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PREFACE
A preface can never be more than a final sigh in which

remorse mingles with relief. Because of my supreme
intent to pass in brief and striking review the whole
pageant of religious oddity in America, it has been neces
sary to subordinate each part somewhat to the scheme
of the whole, with the result that some of my chapters
will seem all too brief. But it should be borne constantly
in mind that this is a descriptive book on the religious
scene and not a theological tract. The material has been
so radiant and amusing that to present it attractively
has at all times been my chief concern. Clearly I have
been beguiled by the odd, but not, I hope, to the point
of inaccuracy. For the benefit of those with an appetite
for raw facts I have appended "A Brief Dictionary of
Sects."

m

Especial thanks are due Jackson V. Griswold for inval
uable aid in research and to William A. Weekes, now of
the Associated Press, Detroit, for his diligence in finding
material on the House of David.
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THE NEW BOOKS OF REVELATIONS
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I

THE MODERN BABEL

IT should be obvious to any man who is not one him
self that the land is overrun with messiahs. I refer not
to those political quacks who promise in one election to
rid the land of evil, but rather to those inspired fakirs
who promise to reduce the diaphragm or orient the soul
through the machinery of occult religion. Each of these
has seriously made himself the centre of a new theophany,
has surrounded himself with a band of zealous apostles,
has hired a hall for a shrine, and has set about busily to
rescue Truth from the scaffold and put it on the throne.

The average man knows nothing of these new messiahs,
unless perchance he reads that Swami Yogananda has
been ridden out of Florida or hears of the plans of Aimee
Semple McPherson for the Foursquare Gospel Mission,
or unless his wife is a Theosophist, his emancipated
daughter a member of the Liberal Catholic Church, his
aunt a devotee of the School of Silent Unity, and his son
a Buchmanite, or unless he receives gratis the literature
of the Rosicrucian Fellowship. If, however, he will take
the Saturday edition of any metropolitan daily and scan
the page devoted to the announcement of religious serv
ices, the extent and intensity of these quixotic cults will
be clear to him. In the New York Sun for November
20, 1927, announcements were made of over one hun
dred and forty religious services for the one borough of
Manhattan. Of these, fully half had to do with cults and
sects of cults bearing no relation to any form of orthodox
Christianity. The same ratio obtains for the announce
ments carried in the March 17, 1928, issue of that paper,

G
e
n
e
ra

te
d
 f

o
r 

Jo
h
n
 P

a
tr

ic
k 

D
e
v
e
n
e
y
 (

U
n
iv

e
rs

it
y
 o

f 
C

h
ic

a
g

o
) 

o
n
 2

0
1

5
-0

6
-0

7
 1

5
:4

7
 G

M
T
  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/h
d
l.
h
a
n
d
le

.n
e
t/

2
0

2
7

/w
u
.8

9
0

5
9

4
8

2
0

1
8

P
u
b
lic

 D
o
m

a
in

, 
G

o
o
g

le
-d

ig
it

iz
e
d

  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/w
w

w
.h

a
th

it
ru

st
.o

rg
/a

cc
e
ss

_u
se

#
p
d
-g

o
o
g
le



a THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES

in which appeared 182 cards, of which 90 had to do with
the cults. Furthermore, the regular churches carry an
nouncements of Sunday services only> whereas most of
the cults have from three to five services Weekly.

Here is Transcendent Science proclaiming itself aS the
World's Greatest Thought Discovery: "Teaches you
how to solve any problem over night. Results practically
guaranteed. Instantaneous demonstrations possible." Then
there is Fidelia M. Lewis, answering, in one of the
(Ranashad lectures, the vital question of all religions,
Why do we suffer? At the United Lodge of Theosophists
the subject is Fate and Free Will: "Can a man control
his own destiny? How can he develop the will? What is
the will of the soul?" In the Waldorf-Astoria ball room,
the congregation of the First Church of Divine Science
is to hear "How to be Happy," and Mary Chapin, au
thor of The Way Out is to speak at the Hotel Com
modore on some new aspect of the New Thought; while
the First Spiritualist Church announces its services at

the Carnegie Hall and its subject as "The Intellectual
Life of a Spirit."

At the Actors' Church, Dr. St. Louis Estes, President
of the American Raw Food and Health Association, re
veals his Startling New Discovery on Brain Breathing,
"so that you may now LIVE 150 YEARS!" Luella F.
Phelan, Ps.D., "Mender of Human Pottery," offers a

"scientific analysis and constructive solution of existing
conditions." The Church of Christ Teachings, Incor
porated, will meet at the Hotel McAlpin and at the
Steinway Hall, Dr. Charles Francis Taylor will lecture
on "God, Etiquette, and Fun." At the Beecher Memorial
School of Spiritual Science, an interesting discussion of
"Synthetic Truth" is promised. And there is Super
Akashi Yogi Wassan, who has the doubtful honour of
having interested the unhappy Governor Johnston of
Oklahoma in the oriental mysteries. As though all the rest
of human anatomy had been used up, Yogi Wassan makes
his oracle the solar plexus and offers in one lecture on
Sunday evening to provide the key to that mystic region,
and to solve in ten lectures all problems relating thereto
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THE MODERN BABEL 3

—which, by the way, comprise all the problems of life,
economic as well as spiritual.

Nor is New York alone in its devotion to the mysteries.
In his admirable book, Modern Religious Cults and
Movements, Gaius Glenn Atkins lists activities in De
troit which make those in New York seem like the old
time religion. There The Ultimate Thought Society
holds forth ; there too is the Culture of Isolan, the Spirit
Temple of Light and Truth, The Philosophical Church
of Natural Law, and the Church of Psychic Research.
The subjects announced for a single Sunday include the
following: "The Opulent Consciousness," "The Spirit
ualism of Shakespeare," "The Voiceless Code of the
Cosmos," "The Godlikeness of Divine Metaphysics in
Business," —and all of these, of course, are over and be

yond the standard sects and heterodoxies—such as

Christian Science, Russellism, Mormonism, and Sweden-
borgianism —which the average American has come to

regard as queer.
Any page of religious announcements will suffice to

show the epidemic of curious belief, though we must of
course except the winter months in the East, for it is then
that the swamis and yogis leave their haunts in Gotham
and go to Florida, or to the Middle West, where they
give courses in astrology to devout governors or prey upon
fat ladies in the dimly lighted shrines of opulent hotels.
In the fall and spring, however, they are rampant in the
cities, where their number and their claims are matters
open to the observation of anyone who will take the pains.

It should be a matter of common observation that this
clamour of voices represents the really vigorous wing of
American religious life. Here is religion in action, and
religion actively in the making. The student of religious
phenomena is provided by this whole spectacle with the
best possible chance to observe and record the many
phases of religious behaviour. Hardly a day passes which
does not bring news of some new religious faith. Not long
ago a young girl in New England fell into a trance and
told her parents —as Swedenborg, Ann Lee, Annie Be-
sant, and others before her—that she could communicate
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4 THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
with the world of spirits. She lay in a state of coma for
days ; her father said she was an angel, the doctor said she
was an epileptic. But before the second day had passed,
according to accounts carried in the New York World,
there was a constant queue of neighbours in pilgrimage
to her door. She had become the intermediary between
two worlds, her bed was transformed into a shnne, be
reaved members of the community were her devotees,
and her father was the keeper of the sacred mystc ies. In
brief, we have here all the machinery of a new cult;
whether it will materialize into a world religion remains
to be seen, but we must remember that equally common
place and lowly circumstances gave rise to modern Spirit
ualism, which has enlisted the devotion of some of the
more sapient members of the present generation.

II

America, of course, has always been the sanctuary of
amazing cults. Indeed, it was settled by outlawed re
ligions, most of which later became orthodoxies. As early
as 1653 five families of Mennonites settled among the

Quakers on Gravesend Bay, and hard upon their heels
came other stepchildren of the Reformation. Some of
these cults have yielded to the temptations of modern life,
but the customs and habits of the Mennonites had not
until recently changed one whit since the day they finally
established themselves at what is now Germantown,
Pennsylvania.

Ever since the day Mother Ann Lee and her woe

begone troupe of Shakers stepped off a leaky tub onto
the welcome soil of Manhattan, the immigration has been
immense. The Shakers stemmed from a band of roving
prophets in England and France, and they found a cor
dial welcome among the converts of a New York revival
who felt that Methodism had already begun to get too

worldly. Then during the Nineteenth Century came the

Amish Mennonites —a solid, uncompromising body of
folk who to this day refuse to take up such fast practices
as wearing buttons and suspenders or riding in top bug
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THE MODERN BABEL 5

gies. And in the closing years of the century came the
most curious of all—the Dukhobor, sponsored in their
pilgrimage by none less than Count Leo Tolstoy. They
settled on the plains of Canada, where they fell into
sharp disputes with a government which asked them to
register births and marriages. As a result of their dis
content and their messianic faith, a monstrous delegation
of these people in the early years of this century sallied
forth naked to meet Jesus in the Canadian Northwest.

And if religious cults have sought us as a sanctuary, we
have ourselves made the most of our religious freedom.
During the Nineteenth Century we gave three great re
ligions to the world: Spiritualism, Mormonism and
Christian Science. Not only so, but it was in that fruit
ful period that the Millerite revival swept the Middle
West and prosperous farmers sold all their lands, in
vested in ascension robes, and led by an ignorant soldier
of the War of 181 2, went out to await the final resurrec
tion of Jesus. New Thought, fathered by the gentle
Phineas P. Quimby, lay in its swaddling clothes and had
only to await the growth of active dissension in the Chris
tian Science ranks before it rose, girded its loins, and
stood forth as one of our most virile religious sons. Swe-
denborgianism, with its policy of intercommunion be

tween the world of flesh and the world of spirit, came
early to these shores and provided a fertile psychological
field for the growth of the New Thought and of Spirit
ualism. One of the first advocates of the New Thought
was to be found in the person of Warren Felt Evans, a
Swedenborgian minister of New Hampshire.

Long before Mother Eddy ever visited Phineas P.
Quimby and wrote ecstatic letters about his healing pow
ers to the papers of Maine, we were treated to a rage of
mesmerism. And in its wake came Spiritualism, started
on its world-encircling march by gentle rappings in a

lowly cottage at Hydesville, New York, where dwelt a

humble farmer named Fox and his simple wife and two
daughters. And while Mother Eddy retired from the

public view and directed her gigantic organization from
the seclusion of her New Hampshire home, the first
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6 [THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
apostle of Baha'u'llah came to Chicago, where ladies re
ceived him warmly, and the new faith of Bahaism be
came established on these shores. And while Dwight L.
Moody lashed the multitude with earnest pleas for re
pentance, another shoe-clerk — this one a resident of
Pittsburgh—began to establish a faith which was des
tined to involve its founder in endless litigation and rouse
the clergymen of America to a new and frightful menace
—that of Russellism. The same year that Mrs. Eddy
published the first edition of Science and Health in New
England, that amazing woman, Helena P. Blavatsky,
founded the first Theosophical society in New York.
The same year that Mrs. Annie Besant discovered Jiddu
Krishnamurti at Adyar, India, the Rosicrucian Fellow
ship was established in California; and Pastor Russell
was hardly cold in his grave when the Liberal Catholic
Church was established in England, and Bishop Irving
Steiger Cooper appointed regionary Bishop of North
America.

Today our religious history repeats itself with a ven
geance. Beyond doubt the recrudescence of religion since
the war has expressed itself chiefly in the gain of the isms,
and in their multiplication. The numerical growth of the
orthodox has been negligible. Over eleven thousand
churches among Methodists, Presbyterians, and Baptists
are reported by the Men's Church League to have gone
without a single convert during 1927. Everywhere the
ministers of the standard churches express pain and dis
may over the hegira from the churches to the cults,
though, unfortunately, the pain does not stop it. We wit
ness today the flourishing of more than two score of
bouncing, active isms, wealthy in finance, seductive in
psychology, and incessantly active in propaganda. This
estimate takes no account of literally hundreds of smaller
cults which have sprung from the older ones and centred
about this teacher or that idea. As soon as a cult becomes
old enough, it gives birth to a brood of sects, or rather
let us say that the population increases by a process of
cellular division. Hardly an orthodox body exists in
America today without a digit of sects which have
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THE MODERN BABEL 7

"broken away in protest against worldliness or in pursuit
of the illusion of progress. Only in recent months the
Liberal Christian Scientists have organized, and New
Thought has a subdivision for every flatulent term in
the English language, passing variously under the names
of Divine Science, Unity, Ultimate Thought, and the
like. It is to the cults that we must look if we are to find
the lauded revival of religion which so many hopeful
saints have prophesied.

The truth is
, of course, that the land is simply teeming

with faith—that marked credulity that accompanies pe
riods of great religious awakening and seems to be with
us a permanent state of mind. By no stretch of the vocab
ulary could our age be called an age of doubt; it is

rather an age of incredible faith, and I believe even a

casual study of the Liberal Catholics, the Russellites, the
Theosophists, the New Thoughters, or any of the rest,
will bring this fact into relief. The student of either so

ciety or religion could do no better than to junk his
texts for a year and read sedulously the literature of odd
religions; he will gain at first hand an experimental
knowledge of human behaviour that can never be ac-
iquired by the most painstaking research into the practices
of primitive people. And in the cults—active, malignant,
naive, aggressive, and propagandistic enough to say
frankly what they believe and practise—he will find more
raw stuff than he could find in years of patient study in
anthropology. It is the difference between abstract psy
chology and behaviourism.

Indeed it strikes me as passing curious that the modern
religious scene in its richest colours has been ignored.
Even those who write popular treatises on religion per
sist in going back to the days of animism and fetishes for
their materials. They have much to say of Astarte and
Gautama and Lao-tsze, but they miss entirely such mod
erns as Jiddu Krishnamurti, Bishop Leadbeater, Phin-
eas Parkhurst Quimby, and Pastor Charles Taze Russell.
They have much to say of Isis and nothing to say of
Madame Blavatsky. The result is that those who read the
outlines know more of tribal magic than they do of Di
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8 lTHE CONFUSION OF JONGUES
vine Science, more of religious origins than they do of
religion's present curiosities. Of strange practice and in
credible belief among out-of-the-way cults, the average
American knows less than nothing. Yet certainly the Ba-
hais, the Swedenborgians, the Mormons, the Spiritualists,
the Shakers, and the Buchmanites yield a lore as rich as
anything Frazer treats of in The Golden Bough. The
celestial hierarchy of Theosophy is as good as Greek my
thology, and no review of "this believing world" is half
complete without the story of Christian Science and of
Ku Kluxism.

Nor indeed is any picture of the American scene com
plete until our isms have been sketched into it. The cults,
as everyone knows, symbolize the way we amuse our
selves religiously. The orthodox churches are inadequate
for our faith and our boundless passions. Yet the cults
remain obscure in literature and art. Our business ac
tivities are familiar to all. Our auction bridge has itself
evolved a literature as extensive as that of golf. That
politics has become a sad and rather sickening jumble of
idiocies we have been told plenty of times. Our amuse
ments and our morals have been aired until they are al
most purified. But business, pleasure and politics do not
make the whole of America. It is astonishing that the
whole flamboyant religious scene has been left out of the
catalogue of our day, for in no particular are we more
egregious and incredible than in our religious capers.

To be sure, Fundamentalism and the antics of our
evangelists and reformers have not passed unnoticed. But
Straton and Sunday and Clarence True Wilson are not
our national religious heroes. In the back places they
may be esteemed among the orthodox and the pathetic,
but only because they have happened upon the scene and
made religion fluent for a moment. It is in the babble of
isms that religious life best expresses itself, for here
the people have expressed their discontent with standard
forms of religion and taken the reins in their own hands.
In short, the isms represent democracy and its disinte
grating influences at work in the orthodox religion of our
day. Here we find the true temper of the people, for their
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THE MODERN BABEL g

allegiance has been given voluntarily. We find the genu
inely religious type of mind, not in the orthodox
churches, but rather in the cults ; the willingness to break
with home and old alignments signalizes the true faith
in the spiritual mirage. The cults stand for creative re
ligion in the hands of the people. We shall not know
America until we know the religions that America has
made and embraced.

ill

What accounts for all this luxuriance of oddity in re
ligion? The answer, it seems to me, is simple. For one
thing the cults offer to do something that the regular
churches make no pretence of doing, and they offer to do
what they do painlessly and quickly. They will solve any
problem over night, and the results are practically guar
anteed. They promise to provide, often in ten lectures,
something that the average church long ago gave up hope
of providing. .They have addressed themselves to the ac

tual, and not to the imaginary problems and desires of
the American public. The New Thought, with its con
stant thought of prosperity, its opulent-consciousness, its
belief in the limitless possibilities of the individual, is
simply American psychology on dress parade. No re
ligion is big enough to hold the aspirations of the New
Thought. Its hopes exceed those of any orthodox belief;
the result is that it breaks with tradition and stands upon
its own adequate bottom.

Or there are the healing cults, numbering among them
not only Christian Science and the therapeutic branches
of the New Thought, but many of the innumerable
swamis and vegetarians and other money-changers in the
temple. The whole movement which they represent has
simply been a restoration of the business of healing to the
machinery of religion. Mesmer, with his mysterious tac
tics in curing disease, took the business of healing from
the Church. Mother Eddy restored it

,

just as John Roach
Straton has tried of late to do himself. We are a neuras
thenic people who find need of constant sedatives, and

G
e
n
e
ra

te
d
 f

o
r 

Jo
h
n
 P

a
tr

ic
k 

D
e
v
e
n
e
y
 (

U
n
iv

e
rs

it
y
 o

f 
C

h
ic

a
g

o
) 

o
n
 2

0
1

5
-0

6
-0

7
 1

5
:4

7
 G

M
T
  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/h
d
l.
h
a
n
d
le

.n
e
t/

2
0

2
7

/w
u
.8

9
0

5
9

4
8

2
0

1
8

P
u
b
lic

 D
o
m

a
in

, 
G

o
o
g

le
-d

ig
it

iz
e
d

  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/w
w

w
.h

a
th

it
ru

st
.o

rg
/a

cc
e
ss

_u
se

#
p
d
-g

o
o
g
le



10 THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
it is little wonder that we have turned to contemplation
and mystic mental breathing for relief. In the rush of
our own mechanical life we have forgotten the slow and
easy methods and the highblown and polysyllabic wis
dom of the East. The result here has been a rediscovery
of the oriental method of living —a distinct anodyne for
our misery, and we have welcomed the Eastern teachers
who would teach us quietude and periodic heavenly rest.

We have become dissatisfied, too, with what might
roughly be called our materialism —the thing for which
foreigners are forever lecturing us. We have seen that
mechanical inventions do not make a world and that less
advanced people have much to offer. This is a perfectly
natural and admirable conclusion, the product of self-
analysis and broad-mindedness. It is particularly the con
clusion of youth coming of age. Thus have we grown
receptive to the lore and mysteries of the East as ex
pressed in Hinduism and popularized by the fakirs who
have come to teach us. Theosophy and kindred cults are
but Americanized forms of the oriental mysteries, de
signed for occidental consumption.

But by far the most conspicuous trait of the modern
cults is their friendship, nay, amiability with science, the
archfiend of most evangelical bodies. We Americans are
on a quest; we are trying to synthesize science and re
ligion and brew nectar from the synthesis. The Modern
istic movement is of course a timid step in the right direc
tion, but it has failed lamentably to make the grade.
There lingers in the mind of most Modernists the sly sus

picion that, after all, scientific knowledge and religious
belief are irreconcilable, and this honest uncertainty has

prepared the field for some more positive assertion of
the boon friendship of religion and science.

This assertion is abundantly provided by the cults. The
whole of Christendom is exercised over the warfare be

tween science and theology. On one hand are the Funda
mentalists with their strident cat-calls and jeers, their
contempt for scientific inquiry and their belief in the

adequacy of religion to meet every need of man. On the
other side stand the Modernists, asserting persuasively
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THE MODERN BABEL II
but not too convincingly that there is no conflict between
true science and true religion. And in between the two
are the bulk of the cults, content and superior, for they
have said, have they not? that there is no conflict, and
they have proved it. I mean to say that Christian Science
has gained much of its reputation by the sheer weight
of its name. It merges in a single term two concepts which
are generally held to be antithetical. The New Thought
is on the best of terms with what it chooses to call science,
and Theosophy is bedfellow to science "rightly under
stood." There may be as much temporizing on the part
of all these cults as there is among the evangelicals, but
the position taken serves a better purpose. As long as

any body can convince its believers in this day that its
faith embraces both religion and science, that faith has
a following. And, what is more, it has a feeling of supe
riority. The Liberal Catholic Church, for example, wel
comes science, claims to have no creed and no dogma, and
to blend science and religion in one perfect picture of
Divine Life.

All the while these cults are, of course, speaking of a

different science from the harsh physical science that has
made so great an impact upon Western civilization. But
what of it? Science today is a term, and nothing more,
when it is used in connexion with religion by religion
ists. And it is simply because the cults have solved to
their own satisfaction the whole problem of religion and
science by means of renaming science that they have won
such friendship among the distraught of the earth.

Not all the cults, I grant, express our dissatisfaction
with modern contrivances or our desire to escape the
thought that science undermines religious faith. Some
of these are reactionary. Just as the Mennonites and the
Anabaptists sprang into being through the conviction that
the Reformation had not been thorough enough, so some
of the cults today are protests against the worldliness of
organized religion. The Mennonites, still existent and
still intractable, are a sample. The Russellites, with their
solid convictions based upon the words of Holy Writ
and charging the rest of Christendom with being in
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12 THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
league with the devil, are the most notable example
among our contemporaries. I should say that Buchman-
ism logically falls in this class, for it is stridently evangel
ical in its tone and hell-bent upon the salvation of souls. It
has, however, another feature to mark it for distinction ;

and that is its resounding emphasis upon sex. It has fed, I
believe, upon the modern discovery of sex. It is in re
ligion what True Stories and True Marriage Confes
sions are in the magazine field. It has points in common
— its confessional, for example—with Shakerism, and
there is nothing new about it

,

save its astonishing appeal
to the college men of England and America. The Four
square Gospel Mission of Aimee Semple McPherson is

of course positively reactionary, as was the wave of Ku
Kluxism that swept America following the war. It was
not by accident, as I shall have occasion later to show,
that the Klan and the Church were chums. The Klan was,
whatever else may be said of it

,

essentially a religious or
ganization.

Spiritualism stands, psychologically, alone, though its
progress springs largely from reaction. The voice of the
Church on immortality has grown either thin and rasp
ing with threats of hell, or soft, persuasive, and unau-
thoritative with its tender promises and its doubtful as

surances that we live in a reasonable universe. But here

is Spiritualism proclaiming, and to all practical appear
ances, demonstrating, the indestructibility of personal
ity. Is it any wonder that Spiritualism has spread like
wildfire, leaping oceans and kindling faith in every land?
It may be taken as a truism that a religion is virile in
proportion to the hope it offers of either longevity or an
other chance in the world to come. Spiritualism deals
with the one cosmic question that concerns craven man
most vitally, and it answers that question with bells and

ectoplasm and fireworks.

IV

I have purposely withheld for a separate word one ism
that falls properly among the cults of reaction. I refer
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THE MODERN BABEL 13

fo America's newest faith —Atheism. I am always sur
prised when I do not find the announcement of the serv
ices of the Ingersoll Open Forum among the religious
notices carried each week in the New York dailies. I am
serious and I have the documents when I say that there
is no more evangelical cult in modern times than the
American Association for the Advancement of Atheism\
Nothing so admirably demonstrates the fact that the
greater part of man's social and individual behaviour is
religious than the antics and literature of this group. On
January i, 1927, it sent its first foreign missionary abroad.
It announces as its slogan "Kill the Beast!" It challenges
a priest-ridden American to throw off its shackles, and
appeals to the world at large to "join the army for the
liberation of humanity." It has its Five Fundamentals
and its Social Program. It looks to the establishment
on this continent of what is to all intents and purposes a

Kingdom of God, and the palingenesis that it proposes
to accomplish is every whit as thorough as that of Mor-
monism or Russellism. It has its evangelists and its per
sonal workers. It derives its motive power from the de
nial of a popular belief, and from the martyrdom that it
encourages. Philosophically, it is religious, for it makes
a huge religious ceremony of denying God. Practically,
it is religious, for it is nothing but a lurid imitation of
early Methodism in its tactics and its capers.

In the early part of 1903 the Bahais of Chicago, having
secured the permission of Abdul Baha, as successor to

Baha'u'llah, planted on the shores of Lake Michigan the
haunches of what they intended to be a monument to the
oneness of all religions. It was, I take it

,

to be an answer
to the Tower of Babel. Unfortunately, or, shall we say,

appropriately, the monument has never been completed.
.The work has lagged, and internal difficulties among the
Bahais have necessitated the curtailment of the original
plans. Obviously the time is not yet ripe for the temple
of Mashriqu'l-Adhkar to be erected. The language of the
people is still confused. How long it will be remains to
be seen, but if I may prophesy, there will be greater con

fusion as the years proceed. And for the very patent rea
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14 THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
son that religion has got out of the hands of the priests
into the hands of the people. The result is bedlam, and
the by-product of it all is distress to the orthodox. But
the creative religious energy at work today, expressing
itself even in the labours of Atheism, ought, I believe,
to demonstrate to the devout that religion will never be
left without a witness —of one sort or another.
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II
SPIRITUALISM

THAT the religion of a modern English scientist should
find its origin and excuse in the performance of two
country girls at Hydesville, New York, in 1848 seems in
credible. The birthplace of Spiritualism is inadequate,
even if Christianity did arise from a manger, and the
student is tempted to look in other directions for its
origins. But to no avail. Spiritualism, as we know it to

day, began with the mysterious rappings of Kate and
Margaret Fox. The allegiance of Sir Arthur Conan
Doyle and Sir Oliver Lodge, the interest of Sir Gilbert
Murray and the hankering of Havelock Ellis of our own
day, to say nothing of the interest Elizabeth Barrett
Browning and others of an earlier day, all derive from
what took place in the humble cottage at Hydesville—
now converted, of course, into a shrine to which Ameri
can Spiritualists make pilgrimages every year. The little
Fox sisters made the raps that were heard round the
world.

The fact is not without significance. "Happily for the
momentous work which the spiritual telegraphers had
undertaken to initiate in this humble dwelling," says M.
E. Cadwallader, "the first manifestations did not appear
to the high and learned of the earth, but to the plain com
mon sense of an honest farmer's wife. . . ." And thus
"the low muffled sounds of the spirit-raps that first broke
the slumber of the peaceful inhabitants of that humble
tenement at Hydesville became the clarion peal that
sounded out to millions in the Western Hemisphere the

is
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.16 THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
anthem of the soul's immortality, chorused by hosts of
God's bright ministering angels." l

James G. Underhill has immortalized the "The
Chosen Ones" in verse :

Not to men of worldly wisdom
Did the light from heaven come,

But to playful little children
In their humble Hydesville home;

Not by men of highest learning,
Men of deepest thought profound,

But by guileless little children
Was the light from heaven found.

'Neath the kindly supervision
Of the dwellers of the skies

Little children builded wiser
Than the "wisdom of the wise."

And the earth is brighter, richer,
Fairer is the world today,

And the angel world is nearer,
Since the children found the way.

[While the "wise ones" scoffed, derided,
And declared it could not be,

Little children in their own way,
Solved the wondrous mystery;

Asking child-like, simple queries,

Half in play, unmixed with fear,

The unseen one answered questions,

Proving "it" could surely hear.

Started thus a world-vibration
With no power to intervene;

Spread the tidings through each nation
And the spirit world unseen —

Led by wisdom of the angels —

Wondrous story to relate—
Thus the playful little children

Opened wide the heavenly gate.

Love and honour to the children
Who let light upon the world ;

*M. E. Cadwallader, Hydesville in History (Chicago, 1917), P- 8.
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SPIRITUALISM 17

Be their names remembered ever
Where our banner is unfurled ;

Let their frailties, which were human,
Be forgotten in our love,

And our gladness for the tidings 2

They delivered from above.

The story of early American Spiritualism can hardly
be more than an exposition of this devout eulogy. We
should note, however, that the rappings at Hydesville
and later at Rochester were by no means the first hints
that ever came from the world of spirits. Swedenborg
had free and easy intercourse with the dwellers in the
skies as early as the latter part of the Eighteenth Century,
and the Church of the New Jerusalem which he founded
was not without importance in membership and influence
when the craze of Spiritualism first became rampant.
While it is true that the work of the Swedish seer had to

do chiefly with angels, or non-human spirits, Hyslop in
his Contact -with the Other World asserts that "modern
spiritualism really originated with the work of Sweden
borg." Spiritualist belief is of course as old as humanity,
and no ecclesiastical authority had ever dared to con
demn it. The belief in ghosts, while not sedulously cul
tivated by the holy men, had thriven for ages. There
simply had been no purposive cultivation of intercourse
with the world of disembodied human beings through
the instrumentality of "mediums" until the feats of the
guileless little girls of Hydesville started the fad.

Still, there had even been wonder workers before the
Fox sisters. In 1846 there was in France a peasant girl,
Angelique Cottin by name, who at the early age of thir
teen had miraculous powers. These were ascribed, in the
fashion of the day, to the possession of a potent electric
fluid in her body. She was supposed, by those who knew
nothing of electricity, to be charged with this liquid
electricity, and her marvels even escaped detection for
a long while in Paris. She could turn over tables and
chairs simply by coming into a room, and her wonders

2 Quoted in Cadwallader, op. cit., p. 24.
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18 THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
were such that even the Paris Academy of Science could
not determine how she did her miracles. She was known
all over Europe as the "electric girl," but in the end it
was discovered that she had simply developed a remark
able power in the muscles of her legs and could throw
over a heavy table with them, under the eyes of observers,
without being detected. In France, too, were the Som-
nambules— ladies thrown into a mesmeric trance that
gave them power to perform such feats of cunning as

utterly bamboozled the sage observers of the day.
In our own native land there was the case of a certain

Dr. Larkin of Wrentham, Massachusetts and his little
Mary Jane. They startled the populace of New Eng
land for several years with feats not unlike those later
performed by mediums, but ultimately their method was
detected and they landed in the hoosegow. Most notable
of all is Andrew Jackson Davis, who has been called by
modern writers "the John the Baptist of Spiritualism."
He was a shoemaker who became in 1843 a mesmeric
healer and clairvoyant. He was at that time a precocious,
long-haired, uncanny youth of seventeen, "the kind of
person," says Joseph McCabe, "who was easily believed
to be rich in animal magnetism." In 1844 he declared
that Swedenborg and Galen had appeared to him in a
trance and laid upon his heart a great mission to man
kind. Subsequently he poured out many effusions and two
men who were transformed by his pyschic power took
him to New York to inaugurate a new revelation. The
three of them lived for a year on the pittances derived
from his healing. His labours in the city left him some
spare time and he employed it by going into trances and
reeling off a completely new philosophy of the universe.
[This was taken down as he received it hot from heaven,
and in 1847 it appeared under the title, The Principles
of Nature. With the hurrah that was loosed by the Fox
sisters, he was silenced, and he devoted the remaining
years of his life to the pleasures of lecturing for the new
cause—the new revelation to which fate had beaten him.
The experiences of the Shakers I have given in the chap
ter devoted to that sect.
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SPIRITUALISM 19

n

And now we musr return, with proper humility, to
the little cottage in Hydesville. Here lived the simple
farmer and his wife and the two children, Kate and Mar
garet. At the time the message "that was to emancipate
the world from the fear of death," flashed over the land,
these girls were six and a half and eight years of age.
The house occupied by the honest John Fox and his wife
was regarded by the community as a haunted house. The
story goes, though I am not sure how much of it has been
pieced together since the tradition of the Fox girls be
came sacred matter, that the family which moved out
before the Fox family came in had suffered from the mis
chief of the spirits. The father of this family, a Mr.
Weekman, reported many eerie knockings on his cham
ber door. These were particularly weird because he could
find no one who wanted to come in, though the importu
nate knockings were often kept up a greater part of the
night. Their child, who awoke screaming one night, told
her father that she had felt a hand pass over her face, and
that the hand was cold. These simple folk, it is asserted,
were disturbed by frightful occurrences up to the very
time when the Fox family moved into the house in 1847,

Another family, too, had experienced similar intelli
gence of the spirit world. It is reported that a Mr. and
Mrs. Bell, who preceded the Weekmans, had employed a
girl named Lucretia Pulver. One day a pedlar called
upon Mrs. Bell, and after some conversation with the
man the good lady decided that Lucretia should be sent
home and that her services were no longer needed. She
went, somewhat mollified by Mrs. Bell's promise to have
the pedlar bring her the next day a bright piece of cloth
which the girl had selected from his wares. The pedlar
never came. Not only so, Lucretia was invited back
within a few days and shortly thereafter was left alone
in the house at night. She heard that night the steps of a
man slowly and somewhat petulantly traversing the house
and occasionally making weird noises in the cellar and
in the buttery. The next day she was sent to the cellar on
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ao THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
an errand and there she sank into a hole which had been
only partly filled in with soft dirt. She asked Mrs. Bell
about this hole and Mrs. Bell explained that it was prob
ably the work of rats.

Then came the Weekmans and then came the Foxes.
iThey began at once to have precisely the same experi
ences as their predecessors. During the first part of 1848
these noises, says Mr. Cadwallader, "began to assume
the character of slight knockings heard at night in the
bedroom." Sometimes they sounded as though they came
from the cellar beneath. At first Mrs. Fox tried to per
suade herself that these sounds must come from a shoe
maker working late in a house near by. But this would
not explain it

, for the family soon noted that these knock
ings, even when not very loud, "often caused a tremulous
motion of the beds and chairs—sometimes of the floors."-
After a time the noises seemed to become like footfalls
in the various rooms.

In the month of February, 1848, the noises became so
distinct and frequent that their rest was broken night
after night. Father Fox would think he heard a rap on
the front door; he would swing it open as suddenly as he
could, but no one would be there. Then the pranks of the
spirit—for such it turned out to be—became more than
those of mere noise-making. "Once something heavy, as

if a big dog, seemed to lie on the feet of the children; but

it was gone before the mother could come to their aid."
Another time Kate felt as if a cold hand had been laid on
her face. Occasionally the bed clothes were pulled from
their places in a most irritating manner and chairs were
moved from their moorings in the dead of night. And
during this harrowing period the noises increased in both
frequency and variety. Often the two adults would light a

candle and search fearfully into every nook and cranny
of their cottage, but to no avail. There was nothing hu
man about it.

This brings us to March 31, 1848, "a date which was
destined to be indelibly imprinted on the minds of the
coming generations as the daybreak of a new era in the
spiritual development of humanity, a date which has
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SPIRITUALISM 21

since been regularly observed as marking the advent of
the greatest spiritual revelation of modern times, and rec
ognized as the birth of the Spiritualist movement in all
parts of the world." 8 That night the Foxes mistakenly
supposed that they would not be molested. They were
weary of the annoyance and almost dead for the lack of
sleep. They retired early, but scarcely had the children
been tucked in when they cried out, "Here they are
again." The mother chided them, says Mr. Cadwallader
(and it must be noted that I am giving, not a derisive
account of the phenomena, but one drawn from the spirit
ualists' own sources), and the rappings grew more in
sistent than they had ever been before. The children kept
up a continuous chatter. The father tested the windows
and doors, hoping against hope that the noises might
come from their rattling, but the noises answered, "as if
in mockery."

At length the youngest child, Kate, "who in her guile
less innocence had become familiar with the invincible
knocker until she was more amused than alarmed at its
presence, merrily exclaimed, 'Here, Mr. Splitfoot, do as
I do.' "4 The effect was instantaneous, and the first mir
acle of Spiritualism—and perhaps its greatest—was per
formed. The invisible rapper imitated the number of her
movements. Then the child, after the spirit had rapped
as many times as she had indicated with her fingers, ex
claimed, "Only look, Mother! It can see as well as hear."
These words revealed "the sublimest Spiritual Truth of
modern times." They were "words which declare a truth
that has already become the firm foundation for an ever-
progressive Spiritual Church." The mother, astounded
by the scene she had witnessed, herself grew bold and
asked the ages of her children. The answers were dis
tinctly and correctly rapped out. This was proof per
fect. After further questions, she asked the spirit if the
neighbours could be summoned. The reply was—by a

number of taps agreed upon by the two parties —in the af
firmative, and with the coming of the neighbours and

•Cadwallader, op, clt., p. 8.
•Hid., p. 8.
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aa THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
ithe continuation of the marvel, Spiritualism was born.

That, in fine, is how Spiritualism began. Before
sketching its speedy growth to maturity —a feat as mar
velous as any performed by any of its mediums—I should
indicate that the Fox sisters later explained the method
by which they produced the spirit phenomena in the
lowly hut at Hydesville. Explained is a charitable word
to use. Margaret, the older sister and the more capable
of the two, repudiated her connexion with the movement
entirely, told the world that it was humbuggery of the
grossest sort, and, not content with this, gave a public
performance in New York in 1888, during which she
showed the audience that the mysterious rappings of the
spirit were performed with her big toe and the big toe
of her sister Kate.

The two girls, as a matter of fact, never believed in
Spiritualism. Had they known what they were starting
when they bamboozled their parents during those March
nights in Hydesville, they would never have resorted to
such methods of entertainment as that of tying apples to
the bed and pulling them quickly back under the covers
when Farmer Fox got up to investigate the weird sounds
In his house. Nor would they have cultivated such dex
terous toes. But once begun, the fraud was hard to stop.
The neighbours became frantic. Religious furor was at
its height. The whole affair was taken so naively and
fervently as the hand of God that the children feared
for their lives if they should divulge the lowly origin of
the new revelation. They found themselves saints, with
all the discomfort that comes from being saints. They
were children once, but now they were the centre of a

new dispensation, and they dared not act in any manner
that would cast reflection upon the new gospel they had
brought.

So it was that they went deeper and deeper into the

mysteries. It was not unnatural that Mother Fox should
want to know the identity of the "defleshed immortal"
who talked with her so insistently. Neither was it un
natural that the children should devise the story of a
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SPIRITUALISM 23

pedlar who had been murdered in the house before they
came to it. Thus the whole story came out by a series of
questions, and when it was all done, the pedlar himself
was looked upon as a sacred missionary of the new enter
prise. Ben F. Hayden, one of the modern writers of the
movement, would wrest the name of the pedlar from
"that obscurity into which it has been permitted to lapse
and place it among those of the greatest benefactors of
the human race; and like the name of Abou Ben Ad-
hem of old, I would have it 'lead all the rest.' ... In
short, among Spiritualists, at least, I would have the
name of Charles Rosna as familiar as that of Jesus among
Christians." 5

Obviously, the children had become enmeshed in di-
yine circumstances, with even the murdered pedlar be

ing regarded by the villagers as a patron saint of the new
theophany, and it behooved them to make the most of the
bluff they were running. Fortunately, they were capable
of doing just that. And no one knew this better than their
older sister, Leah, who comes now to play her sinister
part in the amazing tragi-comedy of modern Spiritual
ism. Leah was twenty years older than Margaret, the
older of the two children. She was, at the time of the
phenomena, teaching music in Rochester. She lost no
time, however, in getting to the country home of the
family, and she had not been there a day before she knew
just what the secret was. She was never as dexterous as

the younger girls, yet the three of them together became
the three witches of Spiritualism, and they are all equally
adored among devotees of the cult.

I have flashed back for a moment into the circum
stances of the first rappings in order to show the reason
for forty years of silence on the part of the two younger
sisters. They were kept from an earlier recantation by
two things. One was the fear of the religious mob. And
the other was their canny sister, Leah. Margaret had
threatened the exposure many times. And when the words
came in 1888, this is what she had to say of Leah :

6 Quoted in Cadw allader, op. fit., p. 54.
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24 THE CONFUSION OF JONGUES
She made me do it. She is my damnable enemy. I hate her ! My God,

I could poison her. No, I wouldn't, but I'll lash her with my tongue.
I loathe the thing I have done.

[The documents of the exposure have been preserved
under the rather amusing title of The Death-Blow To
Spiritualism, written by Reuben Briggs Davenport. This
book, published in 1888, bears the signed approval of the
Fox sisters and offers every quotation and citation to dis
prove that the two girls had ever claimed to be spiritual
istic mediums, if by that term is meant one having a pe
culiar access to the pandora box of the supernatural. Of
course the death-blow produced very few results: Spirit
ualism went merrily on, and, as we have seen, the two
Fox sisters are still retained in the capacity of founders
and angelic lasses who brought the good news from
Heaven to earth in 1848. But the story itself is interest
ing, and I shall set it down as economically as possible.

Leah at the outset took the younger girls to Rochester,
where she immediately turned the new religion into gold,
to the delight of the good American people. In the
Hydesville cottage she had learned the secret, and she
had practised hard with her toes meanwhile. She took
Kate with her at first, then persuaded the mother to come
on with Margaret, who was but nine years of age at the
time of the first public demonstration at Rochester. The
demonstrations enlisted the eyes of many distinguished
men of the day—among them Horace Greeley, Ban
croft the historian, Cooper the novelist, and Harriet
(Beecher Stowe. It was obvious that wider fields should
be cultivated, and the march was made upon New York.

Their advent in Gotham was auspicious. Horace
Greeley announced it in the Tribune most favourably and
was the first to call upon them when they reached the city
in 1850. He advised the older sister to charge an admis
sion fee of five dollars —so the Spiritualist writers assert
— in order that the rabble might be kept away. He pub
lished the rules by which the sittings should be conducted
and gave plenty of publicity to the new enterprise.

Greeley's interest, however, was not entirely that of a

publicist. He felt that the children were being made to
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SPIRITUALISM 25

serve the ends of their older sister, and if not that, that
they were much too charming to be involved in demon
strations which smacked so much of the sensational and
abnormal. He became interested in Kate in 1855, when
she was then a child of thirteen, and sent her off to school.
She married and later gave up the profession of Spirit
ualism —joining with her sister in its denunciation in
1888. The most important thing he did, however, was to
take the explorer, Dr. Elisha Kent Kane, to see Mar
garet. Kane became at once interested in the child and
sought to induce her to give up the humbuggery — the
term was used freely in his letters to her—and become
his wife. He was, unfortunately for the match, the son of
a wealthy family who resented his passion for one of the
Fox sisters, and after many fervent letters to and from the
arctic, they were forced to be content with a common law
marriage.

Soon after this Kane sailed for England, promising
soon to return and claim his bride. But he died before
the two ever met again. A child was born to Margaret
Fox Kane, and she found herself without means of sup
port. She drifted back into Spiritualism, later began to
drink heavily, and at last broke with Leah and entered
the Roman Catholic Church. It was upon her return to
America from abroad in 1888 that she made her star
tling recantation of the Spiritualist doctrine and gave
such convincing proof of its fraudulence. Kane had shel
tered her from the world for three or four years. After
his death in 1857, she was ill for many months, and when
she recovered she was penniless. For thirty years before
her exposure, she lived in constant dread and fear of
Leah.

These were the facts which she revealed in her inter
view with New York reporters. She told them that often
after seances she would drown her remorse in wine. She
felt that she was guilty of the worst humbuggery she
could possibly perpetrate on the human race. Regarding
the spirit manifestations which were supposed to have
taken place shortly before in Carlyle's English home, she
said: "I know that every so-called manifestation pro
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26 JHE CONFUSION OF TONGUES
duced through me in London or anywhere else was a

fraud." She continued:

I repented in my maturity. I lived through years of silence, through
intimidation, scorn, and bitter adversity, concealing as best I might the

consciousness of my own guilt. ... I am at last able to reveal the fatal
truth, the exact truth of this hideous fraud which has withered so many
hearts and has blighted so many hopeful lives.

She arranged for a public demonstration of the mar
vels that had taken on divine meaning in the hearts of
millions of her contemporaries. At that time she said: "I
am here tonight as one of the founders of Spiritualism
to denounce it as an absolute falsehood from beginning
to end, as the flimsiest of superstitions, the most wicked
blasphemy known to the world." That was all she could
say, for the number of her enemies in the audience and
the disturbance which they caused, together with the
state of nervous exhaustion she was in, prevented the
elucidation she had planned to give. The World of Oc
tober 22, 1888, carried this report:

But if her tongue had lost its power her preternatural toe-joint
had not. A plain, wooden stool or table, resting on four short legs

and having the properties of a sounding board, was placed in front of
her. Removing her shoes, she placed her right foot on this table. The
entire house became breathlessly still, and was rewarded by a number
of short, sharp raps —those mysterious sounds which have for more
than forty years frightened and bewildered hundreds of thousands of
people in this country and Europe. A committee consisting of three

physicians taken from the audience then ascended to the stage, and hav

ing made an examination of her foot during the progress of the "rap-
pings," unhesitatingly agreed that the sounds were made by the action
of the first joint of her large toe.

An investigation conducted by the University of Buf
falo years before had come near detecting this source of
the rappings. It has worked on the theory, however, that
the noises were produced by the knees of the fair per
formers, and its findings had therefore been discredited
successfully by the Spiritualists. The probability that the
sounds came from supernatural sources was reduced by
the discovery that they did not come at all when the
knees of the ladies were held securely. But Leah —Mrs.
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