An Analysis of Leadership Exhibited by Mary Baker Eddy

In taking a critical stance of the ethical and moral issues raised by the leadership style of Mary Baker Eddy, one must thoroughly analyze the argument Garry Wills presents of Eddy in his book, Certain Trumpets. In so doing, strengths and weaknesses of his argument should be detailed and thoroughly examined. More importantly, it is imperative that a personal interpretation of leadership is presented that comprehensively examines the overall critical argument offered by Wills and whether it applies to this personal viewpoint.  In Will’s argument, Eddy was a great American Church leader of the 19th Century.  She possessed the basic tenet of his definition of a leader: one who mobilizes followers with a mutually shared goal. But does his claim of Eddy’s leadership style coincide with what my opinions are of a leader?  Not completely.  After a thorough analysis within the body of this essay, my personal argument will suggest that Eddy does not represent a leader in the same capacity as Wills.  And why is that?  She possesses two pivotal characteristics that should not be prevalent in a church leader.  First, questionable ethics come into play in the form of intellectual ownership of her supposed creation of Christian Science; especially it’s origins. Secondly, though she carefully coordinated and built the foundation of her “New” Christian church, she did not remain in control of the religious organization she founded; an oddity considering a church leader has historically “run the show” up unto death or excommunication.    

Wills states in his argument that Eddy “…took what was a general mood in the America of the last century and turned it into a body of teachable knowledge that could serve as the basis of spiritual discipline for a body of believers.  Her work continues to inspire many people who hope to transcend the cultural and psychic crippling of ‘diseased’ thought (p. 182).” He is describing Christian Science:  a religious teaching regarding the efficacy of spiritual healing according to her interpretation of the Bible as described in her book Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures (First published in 1875).  Her dogma holds that illness, eventually including death itself, can be healed through prayer and growing closer to God. This belief extends to the possibility of healing any kind of disharmony, not just illness. She saw sin, disease, and death as illusions resulting from a false sense of separation from God. Healing, she taught, is accomplished when one's understanding of God grows through the readings of her interpretations of the Bible (a rather self-centered, egotistical, and stoic approach to say the least).  Wills also argues that “her importance is not as a thinker or therapist but as a church leader.  She supported her followers not only with a theology but with an ecclesiology – establishing a structure of authority, shared rituals, and a communal identity (p. 181).”

The crux of Wills argument also suggests that Mary Baker Eddy had incredible vision.  So mush so that “once she had her Mother Church organized in Boston, her various printing efforts launched (including the prestigious secular paper, the Christian Science Monitor), a board of directors set up, all under her firm control, she retired from active directorship of the church (p. 181).”  From that point, she stepped away from the inner-workings of the church she created and let the hand-picked beuracracy take over operations for the followers of her new-found religion.             
So what were Wills’ strengths to his argument of Mary Baker Eddy being a Church Leader?  First off, he demonstrates that her tenacity and interpretive philosophy of the Bible were apparently enough to bring in loyal followers.  More importantly, she presented a shared goal that mobilized the masses within her inner-circle that eventually spawned a contemporary Christian religion for the American masses that were appreciable of her teachings.  The goal: heal the physically and mentally troubled, including the well, by way of Biblical interpretive readings that allow one to get closer to God and thus, a healthy existence.  Wills’ argument of Eddy suggests that what she espoused was, and still is, quite compelling.  He writes that “Eddy taught a wisdom that applied to all life, to the sick AND to the well (p. 185).”  Thus, her leadership helped form “a body of belief at once more receptive of the “healthy-minded” climate of her times and reciprocally more determinative of that climate’s future than was the case with more closed systems (p. 174)” like the Mormons and Amish of her time.  

A glaring weakness that stands out in Wills’ argument is in regards to the development and delivery of her ministry.  To acknowledge this observation however, one must first understand certain details of this chapter on Eddy.  Essentially, the core of Christian Science was actually born from the philosophy and practice of another individual, Phineas Parkhurst Quimby.  It was Quimby that even coined the phrase “Christian Science.”  Turning Christian faith on its ear, he basically believed that “the gospel tales of demons “cast out” (by the human Jesus) were cases of evil suggestions countered by good ones, and were therefore no miracles.  That is why he called his cures experimental and non-miraculous – operations of what he called ‘Christian Science (p.178).”  This “science” included rudimentary experiments whereby he showed that the mind works by suggestions and signals made to it on a subconscious level.  As Wills’ states in this chapter, Quimby believed that “…since people have a ‘mental atmosphere,’ in which their minds engage the circumambient sociocultural attitudes, persons affect each other when neither are conscious of it (p. 177).”  As a feminist, Quimby’s work had a huge influence on Mary Baker Eddy (one of his patients).  In fact, she was so taken by his craft that she eventually became what Wills described as a “propagandist” and “disciple” of Quimby’s (p. 178).  

After Quimby’s death in 1866, she was forced to use his techniques to self-heal herself from a slip-and-fall accident on the ice that also coincided with a deep depression from a second failed marriage.  It was at this point that she personalized Quimby’s Christian Science by converting his subconscious suggestive approach to a form of healing via interpretative biblical reading therapy. And this is where Wills’ argument exposes a weakness.   Wills’ writes on page 178 of Certain Trumpets that “her own ministry would not depend on personal suggestion (with or without ‘manipulation’), as Quimby’s had, but on directing people to read – not only the gospels, but her explications of those gospel’s real meaning.”  How could she produce interpretations of the gospel’s “real” meaning without manipulating the Scripture to fit a design?  If her ministry would not depend on personal suggestion (even on a subconscious level as Wills is implying), does it really matter that she is conveying her “suggestions” via interpretations on a reader’s conscious level?  Of course it does.  It’s as if she took Quimby’s religious methodology, added her analytical self-analysis of the Bible, and then called it (Christian Science) her own.  I can understand why there was an initial public clamor that denounced her as a mere plagiarist of Quimby.   If Wills’ was looking for a quintessential church leader, one wonders if he could have found one with an unblemished ethical spine unlike that of Eddy’s.

So what are the traits that I consider a true leader should possess; especially a leader from a religious order?  I would suggest a core structure that is based on the following:  ethics, expertise, devotion, and authority.  From this structure radiates general attributes of all leaders, i.e. enthusiasm, charisma, inspiration, patience, substance, innovation, practicality, industriousness, loyalty, motivation, care, creativeness, organization, purpose, stamina, and fortitude.  My definition of such a leader would be this: an individual who inspires others to act towards the fulfillment of a mission that fosters shared positive results, whether it is religious (as in this analysis) or otherwise.  So does Mary Baker Eddy exemplify such a definition with ALL of these attributes?  No.  I believe her ethics could be called into question.  As described in detail above, was it ethical for her to pull direct substantive dogma from Quimby and repackage it as her own?  As a “propagandist” and “disciple” of Quimby, it could have been evolutionary thought on Eddy’s behalf that metamorphosed Christian Science into what she witnessed to in her day.  Even if she did add her own touch to this “New” Church, was it enough to take full ownership and possession of the movement?  And does this really matter? The answer: probably not in the large scheme of things.  However, as far as my belief structure of what a Christian church leader should be, ethically speaking, I do not think that someone can reinterpret Scripture as she has done, offer it as a solution to obtainment of a healthy existence, and still have a moral foundation.  My opinion of Christian Science not withstanding, I believe that what she has created is based on a disputed claim of intellectual content and should be rightfully scrutinized by those with a discriminative view of leadership; especially church-related.

Lastly, why would Eddy “retire” from the active directorship of the church she founded?    Though Wills didn’t completely elaborate, he did say that by her “withdrawing above the fray, Eddy avoided the personal squabbles that had marred her years of struggle (p. 181 & 182),” i.e. law suits from initial financial backers of her movement, affidavits disproving of her past physical ailments, and constant accusations of plagiarism of Qimby that exists even to today.   As an insight to her ethical fiber, she was so “tortured” by one of the original financial backer’s law suit that she had one of her followers sue him back for “Malicious Animal Magnetism” or “M.A.M” for thinking and projecting bad thoughts in her direction.  This was a charge of witchcraft under ancient Massachusetts statutes. This frivolous action was more like an immature childish response of a paranoid schizophrenic than a “Church” leader.  The case was of course ultimately thrown out. Yet Wills’ still chose this woman to represent true greatness in leadership.  Why?  Because she had followers that were motivated towards a mutual goal of obtaining a healthy body, mind, and spirit.  Though she doesn’t quite achieve the level of my definition of leadership because of her ethical shortcomings, she nonetheless invented, coordinated and organized the foundation for a Church that wasn’t affected in the slightest when she eventually died. Her automatic processes and internal structure of the Church of Christ, Scientist exists to this day and probably will into perpetuity (though only a fraction of a percent of followers have ever existed from the movement’s inception).

   In conclusion, one should ascertain the following rhetorical point detailed within this analysis.  Was Mary Baker Eddy really a leader?  She developed a church that suggests that sickness is the result of fear, ignorance, or sin, (or some combination thereof) and that when the erroneous belief is corrected, the sickness will disappear.  Because of the followers that she has gained, and their mobilization towards a mutual belief of spiritual health, she fits Garry Wills’ definition of a leader; and specifically a church leader.  Conversely, when put to the test of my personal definition of a leader, she misses on ethical grounds.  

So who is to say what view is correct?  As a student of leadership in historic perspective, I can now say that the answer is both.  I’ve learned enough to acknowledge that leadership is not such a cut-and-dry phenomenon.  It definitely helps to analyze arguments from outside experts like Wills, Machiavelli, Horowitz, Royko, and others but the real test comes from developing one’s own view of what a leader represents to him or her.  And that has made all the difference when analyzing leaders of the past and especially in contemporary society.             

PAGE  
7

