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Russell Kirk: An Integrated Man

The most obvious and important thing
that must be said about Russell Kirk con-
cernsthe harmony that existed between his
public and his private life, He was an inte-
grated man who lived what he wrote, There
wereno disappointingdisjunctions between
the private and the public self. On the
contrary, the happy domestic life at Piety
Hill was a sort of extension of his written
work, a lived parable which illuminated
everything he wrote about the primacy of
private life over public life, about the fam-
ily as the essential human community, and
about the basic loyalties to the villages,
neighborhoods, and regions in which hu-
man beings were most likely to find fulfill-
ment and a measure of happiness, The
philosophy that he outlined in his many
books and essays was embodied in his ev-
erydaylife, and his everyday life provided a
running commentary on the deeper mean-
ing of that philosophy. Those who were
privileged to be his friends were people
whose understanding of his thought was
only deepened by their knowledge of a life
which made that thought even more real
for them,

Nevertheless the underlying principle
that unified Russell Kirk’s life and work
was not at first obvious. The harmony was
clear, but the source of that harmony re-
mained mysterious. At first, it might seem
strange that his life and work were able to
reconcile so many apparent contradictions.
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Consider only a few of them. He was a critic
of every sort of collectivist tyranny, but he
wasalsoa critic of unfettered consumerism.
An advocate of the free market long before
it was fashionable to be one, he was also a
critic who constantly drew attention to the
destructive power of 2 market which lacked
a firm ethical basis. A patriot who rejoiced
in the health and energy of American soci-
ety, he was also a stern moralist who iden-
tified the pornographic popular culture of
America as the most dangerous enemy of
historic communities in every part of the
Western world. A lover of liberty who dis-
trusted every form of State interference, he
disliked the libertarians and insisted on the
need for, and the positive role of, both
social and religious authority. The founder
and spokesman for a political movement,
he mocked political movements and sys-
tems. A conservative philosopher, he dis-
couraged any attempt to construct a con-
servative ideology. A clear and cogent
thinker, he trusted imagination more than
discursive reason, insisting, for example,
that there was more wisdom about the true
nature of South American politics to be
found in a single novel of Joseph Conrad
(such as Nestromo) than could be found in
a dozen heavy volumes written by the best
historians, economists, and sociologists.
Finally and most surprisingly, he was a
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profoundly religious man who seldom spoke
or wrote about religious subjects.

The principle that reconciled these ap-
parent contradictions is found in an idea
which is difficult to describe in a few words.
It is an idea which is expressed both as a
doctrine and as a tradition, and it is most
accurately described asthe sacramental prin-
ciple. This principle is to be found not only
among Catholic Christians, but also among
large numbetrs of Protestant believers. Cer-
tainly Dr. Kirk’s life and work, both as an
Anglican and as a Roman Catho-
lic, was illuminated by a sacra-
mental religious faith. It is not
surprising that his cultural he-
roes and mentors were men such
as T.S. Eliotand G.K. Chesterton,
who also lived in the light of the
same sacramental faith (even
though they disagreed about the
identity of the historical commu-
nity which was the visible em-
bodiment of sacramental author-
ity).

Evemhing that seems puzzling
about Russell Kirk's life and writ-
ing becomes clear once this un-
derlying principle of unity is understood.
Take, for example, the apparent contradic-
tion between his defense of liberty and his
insistence that the human heart and mind
must conform to the truth set forth by true
authority. In a society that celebrates “free-
dom of choice” as an essential human right,
such a view must seem inexplicable. But for
a sacramental thinker, there is no contra-
dictionbetween libertyand obediencesince
he regards true freedom as ordered free-
dom; in Aristotelian language, human be-
ings are social by nature and genuine free-
dom requires that they choose the means by
which they can fulfill their nature.

Kirk’s favorite Chesterton story was “The
Yellow Bird,” a short fiction in which
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Chesterton satirizes false notions of free-
dom. In thisstory, an anarchist philosopher
“liberates” a canary from its cage and a fish
from its bowl: the creatures, of course, die
once they are removed from the confining
environment in which alone they are able to
live. The meaning of the Chestertonian
parable is obvious. The liberty of the radical
individualist is destructive to the human
person who can find happiness only in
small and limited communities which may
seem asimprisoning as a cage or a fish bowl,
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the Piety Hill drawing room (1976).
Learning to accept such limitations is the
secret of a free and happy life. Like every
traditional thinker from Dr. Johnson to
Chesterton, Russell Kirk understood that
such communities were the friends and not
the enemies of human liberty—in
Chesterton’s phrase, they were not the prison
of the human spirit: they were its only
possible house of life.

It may seem odd to describe this
communitarian idea as sacramental. Nev-
ertheless, itiscentral toan understanding of
the sacramental principle. In Christian
terms, the sacramental tradition is essen-
tially communitarian. Instead of the lonely
individual who finds God by a series of
utterly free choices, the sacramental think-
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ersstress the way in which these free choices
must be made in the context of a human
community, But for them, these limited
communities are much more than they
appear to be. Just as Christ was an appar-
ently limited human being who was also the
presence of God on earth, so are the little
human communities the way in which
Christ is made present throughout human
history: they are the places in which Christ
continues the work which he began in an
out-of-the-way province of
the Roman empire; they are
an extension of the Incarna-
tion. Christ is the Sacrament
of God, and the community
is the Sacrament of Christ,
the place and the means by
which he is present in the
world from which he seems
to be absent.

This theological idea has
important social and eco-
nomicimplications,and Kirk
spentalifetime mediatingon
their meaning. His preference for small-
town life and for ordinary people, his dis-
trust of vast impersonal systems, has a reli-
gious significance. Only in societies small
enough for people to know each other as
persons is it possible to catch a glimpse of
the One who is most at home among ordi-
nary people. The preservation and the re-
newal of small communities and neighbor-
hoods is therefore important both as a hu-
man and as a religious work. For Kirk and
for Chesterton, the community rather than
the individual was of paramount impor-
tance. As Chesterton pointed out in Ortho-
doxy, the Trinitarian God is himself a com-
munity.

The sacramental principle also explains
Russell Kirk’s distrust of ideclogies and
utopian thinking ofevery kind. He regarded
such systems as false and destructive of
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human happiness precisely because they
were constructed by isolated thinkers who
were often alienated from the wise human
communities in which they lived—proving
the truth of Chesterton’s sardonic com-
ment that a modern book is usually written
by the one mad person in the village. As a
sacramental thinker, Kirk understood that
truth was something to be discovered rather
thaninvented and that it was most likely to
be discovered in small communities such as

Felic, Annette,
Monica, and Cecilia (1994).

Mecosta, where people learned a healthy
respect forstubborn objective realities which
could notbe easily manipulated or explained
away. Throughout Kirk’s writing, there are
many references to the solipsistic quality of
ideological thinking. He saw in this anti-
sacramental spirit the defining characteris-
tic of modernity. It was in opposition to it
that one must view his passionate love for
the trivialities of everyday life—a Christ-
mas party, story-telling, leisurely conversa-
tions with old and new friends in his family
home.

Nothing in the standardized and atom-
ized units of the vast and disorderly urban
world could be compared with these real
things. Like Chesterton, he understood that
these huge social systems were best under-
stood as the projections of a madman’s
brain, cruel fantasies invented by isolated
modern thinkers who saw themselves as
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creators of an alternative universe to the
one created by God. In an early chapter of
Orthodoxy, entitled significantly “The Ma-
niac,” Chesterton summarizes a good deal
of what Russell Kirk was to say about this
modern penchant for living in private, so-
lipsistic worlds. In this passage, Chesterton
addresses the modern ideologue and tries to
persuade him that he would be happier
once he stopped trying to be God: “So you
are the Creator and Redeemer of the world;
but what a small world it must be!l What a
little heaven you must inhabit, with angels
no bigger than butterflies! How sad it must
be to be God.”

It is in this context of welcoming a com-
plex and varied real world of material things,
in preference to the insanely simplified and
unreal world of the ideologue, that one
must understand Russell Kirk’s dislike of
intellectual system-building. Notice, too,
that his dislike extended even to the intel-
lectual systems built by his friends on the
American Right. As far as he was con-
cerned, the life of the small and organic
community was “larger” and more intet-
esting than the mechanical life of modern
industrialized society. Here again, his think-
ing was Chestertonian. Like Chesterton, he
understood that those who step out of the
family and village community are entering
a smaller, more sectarian and less interest-
ing world, no matter how large and power-
ful it may seem to be. For him, the modern
revolt against the family is exactly what
Chesterton said it was—a revolt against
mankind. In Heretics, the young Chesterton
expresses this key idea in the following
words: “When we step into the family, by
the act of being born, we do step into a
world which is incalculable...in a worlu
which could do without us, into a world
that we have not made.” The political im-
plications of this homely truth are devel-
oped ina multitude of Kirk’s books, but the
vindication of the practical value of Ches-
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terton’s comment was demonstrated by the
rich and fulfilling life that Russell Kirk lived
in his family home and in his native village
in an obscure but beautiful corner of the
American Midwest.

To examine the deeper theological mean-
ing of Kirk’s thinking and living would
require a treatise in mystical theology. Per-
hapsitisencugh to note thatall true mystics
stress the fundamental sacramental truth

Russell Kirk tending to his property (1993).

that God is to be found in the humble
realities of ordinary life. Russell Kirk un-
derstood this fundamental truth. It is clear
that his life and thought represented a sus-
tained and courageous effort both to de-
fend and to revitalize the little communities
that were the very basis of both national and
individual greatness. He regarded such com-
munities as little churches or schools of
virtue; they were earthy and even earthly,
but what they signified was something far
more important than what they seemed to

THE INTERCOLLEGIATR REviEw—Fall 1994




22

An Integrated Man by lan Boyd, C.5.8.

be. In their very materiality, they were reas-
suring signs of the abiding presence of the
Incarnate God who is found in the daily
round of ordinary community life. No
wonder that Kirk seldom spoke directly
about God. The entire point of his sacra-
mental faith is that one finds God in earthly
realities; to see them rightly is to see Him.
Kirk understood the truth that ever since
the Incarnation, material things are lumi-
nous and transparent rather than opaque,
because it is through them that one can
sometimes catch a glimpse of God.

The sacramental principle also explains
Russell Kirk's curious preference for imagi-
native writing. Although he had a deep
respect for genuine scholarship, he also saw
a special value in things that were concrete
and specific instead of abstract and general.
Hereagainthereisa parallel with Chesterton.
Kirk liked to repeat Chesterton’s comment
that it is unlikely that any truth can be told
exceptin parables. Once again, the underly-
ing and unifying principle is Incarnational:
for Kirk, life is far more like a story than a
puzzle. Consequently, it is wiser to trust the
moral imagination, which expresses truth
in the form of parables and allegories, than
the discursive reason which constructs pri-
vate logical systems of thought and substi-
tutes empirical fact for
mystery.

From this becomes
clear the centrality of the
apparently profane gh-
ost stories, myths, and
legends which delighted
and enriched the life of
Russell Kirk. They were
humble earthly things
that were written and
read only in order to de-
light, but each of them
was also a window
through which it was
possibletoseeatranscen-
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dental world: they also were sacramental.
Butinanevendeeper way, these products of
the moral imagination drew attention to
the ultimate sacramental truth. Like all sac-
ramental thinkers, Russell Kirk understood
the way in which such literature enables the
Christian to understand the significance of
his own life. After all, from a sacramental
perspective, every human life is a re-enact-
ment of the one Gospel story, and every
human being is a character in a cosmic
novel in which he writes his own tragic or
happy ending.

The integrated quality of Russell Kirk’s life
and work was, therefore, derived from a
truly deep religious source. The sacramen-
tal faith given to him in baptism incorpo-
rated him into a community of believers.
Like the fountain of living water of which
Christ speaks in St. John's Gospel, this faith
was the secret source of the joy and cheer-
fulness which transformed and constantly
renewed his own life and the life of all the
many communities with which this remark-
able man was associated. In an address he
gavein 1984 on the occasion of his receiving
the Ingersoll Prize for humane letters and
scholarship, Kirk cited Edmund Burke’s
gloomy words about a world which seemed
to be dominated by
“madness, discord, vice,
confusion, and unvailing
sorrow.” But he did not
end his address on that
gloomy note. Rather, he
expressed his hope that
order in society would be
renewed and energized by
a power which is eternal
rather than temporal.
: That renewing force was
P at the center of his own
d with his  life and was the secret of
its integrity.
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