Julia Ward Howe and Mother’s Peace Day

A week ago today President Obama announced the US military raid in Pakistan that killed Osama bin Laden. 

Before we can talk about Mother’s Peace Day this morning, I want to acknowledge that our national focus this week has been on the bin Laden killing, its consequences, its aftermath, the fears and other feelings it has aroused. 

They’re replaying the images of the Twin Towers burning again. One of my colleagues, a UU minister who lives in Canada, remarked at a meeting this weekend that every time we see those pictures again, we are traumatized again. And he said he doesn’t watch them for that reason. No such restraint in the media here.


It’s been a rough week for peacemakers and peacemaking.

I’ve been remembering the poster and slogan crafted by a mother during the protests against the war in Viet Nam. A yellow background with a rough sketch of a sunflower and the words: “War is not healthy for children and other living things.”


This nation has been at war for the past ten years, which means that for the children who came up to welcome Mateo this morning, our nation has always been at war. 

Our Unitarian ancestor, Julia Ward Howe, lived during the American Civil War, the bloodiest conflict in our nation’s history and the last war fought on American soil. She knew about war firsthand. As a young woman she had visited the front lines and been inspired to write “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” which was wildly popular during the war and made her a celebrity for the rest of her life.

She was not the founder of the Mother’s Day we celebrate today. That distinction belongs to another woman, Anna Jarvis, who campaigned for more than a decade in the early 1900s to dedicate a day to honor mothers. She envisioned a Mother’s Day celebration uncorrupted by any taint of commerce, a white carnation for the purity of a mother’s love, a handwritten letter expressing your heartfelt gratitude and devotion. Jarvis devoted her life to pressing for national recognition for the second Sunday in May and died embittered because her ideals had been taken over by politicians and commercial enterprises. Her Mother’s Day was not a day of peace, just a day to honor Mom.

In 1819, almost a century before Anna Jarvis’ campaign to establish Mother’s Day, a baby girl was born in New York City whose long life exemplifies the struggle and triumph of nineteenth-century activist women. She was named Julia after her mother and a sister who had died a few weeks before her birth. Her father was Samuel Ward, a wealthy banker. In Julia Ward’s family the Victorian ideal of womanhood was a social and political and religious reality. 

Valarie H. Ziegler, one of her biographers, describes the cult of womanhood:

The Victorian era proclaimed a doctrine of “separate spheres” that relegated women to the domestic realm. The public world of business and politics was understood as men’s world—a savage and brutal place, ruled by cutthroat competition. Only the fittest men were thought to prevail. And in the midst of their worldly success, these men found themselves brutalized, inured to the gentler virtues of Christian love and compassion. The remedy to such barbarism, according to nineteenth-century wisdom, was “true womanhood.” Protected from the fierce world outside, the Victorian woman was an “angel of the home,” ready to immerse her brothers, sons, and husband in the civilizing graces of Christian love as soon as they left the public world and returned to her nurturing arms. The key to this cult of domesticity was thus the assumption that women best communicated their moral character by confining their activities to the private sphere of the home (6).

Julia Ward Howe spent her life rebelling against this ideal of womanhood. She used her respectability, her upper-class status, her intelligence, and her beauty to do what she wanted rather than to conform to the expectations of others. First her father and then her husband tried to confine her within the Victorian cult of domesticity, but she rejected their expectations and was remarkably successful in achieving independence and making her contribution in the world. 

Her first ambitions were literary. She was a gifted student who wrote poems and plays, and by the age of 14 had published several poems. Although she was discouraged from seeking publication, considered unseemly in a woman, she persisted and became known in her circle of friends for her verses.

When Julia Ward was 23, she fell in love and married Samuel Gridley Howe, a physician who was the director of the Perkins Institute for the Blind. Dr. Howe was a war hero who had fought in the Greek war of independence, a dashing figure, widely admired, a reformer and an activist. He was almost 20 years older than Julia and like her father wanted his bride to remain at home and immerse herself in the domestic sphere. They had six children and a difficult and contentious marriage.

Julia’s religion in her father’s home had been evangelical Calvinism, but she had been exposed to Transcendentalism and Unitarianism during her frequent trips to Boston to visit friends. In the years before her marriage, she met Emerson and heard him lecture. She showed some of her poetry to Margaret Fuller, who encouraged her. She heard one of the last sermons of William Ellery Channing “and took comfort in his emphasis on divine love instead of divine judgment” (Clifford, Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory, 48).

After she moved to Boston as Dr. Howe’s bride, she came to think of herself as a liberal Christian and began to attend the services of the Transcendentalist Theodore Parker, a Unitarian minister who was infamous for his radical theology and politics, including his abolitionism. Later her husband insisted that she take their children to a more conventional church, so she went with her family to attend services conducted by James Freeman Clarke at the free Church of the Disciples. Both Parker and Clarke became lifelong friends. Julia became a Unitarian during the Civil War. 


Dr. Howe was appointed to the Sanitary Commission at the onset of the Civil War, responsible for supervising the health and cleanliness of the troops and caring for the wounded. He and Julia often traveled to Washington, DC, where the commission was headquartered, and it was here that  she wrote the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” in 1861.


The couple had gone out to review the Union troops with their pastor, James Freeman Clarke. As the infantry from Massachusetts marched past them, the soldiers were singing “John Brown’s Body,” and Clarke suggested that Julia write a more suitable lyric for the stirring tune. 

Julia was famous for the rest of her life for this lyric. Wherever she went, whenever she was honored, people would sing this hymn. She used her popularity and visibility to advocate for progressive causes such as woman’s suffrage and peace after the Civil War.


Her Women’s Peace Movement was precious to her.


“Her work for peace seemed to bring all her thoughts on Christianity, women and the progress of the human race into clear focus…In the end Julia had more success with her peace ideas at home than abroad. Upon returning from England in 1872, she conceived of a plan to hold annual Mother’s Peace Day festivals in various parts of the country as well as abroad. These festivals, to be celebrated on the second of June, may perhaps be seen as the predecessors of our contemporary Mother’s Day, but that feast for florists, greeting card sellers and candy makers bears little resemblance to Julie Howe’s original idea.” (Clifford, 187)


The first festival took place in Boston on June 2, 1873 along with eighteen other festivals in various parts of the country, and for the next ten years festivals were held in Boston, but the idea never developed the traction of the international movement she had originally envisioned.


When Julia Ward Howe died in 1910, four thousand people attended the memorial service. Samuel A. Eliot, president of the American Unitarian Association, gave the eulogy at the Church of the Disciples, where she had been a member for many years.


And sometimes history repeats itself. “Four years ago in Overland Park, Kansas, a woman named Sara Sautter, director of religious education at Shawnee Mission UU Church, got more than 500 people to stand along a busy street in a peace vigil. Sautter had a media hook that worked—that Unitarian Julia Ward Howe, who wrote the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” later turned antiwar and founded Mother’s Day as a day of peace “(Interconnections, Spring 2009).  Maybe she’s rewriting history. Maybe not. “The group that Sautter founded, Julia’s Voice, is gearing up for another event [today] in conjunction with All Souls UU Church in Kansas City, Mo., and she is hoping many other congregations will organize events in their communities.” 


War is not still not good for children and other living things.

Write your mother a love letter and then go out and work for peace today. I swear it’s not too late.
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