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‘“*The Present Crisis'’

James Russell Lowell (1819-1891)

When a deed is done for Freedom through the broad earth’s aching breast
Runs a thrill of joy prophetic, trenbling on fromeast to west,

And the slave, where'er he cowers, feels the soul within himclinb

To the awful verge of nmanhood, as the energy subline

O the century burst full-blossomed on the thorny stem of Tine.

Through the walls of hut and pal ace shoots the instantaneous throe,

When the travail of the Ages wings earth’s systens to and fro;

At the birth of each new Era, with a recogni zing start,

Nation wildly |l ooks at nation, standing with nmute |ips apart,

And glad Truth’s yet mightier man-child | eaps beneath the Future' s heart.

So the Evil’s triunph sendeth, with a terror and a chill

Under continent to continent, the sense of conming ill,

And the slave, where er he cowers, feels his synpathies with God
In hot tear-drops ebbing earthward, to be drunk up by the sod.
Till a corpse crawl s round unburied, delving in the nobler clod.

For mankind are one in spirit, and an instinct bear al ong,

Round the earth’s electric circle, the swift flash of right or wong;
Whet her consci ous or unconsci ous, yet Humanity’'s vast frane

Though its ocean-sundered fibres feels the gush of joy or shane; --
In the gain or loss of one race all the rest have equal claim

Once to every man and nation conme the nonent to decide;

In the strife of Truth with Fal sehood, for the good or evil side;

Sone great cause, CGod s new Messiah, offering each the bl oomor blight,
Parts the goats upon the left hand and the sheep upon the right,

And the choice goes by forever ’tw xt that darkness and that |ight.

Hast thou chosen, O ny people, on whose party thou shalt stand,

Ere the Doom fromits worn sandal s shakes the dust against our |and?
Though the cause of Evil prosper, yet 'tis Truth alone is strong,
And, al beit she wander outcast now, | see around her throng

Troops of beautiful, tall angels, to enshield her fromall wong.

Backward | ook across the ages and t he beacon-nonents see,

That, |ike peaks of sone sunk continent, jut through Oblivion's sea;

Not an ear in court or nmarket for the |ow foreboding cry

O those Crises, God's stern wi nnowers, fromwhose feet earth’s chaff nust fly;
Never shows the choice nonentous till the judgnent hath passed by.

Carel ess seens the great Avenger; history’'s page but record

One deat h-grapple in the darkness '"tw xt old systens and the Wrd,;
Truth forever on the scaffold, Wong forever on the throne,--

Yet that scaffold sways the future, and behind the di m unknown,
Standeth God within the shadow, keeping watch above his own.

W see dimy in the Present what is snall and what is great,

Sl ow of faith how weak an armnmay turn the iron help of fate,

But the soul is still oracular; amd the market’'s din,

Li st the om nous stern whisper fromthe Del phic cave within,--

‘*They enslave their children’s children who make conpromse with sin.’



Sl avery, the earth-born Cyclops, fellest of the giant brood,

Sons of brutish Force and Darkness, who have drenched the earth wi th bl ood,
Fam shed in his self-nmade desert, blinded by our purer day,

Gropes in yet unblasted regions for his mserable prey;

Shall we guide his gory fingers where our hel pless children play?

Then to side with Truth is noble when we share her wetched crust,
Ere her cause bring fame and profit, and 'tis prosperous to be just;
Then it is the brave man chooses, while the coward stands aside,
Doubting in his abject spirit, till his Lord is crucified,

And the nultitude make virtue of the faith they had deni ed.

Count me o’ er earth’s chosen heroes, --they were souls that stood al one,
Wil e the men they agoni zed for hurled the contunelious stone,

St ood serene, and down the future saw t he gol den beam i ncline

To the side of perfect justice, nastered by their faith divine,

By one man’s plain truth to nanhood and to God' s suprene design.

By the light of burning heretics Christ’s bleeding feet | track,

Toiling up new Calvaries ever with the cross that turns not back,

And these nmounts of angui sh nunber how each generation | earned

One new word of that grand _Credo_ which in prophet-hearts hath burned
Since the first man stood God-conquered with his face to heaven upturned.

For humanity sweeps onward: where today the nmartyr stands,

On the norrow crouches Judas with the silver in his hands;

Far in front the cross stands ready and the crackling fagots burn,
Wil e the hooting nob of yesterday in silent awe return

To glean up the scattered ashes into Hi story' s golden urn

"Tis as easy to be heroes as to sit the idle slaves

O a legendary virtue carved upon our father’'s graves,

Wor shi ppers of light ancestral make the present light a crineg;

Was the Mayfl ower | aunched by cowards, steered by nen behind their tinme?
Turn those tracks toward Past or Future, that nmake Pl ynouth Rock sublinme?

They were nmen of present valor, stalwart old iconocl asts,

Unconvi nced by axe or gibbet that all virtue was the Past’s;

But we nmake their truth our fal sehood thinking that hath nade us free,
Hoarding it in nouldy parchnments, while our tender spirits flee

The rude grasp of that great |npulse which drove them across the sea.

They have rights who dare maintain them we are traitors to our sires,
Snmothering in their holy ashes Freedoms newlit altar fires;

Shall we nake their creed our jailor? Shall we, in our haste to slay,
Fromthe tonbs of the old prophets steal the funeral |anps away

To light up the martyr-fagots round the prophets of today?

New occasi ons teach new duties; Tine makes anci ent good uncout h;

They must upward still, and onward, who woul d keep abreast of Truth

Lo, before us gl eam her canp-fires! we ourselves nust Pilgrins be
Launch our Mayflower, and steer boldly through the desperate wi nter sea,
Nor attenpt the Future's portal with the Past’s bl ood-rusted key.



