they also plunged 
him into conflicts that no man could easily resolve.”


*   *   *


"The Romantic Movement began in the eighteenth century with the French philosopher Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and others spreading anti-civilization ideas into the everyday lives of thousands on both 
sides of the Atlantic. Muir may have absorbed some of its spirit through his mother’s efforts at poetry or 
from other informal sources difficult to determine; his sisters and brothers all grew up sharing to some 
extent that desire to get back, at least occasionally, to nature. For all of them, but Muir especially, it was 
the popular Scottish poet Robert Burns (1759–1796) who was the most decisive Romantic influence on 
their youth. As Muir wrote in a late tribute, “On my lonely walks I have often thought how fine it would 
be to have the company of Burns. And indeed he was always with me, for I had him by heart. . . . 
Wherever a Scotsman goes, there goes Burns.”


*   *   *


"What Wordsworth put in simple, accessible, and moving words was a new religion that made nature 
the source of revelation. Put aside your old creeds and dogmas, your theories and libraries, he invited, 
and go to the mountains. There you will find answers to your most fundamental questions: what is good 
or evil? How should humans live? Does God exist? Nature says yes to the last question, but no to a 
deity conceived in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Instead, nature gives “a sense sublime / Of something 
far more deeply interfused . . . a spirit, that impels / All thinking things, all objects of thought / And rolls 
through all things.” Was that spirit located above and beyond, or was it located within nature, 
Wordsworth asked himself, but it was a question he never resolved.” 




*   *   *


"One widely approved way of serving God and humankind in the Scottish and Scottish American mind 
was to invent labor-saving machines, much as James Watt had done back in Glasgow. Muir discovered 
he had a talent for inventing that could win applause from the community, albeit not from [his father] 
Daniel, who regarded physical labor as divinely ordained and devices for evading that labor as the 
devil’s playthings. Pride in one’s ingenuity was for the father a form of sin, and his son seemed stuffed 
with pride—“ a contumacious quibbler too fond of disputation.”  But most other Scots made heroes out 
of their inventors and engineers, for their achievements were the basis of economic and social 
progress. Certainly the majority thought so on this frontier, where there was more work to do than they 
could manage without mechanical assistance. 


Muir’s first invention was a self-setting sawmill, built as a small-scale model in their icy-cold Hickory Hill 
cellar one winter (right under the parents’ bedroom). Lacking a proper workshop, he had to make some 
of his tools from scratch in order to construct the model. By automating the sawing of logs into lumber, 
his machine would speed up the conversion of wild forests into useful commodities. Others approved 
and, over the next two decades, they would give him plenty of opportunities for perfecting his original 
design. 


Children, it is often noted, are born with a desire to take things apart, find out how they work, and put 
them back together in new forms. They tear off a butterfly’s wing to watch it struggle to fly, or they get 
curious about what makes a clock tick. But the adult inventor goes beyond that childhood curiosity and 
makes a career of thinking up new and better ways to do things, to improve the world, whether for 
personal profit or social approval. He sees inefficiencies or imperfections in nature’s ways or in people’s 
ways, and he wants to make what is flawed flawless. That impulse emerged in young Muir as a defining 
characteristic and stayed with him through his entire life. He would always try to overcome the flaws in 
the world around him, either by rationalizing them–that is, by seeking the true perfection in the Creator’s 



design—or by offering practical remedies and mechanical devices, becoming an assistant to the 
Creator. 


Inventing new machines soon became an obsession, driving him to sacrifice sleep and put his health at 
risk. Rising every morning at 1 a.m. so that he would not interfere with his regular farm jobs, he headed 
straight to the cellar where he launched a one-man technological revolution—“ water wheels, curious 
door locks and latches, thermometers, hygrometers, pyrometers, clocks, a barometer, an automatic 
contrivance for feeding the horses at any required hour, a lamp-lighter and fire-lighter, an early-or-late 
rising machine.” All of these were whittled out of scraps of wood and fastened together with pegs and 
rope, and many were more remarkable for their ingenuity than their practicality.”


*   *   *


"Take away the disciplining rod and change the specific doctrines they preached, and the life stories of 
son and father bore a near resemblance. Like Daniel, John had disregarded conventional teaching and 
sought his own gospel to preach; once he found that gospel, he never lost his “glorious foundational 
religious enthusiasm.” But the differences in the two men’s doctrines were significant. Instead of 
depicting a fallen world, which in turn had corrupted humans, and calling on them to repent of their sins 
before an angry God, the son’s gospel depicted a morally pure, benign, and gentle Nature. Love was 
the ruling principle of that natural world, a world from which humans could derive cleansing and 
salvation. Liberality, receptivity to science, tolerance of individuality, and openness to beauty were the 
qualities needed for that redemption. Sin was no longer a violation of God’s commands but an inability 
to see or appreciate the harmony that flowed through the natural world. 


The liberal son had turned out to be a far more famous and successful evangelist than his conservative 
father. His “enthusiasm” had fired many minds, of high and low estate, and helped spread a new 
religion. He had not altogether overcome “faithless politics,” but he had come close, in one supremely 



beautiful place, to defeating the dominant American cult—a competing religion in fact—of money and 
economic growth.”


*   *   *


"Through knowing John Muir better, we can see how the modern love of nature began as an integral 
part of the great modern movement toward freedom and social equality, which has led to the pulling 
down of so many oppressive hierarchies that once plagued the world. We come to realize that fighting 
to save the great whales, the tropical rain forests, or even a single acre of prairie has been a logical 
outcome of that movement, along with all efforts to decrease the human footprint on the planet, to use 
resources more justly and responsibly, and to achieve a greener society. 


The ultimate destination of the conservation (or environmental) movement that Muir helped found is to 
transform the United States and other nations into “green” societies where pollution and waste of 
natural resources will have diminished significantly, where nature will become more than a ruthlessly 
exploited or even prudently managed “economic resource.” Nature will be granted a higher emotional, 
spiritual, and aesthetic value—a value in itself. No one in nineteenth-century America was more 
important than Muir in persuading people to move toward such a vision.”


"Despite the persistent power of the Muir legacy, however, there is still much working against it. 
Conservative forces that would take us back to biblical fundamentalism or other religious orthodoxies 
of the past are still potent; for such orthodox believers, a Muir-like turn to nature for spiritual inspiration 
represents a fearful step toward paganism, excessive freedom of interpretation, and denial of 
established authority. Another religious-like orthodoxy that continues to contest Muir’s legacy is the 
belief that nature exists solely to benefit humankind. “Nature loves man, beetles, and birds with the 
same love,” was the core of Muir’s philosophy. But succeeding generations have made only limited 
progress toward adopting that outlook. From Mao Zedong and Joseph Stalin to the captains of 
American, British, or East Asian industry, the opposite view has often prevailed, in which the earth 



exists to serve the material demands of Homo sapiens, regardless of the ecological consequences. 
Thus, an overpopulated and over-consuming human race is threatening the greatest loss of biodiversity 
since a meteor wiped out the dinosaurs. 


“Whether Muir’s deep faith in nature is still possible in our own time is a question that his admirers must 
continue to ask themselves and to find answers of their own. Can contact with nature inspire people to 
a higher ethic, a greater decency? Or is the human species by and large incapable of reverence, 
restraint, generosity, or vision? Have we truly learned to respect a nature that we did not create, a world 
independent of us, or do we see only the hand of humankind wherever we look? Muir was a man who 
tried to find the essential goodness of the world, an optimist about people and nature, an eloquent 
prophet of a new world that looked to nature for its standard and inspiration. Looking back at the trail 
he blazed, we must wonder how far we have yet to go.”


