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INTRODUCTION
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WORDS MATTER. They move individuals to tears and to action. They make or break communities. In Israel and the Palestinian territories, India and Pakistan, Great Britain and the United States, words tie people together and tear them apart. Socrates lives because of Plato’s dialogues. The world remembers Jesus because of the words of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. And what Americans recall of Paul Revere we owe to the poetry of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

In his Gettysburg Address, perhaps the greatest American speech ever, President Lincoln said, “The world will little note nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here.”1 He was wrong. Americans have largely forgotten what Union and Confederate soldiers did at Gettysburg during three bloody days in July 1863, but we have not forgotten Lincoln’s words, which continue to be quoted and misquoted, interpreted and misinterpreted for all sorts of purposes. In the few minutes Lincoln spoke at Gettysburg, he explained why the Civil War was being waged, why the Union was worth preserving, and why the United States was founded. His words—“conceived in liberty . . . dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal . . . a new birth of freedom”—are now part of our lexicon. They live not because Americans agree with everything Lincoln said, but because they agree that everything he said is worth debating. What does it mean to affirm “government of the people, by the people, for the people”? It depends on whom you ask. And if you ask enough Americans you will see that the nation rests not on agreement about its core ideas and values, but on a willingness to continue to debate them.

From the beginning of the American experiment, foreign visitors noted a key difference between the United States and its European kin. It was not held together by blood or custom. Its citizens had no common history going back to the ancients. They spoke different languages and worshipped in different ways. “If there is a country in the world where concord, according to common calculation, would be least expected, it is America,” wrote that great propagandist for revolution Thomas Paine. “Made up as it is of people from different nations, accustomed to different forms and habits of government, speaking different languages, and more different in their modes of worship, it would appear that the union of such a people was impracticable.”2 What constituted America, these observers argued, were ideas—a common commitment to key words such as “liberty,” “equality,” “constitutionalism,” and “republicanism.”

But that is not quite right. At least it is not complete, because these ideas conflict with one another. Our republic of letters is a republic of conversation, constituted, divided, reconstituted, and maintained by debate over the meaning of “America” and “Americans.” Whenever we say, “That is un-American” or “That is what America is all about,” we are declaring our allegiance to this republic. And whenever our fellow citizens disagree with us, they are doing the same. Such declarations are charged because our unity is fragile. In every generation our pluribus threatens to overtake our unum; in every generation the nation must be imagined anew. So we are forever anxious about possible threats to our unity: immigrants, traitors, un-American ideas.

Americans agree to a surprising degree about which symbols and ideas are central to our national life, but we disagree profoundly about what these symbols and ideas mean and how they ought to be translated into public policies. The fights Americans have about who has stolen America and who is going to take it back focus, to be sure, on key words such as “liberty” and “equality”—on the ideas that energized the new nation and, for a time, rent it asunder. But this conversation is also inspired by key phrases—“a city on the hill,” “We the people,” “one nation, under God,” “I have a dream”—and by inescapable speeches, songs, and stories that carry these words and phrases down through the generations. Finally, and most important, America’s conversation about itself is fueled by passion. Words have the power to make things happen, but that power is weak unless it is sparked by the passions that thinkers from David Hume to David Brooks have seen as the key drivers of political action and human history.

Perhaps because of America’s strong Christian heritage, it seems natural to many U.S. citizens to imagine that our unity is creedal, resting on some political analogue to the Ten Commandments or the Nicene Creed. “To be an American is not to be someone, but to believe in something,” writes historian Gordon Wood.3 But there is no American creed. What brings us together is a common practice. To be an American is not to agree with your fellow citizens about a set of propositions. It is to agree to argue with them, and to argue passionately. More often than not, our key words are fighting words. Here citizens disagree fiercely, even about “truths” that are supposedly “self-evident.” And they do so in public, with the volume up.

This conversation is spirited because the United States isn’t just a country; it is also a religion of sorts. In the hearts and minds of the faithful—those whose belief in America is strong and whose doubt marks a spiritual crisis—this land is sacred and its people are chosen. The stories we tell about our nation are sacred stories. The heroes we recall on our holy days are saints and martyrs, as ancient and permanent as granite on Mount Rushmore. Like Abraham or Moses or Jesus, they come to enter into a new covenant, to deliver a chosen people from slavery, or to shed blood to atone for our sins.

This American religion has its scripture too: the words and voices to which Americans return as they ponder the meanings and ends of their country. America’s scripture includes the Bible, of course. Since colonial times, Americans have made sense of their experiences through the characters and plot points of the biblical book of Exodus—Pharaoh and Moses, slavery and deliverance, Egypt and the promised land. Contemporary American politics, on both sides of the aisle, is replete with references to the Good Samaritan, the Sermon on the Mount, and the Ten Commandments. So Americans are a “people of the book.” But the Bible is not the only book Americans use to define and redefine themselves.

Over the last generation, Americans have debated, sometimes graciously, more often angrily, but always passionately, such issues as abortion, income-tax rates, and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. In so doing, they have asked, “What would Jefferson do?” Or MLK? Or Reagan? To answer these questions, they have returned, over and over again, to certain core texts. These core texts constitute a de facto canon of American public life. I call this canon the American Bible. Because the “real” Bible has been a prime mover of American thought, the American Bible includes portions of the Hebrew and Christian Bibles. But these biblical verses stand alongside other texts that Americans have long held sacred, such as “God Bless America,” Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and “I Have a Dream.”

It is tempting to imagine that the American Bible speaks with one voice—the voice of the founders, perhaps. It does not. After all, the founders disagreed profoundly with one another (not least about whether to ratify the Constitution), and agreement was just as elusive in the age of Jackson as in the age of Reagan. Like the Christian and Jewish Bibles, the American Bible is multivocal—a cacophony of competing and contradictory voices. Written by different people in different times and places, it includes letters and speeches, poems and songs, memorials and novels, the decisions of justices and the proclamations of presidents. So when we ask it a hard question, it does not give us an easy answer. Instead, it invites us into an ongoing conversation between the authors of these American scriptures and their innumerable commentators (ourselves included).

The American Bible is a record of this ongoing conversation. It presents the books held sacred by the American people—the core texts to which Americans are forever returning as they reflect on what it means to be an American. Like the Catholic Bible, however, The American Bible also includes commentaries on these core texts—interpretations that keep America’s scriptures vibrant by applying their time-tested truths to contemporary circumstances.

Books like this have been published before. Beginning in 1783, Noah Webster, the founding father of American English, produced a series of readers that attempted to define a new nation to its citizens by offering up a series of political, religious, and moral tracts to be read, memorized, and recited. “Begin with the infant in his cradle; let the first word he lisps be Washington,” reads the title page of his earliest reader, which aimed to “transfuse” the “noble sentiments of liberty and patriotism . . . into the breasts of the rising generation.”4 In Webster’s imagination, geniuses spoke, and the rest of us listened. But that isn’t really how it works, because, after the speaking and the listening, we talk back. What Webster missed is what makes great books great: their ability to generate commentary and controversy. The words of Washington’s Farewell Address of 1796 may be profound in their own right, but they are remembered because of the commentaries upon them. Without these commentaries and the controversies they engender, his words would be a dead letter.

Consider the writings of Thomas Jefferson, who with George Washington and Abraham Lincoln constitute a sacred trinity in the American pantheon. Novelist Gore Vidal once said of Jefferson, “If there is such a thing . . . as the American spirit, then he is it.”5 If so, that spirit is legion, and divided against itself, because America’s Jeffersons are about as numerous as the stars on the American flag. As early as 1837, a Pennsylvania politician was observing that Jefferson’s “opinions may be quoted on any side of almost any question.”6 Since that time, virtually every political party and social movement has created a Jefferson in its own image and then put him to work for its own purposes. Posthumously, Jefferson endorsed the Jacksonians and the Whigs, fought on both sides in the Civil War, and championed both isolationism and interventionism. Today he is a hero of liberal Democrats and conservative Republicans alike—the “Apostle of Liberty” and a champion of states’ rights. But he is also a hypocrite who over the course of his life owned six hundred slaves and likely fathered children with one of them, Sally Hemings. To borrow from Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address, both sides read the same Jefferson and invoke his aid against the other.

One reason Jefferson has been so malleable, and so useful, to so many American generations is that he was, in his own time, “a baffling series of contradictions: philosopher and politician, aristocrat and democrat, cosmopolitan and American.”7 But Jefferson is also legion because he must be. Societies always adapt the words and actions of their saints and heroes to changing circumstances. The Declaration of Independence, drafted by Jefferson, lives in part because, to paraphrase Walt Whitman, it is large and contains multitudes. And so it goes for Jefferson’s First Inaugural Address. But Jefferson’s words also live because contemporary controversies continue to breathe life into them—because they are forever being quoted and misquoted, used and abused, in an effort to divine not merely the mind of Jefferson but also the mind of America.

The Constitution is another classic in this regard. It is “the supreme Law of the Land.” Presidents swear to uphold it. The Supreme Court is dedicated to interpreting it. As a result, it has generated a seemingly endless stream of commentary, both inside and outside the hallowed halls of the U.S. Supreme Court. In his 2010 commencement address at Harvard University, former Supreme Court justice David Souter spoke at length about how judges actually read the Constitution. He began by arguing that the Constitution is multivocal, so judges must read it as a whole. When they do, however, they see that it affirms many contradictory things. They also see that the Constitution itself does not offer any rules for adjudicating between the conflicting claims of, say, order and liberty or liberty and equality. So judges must do the judging, which they have done from the Supreme Court’s first decision in 1791 through Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 and Roe v. Wade in 1973.

Similar observations can be made about this collection of the most influential writings of Americans, by Americans, and for Americans. Like the Constitution, The American Bible speaks in many voices. It includes books by Harriet Beecher Stowe and Ayn Rand, Malcolm X and Ronald Reagan. These texts too affirm competing goods without offering a method for choosing among them. So, rather than a record of the beliefs Americans hold in common, this book is a record of what Americans value. More specifically, it is a record of what Americans value enough to fight about. And as they engage in this fight—a fight that is simultaneously political and moral, cultural and religious—they decide (provisionally, of course) what America means and who is, and who is not, authentically American.

Judaism is renowned for its traditions of controversy. Put two Jews in a room, the saying goes, and you get three (or more) opinions. The Talmud, a collection of competing rabbinic commentaries about Jewish law, ethics, and theology, is the authoritative record of this debate. A typical page from the Talmud displays a key passage in the middle, surrounded by commentary upon commentary, with no apologies for failing to arrive at the answer to any given dispute. The way to wisdom here lies not in affirming simple truths but in engaging in difficult discussions. To be a Jew, therefore, is not so much to have the truth as to search for it. And the method of this search is disagreement, disputation, and debate.

The American Bible began as an effort to construct an American Talmud. This origin can be seen especially in Proverbs, where key utterances in American life—“Remember that time is money,” “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” “Ain’t I a woman?”—are literally surrounded on the page by commentaries about what these utterances mean. Historian Garry Wills refers to Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address as a “self-referential system” in which its interlocking sentences are joined together by “a kind of hook-and-eye method.”8 The same can be said of The American Bible, where Lincoln conjures the Declaration of Independence, only to be conjured by the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., who is conjured in turn by Ronald Reagan.

The aim of this book is not to create a canon but to report upon one. This is of course a controversial process. Every list by its nature includes things and excludes others; those who compile lists have to make choices. So it is important to make plain how this particular collection came to be. The dictionaries of Noah Webster, whose famous Blue-Back Speller is included here, were deeply prescriptive, focusing on what in his view American English should become. Today most dictionaries are largely descriptive—reports of the words speakers of a given language actually utter and the definitions they actually employ. This sort of “reporting” has been my goal here. I have tried to include not the books I revere but those that Americans themselves have made sacred. On this score, influence obviously matters. But my chief criterion has been the ability of a given text to generate controversy and conversation. Which words have Americans cited and recited in their ongoing debate over the meanings and ends of America? Which texts have been their touchstones?

Taking aim at “mere description” does not ward off bias, of course. Webster himself was biased toward the vocabulary and speech patterns of his native New England. I doubtless have biases of my own. Nonetheless, many of my personal favorites did not make the cut here, either because they did not take direct aim at the meaning of America or because they have not generated as strong a tradition of commentary as other books competing for inclusion. Nathaniel Philbrick refers to Moby-Dick as “our American Bible.” What he means is that Melville’s classic is a big book that carries inside its covers the “genetic code” of American life.9 In my view, Moby-Dick has not been as influential as either Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin or Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, each of which has carried considerable weight in our national conversation about race. So Moby-Dick is not included here.

Also slighted are more recent voices, since it is much harder to generate a vast commentary tradition for a work produced in the 1990s or 2000s than for one published during the Civil War or the American Revolution. Still, it must be admitted that most of the books in this collection are by dead white men. In fact, the only living author of an American Bible book is the architect of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Maya Lin. For better or for worse, dead white men have had outsized influence over the course of U.S. history, and among their powers has been the capacity to command an audience. Nonetheless, women, Native Americans, African Americans, and Muslims are among the authors of these core texts, and voices of the commentators—from Frederick Douglass to Rosa Parks and Gloria Steinem—are far more diverse. This collection also ranges, in both its primary and secondary texts, far and wide across the political spectrum. Radical historian Howard Zinn and consumer activist Ralph Nader are heard here, but so are conservative activists and intellectuals from William F. Buckley Jr. and Robert Bork to Rush Limbaugh and Antonin Scalia.

Throughout The American Bible I refer to primary texts as “books.” These books are organized into sections patterned after sections of the Christian Bible (both the Old Testament and the New).

Genesis is of course the first book of that Bible. Here it headlines a selection of books that were there “in the beginning” of American culture, including the Declaration of Independence and Noah Webster’s Blue-Back Speller, which has been described as America’s linguistic declaration of independence. The biblical story of the Exodus of the Israelites from slavery to freedom is also included in this opening section, since many Americans during the Revolution saw themselves as reenacting this biblical story, playing the role of God’s New Israel in their righteous battle with the Pharaoh George III.

The next section of The American Bible, Law, takes its inspiration from the legal code delivered by God through Moses on Mount Sinai. This section focuses on the American legal tradition, including the Constitution, of course, but also key Supreme Court decisions.

Chronicles presents three bestselling novels: Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged. Classic songs—“The Star-Spangled Banner,” “God Bless America,” and “This Land Is Your Land”—appear here as Psalms. Shorter expressions—typically single sentences—appear as Proverbs, from Abigail Adams’s admonition to her husband, John, to “remember the ladies” in crafting the Constitution to Calvin Coolidge’s claim that “the business of America is business.” Prophets presents the voices of those who have delivered new visions of the American experiment, from Thoreau and Eisenhower to MLK and Malcolm X. Lamentations, which borrows its name from the biblical book of loss, includes two key expressions over the loss of life in war: Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial.

Moving from the “Old Testament” to the “New,” the Gospels section presents the “good news” of liberalism, conservatism, and something in between via the voices of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Ronald Reagan, and Thomas Jefferson. The Pledge of Allegiance is the sole entry in Acts, and classic letters penned by Washington, Jefferson, and King conclude The American Bible as Epistles.

Each of these entries follows a three-part structure, beginning with an introduction that explains why this particular selection qualifies as American scripture and how it has served as a catalyst for later controversy. Next comes the source itself—in full or as an excerpt—so that readers can experience themselves the speeches, songs, and sayings that have united or divided us. Finally come the commentaries, either as footnotes embedded in the original text (in the case of responses to specific arguments or phrases) or, in the case of comments on the text as a whole, in the “Commentary” section that concludes each of these “books.”

These commentaries, which track the “afterlife” of a given book, are the heart and soul of The American Bible, since it is here that the American people talk back, agreeing, disagreeing, or in many cases creatively misreading what their forebears have said. Some of these commentaries come from the lips of the rich and famous—from presidents and governors, for example. Others come from novelists, bloggers, preachers, and journalists, some well known and others obscure.

In these commentaries, which appear here in chronological order, the endless movement of American culture—its swells and breaks and ebbing and flooding tides—is on display. Standing inside any given historical moment, it is easy to imagine that the words of the American Bible are etched in stone. That is literally true in the case of the words of the Gettysburg Address at the Lincoln Memorial or those of Martin Luther King Jr. at one of the newest memorials at the National Mall. But Americans’ understandings of these iconic expressions have changed over time, sometimes dividing us, sometimes uniting us, but always defining us.

To take just one example, the Declaration of Independence may tell us that “all men are created equal,” but not until nearly a century later did Lincoln decide that these five words constitute the “proposition” to which America is “dedicated.” And much of American public life from Lincoln on is devoted to figuring out just how far this promise of equality should extend. At the ratification of the Constitution, the vote was restricted in most states to white men with property. Since that time, suffrage has been extended to black men and to women, and, via the Twenty-Sixth Amendment, to U.S. citizens eighteen years of age and older. But suffrage does not equality make. Neither does the vote put an end to America’s contentious conversation about equality. Most Americans have now accepted the proposition that “all men” extends to women and to people of all races. But does it extend to gays and lesbians? Or to the unborn?

So why this book? And why now?

American politics is broken. As the culture wars drag on and on, Americans have forgotten how to talk with one another. Our national conversation about our common life has devolved into a shouting match, with our various technologies—radio, television, and the Internet—only turning up the volume (and the heat). The Jewish tradition draws a sharp distinction between arguing for the sake of arguing (which it does not value) and “arguing for the sake of God” (which it does). Here in the United States we used to argue on behalf of the nation. Today we argue for the sake of our parties.

The first objective of The American Bible is to commend to readers a better way. In 2004, one hundred fifty years after the publication of Thoreau’s Walden (another personal favorite that did not make the cut here), John Updike wrote: “Walden has become such a totem of the back-to-nature, preservationist, anti-business, civil-disobedience mind-set, and Thoreau so vivid a protester, so perfect a crank and hermit saint, that the book risks being as revered and unread as the Bible.”10 Many of the books in The American Bible are more revered than read. In fact, many survive almost entirely through commentaries upon them. So I hope that this book will inspire readers to go back to these sources themselves—to tune out for a moment what party leaders are telling them and to tune in to what prior Americans have said about their nation and its people. Why allow John Boehner or Nancy Pelosi to dominate your book group when Jefferson, Lincoln, and King are in the room? Whether approaching these classics for the first time or rediscovering them anew, readers will be able to clarify for themselves where they stand on issues of their day. In the process, they will be empowered to judge for themselves whether elected officials who are using Lincoln or King to support their economic or social policies know what they are talking about. Is Sarah Palin reading King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” correctly? Does Rush Limbaugh really understand “I Have a Dream”? And what of President Obama’s public statements on President Kennedy? Along the way, there should be ample surprises, as readers discover not only that their political heroes affirmed ideas they find abhorrent but also that some of their most cherished ideas originated with the leaders of another party.

Another aim of this book is to demonstrate how the course of American political, religious, moral, and cultural life can be read “rabbinically,” as it were—as a series of extended commentaries on these core expressions. This is obvious in the constitutional tradition, where the Constitution gives us Dred Scott v. Sandford, which gives us the Fourteenth Amendment, which gives us Brown v. Board of Education, which provokes King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” But it is no less true with John Winthrop’s “A Model of Christian Charity,” which gave Reagan his signature image of the United States as a “shining city on a hill,” or with Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America,” which put those three words at the end of virtually every important presidential speech over the last quarter century. So I hope this book prompts American citizens to engage with not only their Constitution but also Frederick Douglass’s scathing indictment of the same in his bitter yet brilliant speech “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” (a classic that appears here, alas, only as a commentary).

This book also aims to provide some hope. Albert Camus once said, “He who holds hope for the human condition is a fool,” proving beyond a doubt that he was French and not American. Far closer to the spirit of America are these lines by Emily Dickinson:

Hope is the thing with feathers

That perches in the soul.

And sings the tune

Without the words,

And never stops at all.

It must be noted, however, that it is difficult to enter into the rough and tumble of contemporary American politics and exit with one’s hope (or one’s dignity) intact. Congress is obviously dysfunctional. Leaders of both parties engage all too often not in the subtle art of compromise but in the blood sport of the vendetta. They act like the Jets and the Sharks in West Side Story. They call each other Nazis. They accuse each other of betraying God and country. But the ills of our chosen representatives are symptomatic of our own. Forgetting the important distinction Thomas Jefferson once made between differences of opinion and differences of principle, we too characterize our political opponents as mortal enemies—socialists or Satanists at war with all that is good and godly. So incivility is our problem as well. But what ails us is not just a matter of the words we choose or the tone we adopt. There is also the matter of our collective amnesia. The chain of memory linking us to the great voices of our collective past—from Washington and Jefferson to FDR and MLK—has been broken. So when we think of political debate we do not think of Lincoln and Douglass. We think of Bill Maher and Rush Limbaugh.

Faced with these facts, it is easy to despair, and more than understandable to tune out. Many Americans are doing just that. In 2010, only 60 percent of American adults identified with either the Democratic Party (31 percent) or the Republican Party (29 percent)—the lowest aggregate figure since Gallup began following party identification in 1988.11 In 2011, over two-thirds of Americans disapproved of the way Republicans in Congress were doing their jobs, and nearly two-thirds disapproved of congressional Democrats.12 When asked about Congress overall, only 9 percent of Americans expressed their approval.13

Before we abandon all hope, however, some historical perspective may be in order. First, things have been worse. Fear and hatred ran deeper and the rhetoric was more venomous in the election of 1800 than in the debt-limit games of chicken in recent years. When partisans of Vice President Thomas Jefferson went after partisans of President John Adams in 1800, the gloves didn’t just come off; they went out the window, and with them any sense of civility or propriety. Each party was convinced that a victory by the other would be the end of the world as we know it. So accusations that President Obama is a socialist or a secret Muslim are par for the course.

Second, there is a strong tradition of bipartisanship in American political life. The drumbeat of partisan discord has always been accompanied by a counterpoint of civility—from George Washington’s stern warnings against putting the special interests of party over the common good of the nation, to President Kennedy’s insistence that “civility is not a sign of weakness,” to the critiques of “polarizing hate” by comedians Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert at their 2010 “Rally to Restore Sanity and/or Fear.”14 More than anyone else in recent memory, Ronald Reagan is associated with the rise of the culture wars. But Reagan was a gracious man. Though he disagreed deeply with Democrats on foreign and domestic policy, he spoke respectfully of Jimmy Carter and kindly of President Kennedy, and on numerous occasions he expressed a deep admiration for President Roosevelt.

Unfortunately, we have largely forgotten this great tradition of conciliation, and the examples of statesmen from Washington to Reagan, who, for all of their faults, argued not to aggrandize themselves but to advance the common good. To read the proverbs and prophets of the American Bible, and the many commentaries upon them, is to reacquaint ourselves with the voices that have united us in the past and could do so again. It is to remember not just what Thoreau and Stowe and Eisenhower had to say about liberty and equality and race and nation. It is to recover how they said it. It is to reconnect ourselves with the spirit of the Talmud in American culture—a recognition that difference is endemic to social life, and that the ritual of expressing our differences may do more than we imagine to sustain community.

Third, hope can be found in the fact that neither the policies nor the principles of today’s two major parties are eternal. Parties come and go, as do the positions they seem eager at any moment to defend to the death. One of the largest tax cuts in American history—a reduction in the top marginal tax rate from 91 to 70 percent—was pushed through by Democratic presidents (Kennedy and Johnson) and vigorously opposed by Republicans as fiscally irresponsible. In a 1979 op-ed, historian Henry Commager wrote about how Democrats and Republicans during Woodrow Wilson’s presidency had “wrestled themselves into each other’s clothes.”15 Today, Democratic and Republican leaders do the same, often unwittingly. The most controversial part of the controversial legislation now derided by Republicans as “Obamacare”—the mandate that individuals buy health insurance—was originally proposed by Republican economists, championed by the conservative Heritage Foundation, introduced in Congress by Republican politicians, and enacted in Massachusetts under Republican governor Mitt Romney.16 Planned Parenthood, now anathema to Republicans because of its pro-choice policies, enjoyed the support of two of the biggest dynasties of Republican politics, the Goldwater and Bush families, until the rise of the Religious Right in the 1980s made the pro-life position a litmus test for the GOP. And Republican platforms from 1940 to 1976 endorsed the Equal Rights Amendment for women.

But Republicans are not the only American politicians to change their spots. Democrats have also shifted dramatically on matters they once held as unyielding principles. Rather than insisting, as Jefferson did, on a “wall of separation between church and state,” Democrats over the last decade have become a religious party too, invoking Jesus at the annual National Prayer Breakfast and echoing Republicans in justifying their public policies on biblical grounds.

The point of this reminder is not to denounce Republicans or Democrats as “flip-floppers,” but to point out that this sort of shape-shifting is nothing new. In fact, it is the American way. Things change, and the parties change with them. Therefore, it is reasonable to believe that what seems today like an eternal and unbridgeable divide is neither of those things.

So, yes, there is reason for hope. However, any honest living history of the American people must admit that a dialectic of hope and disappointment has characterized American life from before the founding. To read The American Bible is not just to be inspired by dreams; it is to be confronted with the realities that so often dash them. It is also to express some hope of your own—to allow yourself to imagine that these words matter, that your words matter, and that change is possible.

Barack Obama became America’s first black president thanks in large measure to what he termed the “audacity of hope.” But this audacious hope turned to disappointment when the dreams the nation held for his presidency did not come true. This quintessentially American dialectic of dreams proclaimed and dreams deferred helps to explain why U.S. citizens are so eager both to deify their political leaders and to cut them down to size. It sheds light on why American voters gravitate toward both dreamers and fearmongers—those who give voice to what Lincoln called the “better angels of our nature” and those who pander to our basest impulses (and, sometimes, to voices in between).17

In his play The Trial of God (1979), my Boston University colleague Elie Wiesel tells a story of three rabbis who indict God for cruelty for allowing the anti-Semitic pogroms that beset eastern Europe in the seventeenth century. In testimony that goes on for days, some argue for God. Many more argue against Him, dismissing as offensive and obscene simplistic justifications of God’s goodness in the face of evil. In the end, God is found guilty, but after the verdict is delivered the rabbis join together in prayer.

Something of this spirit pervades American history. Here to criticize your country is not to opt out of the American experiment; it is to opt in. Americans look at historical circumstances and find it impossible to reconcile the ugliness of those realities with our lofty ideals. So we put America on trial and find it guilty. Sometimes we are tempted to put one another on trial too, contending that Catholics or Muslims are not true Americans, that the Chinese should go home, or that blacks should go back to Africa. In the end, however, we find that we are debating these things, and that we are working in the process for a less imperfect union.

Another goal of this book is to reinvigorate this work—by reminding Americans that they share a heritage of voices as deep and high and different as the Mormon Tabernacle Choir and the Boys Choir of Harlem. It is easy today to demonize our political enemies as enemies of the state—people who are forever subverting the national interest to the interests of their particular class, race, or party. These people do exist, of course. But many of our differences today are differences of interpretation. Americans on opposing sides of the aisle are reading the Constitution or the Declaration or Lincoln or King differently. The way forward, in my view, is not to anathematize as un-American those who have different interpretations, but to return together to the sources of our national life, and to do so with the recognition that Americans have never been united in our views about key issues or in our interpretations of our saints and scriptures. What has united us in the past and could bring us together again today is a chorus of voices telling us where we have been, who we are, and where we are going.

In 1915, philosopher Horace Kallen famously described the United States as a “symphony of civilization.”18 That is not quite right, unless the symphony we are discussing is made up of students from the local middle school. America’s voices do not always harmonize. In fact, they are often discordant. But American life is a performance of sorts, with all manner of players taking the stage. To open up The American Bible is to sit down with an amazing cast of characters: resolute Washington, brilliant Jefferson, melancholic Lincoln, committed Stowe, satirical Twain, prophetic King. But surrounding these authors of our gospels and epistles is an even more diverse group responsible for our commentaries on the same: liberals and radicals, libertarians and conservatives, Jews and Christians, novelists and poets, women and men, blacks and Latinos, atheists and Muslims, authors and architects, representatives and voters, presidents and justices, the iconic and the unknown. And don’t forget the rest of us. At the symphony we are told to sit quiet and listen, suppressing even our coughs. But here the tradition is call and response. Here we are invited to join in the conversation. This book is dedicated to the proposition that this conversation is worth having, and that the authors of these biblical books wouldn’t have it any other way.
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THE IDEA OF freedom was bequeathed to Americans by Enlightenment figures such as John Locke and Thomas Paine, who spoke of liberty as a natural right, but this idea derived more fundamentally from Christianity, which got it from Judaism, which safeguarded it in the biblical story of the Exodus. Whatever measure of freedom Americans enjoy today comes not only from the philosophical arguments of Enlightenment tracts but also from the story of a chosen people freed from bondage by the power of God. Americans have always turned to Bible stories to understand themselves and their history, and no biblical narrative has been more important in U.S. history than the Exodus. In fact, the Exodus story may be the American story—the narrative Americans tell themselves to make sense of their history, identity, and destiny.

This liberation tale appears chiefly in the book of Exodus, but elements are scattered throughout Numbers, Deuteronomy, and other biblical books. Jews retell the Exodus story every year at Passover, in accordance with the biblical commandment that defines remembrance as a religious obligation: “Remember this day, in which ye came out from Egypt, out of the house of bondage; for by strength of hand the Lord brought you out from this place” (Exodus 13:3).

Americans too have told and retold this story, applying its elements—escape from bondage under a cruel pharaoh, plagues on Egypt, the parting of the Red Sea, wandering in the wilderness, the covenant with God, the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai, the promise of Zion, and the idea of a chosen people—to their own circumstances. From Puritans, to founders, to slaves, to Lincoln, to “Exodusters” fleeing the South after the Reconstruction, to Martin Luther King Jr., to Malcolm X, to feminist theologians, to gay activists, Americans have made this story their own, writing themselves into its dramas and rewriting it on the American landscape. American place-names from New Canaan, Connecticut, to Zion, Illinois, literally give voice to this tendency. So do the proposals of Thomas Jefferson and Ben Franklin to depict on the great seal of the United States the children of Israel in the wilderness being led by a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. More recently, President Obama has been celebrated as an African-American Joshua, completing the freedom march of his people begun by civil rights pioneers.

The Exodus story is a story of movement—from Egypt to Canaan, from slavery to freedom—and the prime mover is God. This story begins with the Israelites in bondage in Egypt under the iron fist of Pharaoh. God sends Moses to liberate his chosen people. “Let my people go,” Moses demands. But Pharaoh is hard of heart. So God visits ten plagues upon Egypt, not least the killing of the firstborn, commemorated today on the Jewish Passover. Finally, Pharaoh agrees to let the Israelites go, but as they flee he changes his mind, ordering his army to pursue them. At the Red Sea it seems the Israelites will be trapped and slaughtered. But Moses strikes the waters with his staff, and God parts the Red Sea just long enough for his people to cross over. When the waters return, Pharaoh’s army drowns. For the next forty years, Moses and the Israelites wander in the wilderness, hoping for the Zion promised earlier by God to Abraham and his descendants. At Mount Sinai, God announces through Moses that the Israelites are his chosen people. He gives them the Ten Commandments and promises to bless them if they follow his commandments and curse them if they do not. Moses dies just before the Israelites get to the promised land, so it is Joshua who leads them into Canaan.

This is a rich narrative, and from colonial times Americans have read it typologically, bringing its plot twists to bear on their times and places. As a country, we have had our Egypt (England) and our Zion (the New World). We have put ourselves up for adoption as God’s chosen people and rechristened our nation “God’s New Israel,” with its own special covenant to follow and destiny to fulfill. We have likened our Constitution to the law given at Sinai and seen George Washington as our own Moses. And of course we have our own sordid tale of slavery to tell, not to mention our own vexed narrative about freedom lost and found, promised and deferred, offered to some and denied to others.

The land promised by God in the Bible is of course a place of prosperity and plenty. But this promised land was not uninhabited when the Israelites arrived. In fact, part of the glory of this land was that it contained wells that had already been dug, fields that had already been plowed, and vineyards that had already been planted. And the people of Israel were told to avail themselves of these blessings. So the Exodus story is also a story of conquest, of peoples driven out by God’s people. This part of the story played a major role in justifying both America’s westward march under the banner of Manifest Destiny and the toll it took in human lives.

Alternative readings of this Exodus narrative—by African Americans, Mormons, and feminists, among others—undercut all pretenses to a national consensus about how it should be understood, even as they demonstrate the enduring power of the Exodus story in American life. Consider the figure of Moses. “Our true founding father,” in the words of Bruce Feiler, Moses has been celebrated in American films such as The Ten Commandments and The Prince of Egypt, in Zora Neale Hurston’s novel Moses, Man of the Mountain, and James Weldon Johnson’s poem “Let My People Go.”1 But who gets to wear his mantle in U.S. history? Is George Washington America’s Moses? Is Abraham Lincoln? Brigham Young? Or does this title belong to the Underground Railroad conductor Harriet Tubman, whom one biographer lauded as “the Moses of her people,” or to Martin Luther King Jr., who seemed to claim the title for himself when, in his last speech, he proclaimed, “I’ve been to the mountaintop!”2

The identities of Egypt, Pharaoh, and the promised land have also shifted dramatically over time. For New England colonists and Revolutionary War patriots, Egypt was the Old World and Pharaoh was the king of England. Mormons saw the eastern United States, where their founder, Joseph Smith Jr., was killed by a mob in Carthage, Illinois, as Egypt and the West, where they would establish their headquarters in Salt Lake City, as Zion. African-American slaves saw the South as Egypt and looked for deliverance to a promised land in the North or Canada. Southern slaveholders saw the Confederate states as tribes of Israel escaping from a pharaoh—the federal government—hostile to their way of life and their rights as free and independent states. Given this clash of interpretations, it should not be surprising that Lincoln, who famously referred to Americans as God’s “almost chosen people,” was seen during his lifetime as both Moses and Pharaoh.3 In later years, black nationalists sought to escape to freedom in Africa—an organization founded in the 1870s to help freed slaves settle in Liberia called itself the “Liberian Exodus Association”—while civil rights leaders envisioned a “promised land of racial justice” at home.4 Meanwhile, feminist theologian Mary Daly led a celebrated “Exodus” of women out of Harvard’s Memorial Church, and out of patriarchal Christianity, on November 14, 1971. No wonder historian Albert Raboteau has called the Exodus story “our nation’s most powerful and long lasting myth.”5

Of course, our reading of this myth has been selective. In the Bible, the covenant between God and His people is conditional. The theme of divine deliverance is paired with the theme of Israel’s obligations; God’s ringing demand to Pharaoh, “Let my people go,” is followed by the qualifier, “that they may serve me.” After deliverance from Egypt comes the delivery of the law on Mount Sinai and the fashioning of a conditional covenant, including the terms under which Israel would either enjoy God’s favor or suffer the consequences of disobedience. Early American interpreters of the Exodus story often emphasized the duties of God’s New Israel and the dangers of bringing on God’s wrath. This tradition, clear in early books in the American Bible, including John Winthrop’s “A Model of Christian Charity,” has resurfaced in recent years with the theory of televangelists Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson that Hurricane Katrina, for example, could be understood as God’s righteous retribution on a nation that continues to kill the unborn. But most recent interpreters of the Exodus story have seen America’s covenant with God as unconditional—a source of blessings and never of curses. The theme of Israel’s obligations has receded even as the theme of God’s gift of freedom has come to the fore—freedom from tyranny, from slavery, from oppression, and from want.

To attend to the enduring power of this freedom song among Americans is to realize that much of early American history was driven more by Jewish than by Christian themes. If a religious adjective must be affixed to “America” up to and including the Civil War, that adjective would be “Hebraic” rather than “Christian.” Upon his assassination, Lincoln was widely hailed as a Moses figure who led his people to the cusp of freedom, yet never saw the promised land himself. But shortly thereafter, Lincoln, who was shot on Good Friday, was being hailed as an American Christ who gave his life for the sins of his country. Lincoln’s assassination redirected the nation’s gaze from the story of the Exodus to the story of the crucifixion, from the Old Testament to the New, from colonial Puritanism to nineteenth-century evangelicalism, from the struggle for collective freedom to the quest for individual salvation.

After Lincoln’s assassination, Christian motifs of death and resurrection began to overpower Hebraic motifs of slavery and freedom. Now the human drama was occurring inside each of us, instead of out there in the world. To be sure, the civil rights movement drew more on Moses than Jesus. Nonetheless, the therapeutic drift of the Exodus narrative after the Civil War is unmistakable. In modern America, this narrative is internalized and personalized, transformed into a story about “me” rather than “us,” even as it retains its key motifs of slavery and freedom. Today the popular meaning of Exodus is not that God has chosen us for a collective life in the promised land, but that God has chosen me for salvation or health or wealth (or all of the above). The Beat, hippie, and feminist movements can all be understood as Red Sea passages out of the bondage of 1950s mores of marriage and family. “Coming out of the closet” can also be read in Exodus terms. What kind of America is delivered by this internalization of Exodus? The therapeutic culture in which we now all live.

The Exodus Story [image: Image]


Thou art the Lord the God, who didst choose Abram, and broughtest him forth out of Ur of the Chaldees, and gavest him the name of Abraham;

And foundest his heart faithful before thee, and madest a covenant with him to give the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, and the Perizzites, and the Jebusites, and the Girgashites, to give it, I say, to his seed, and hast performed thy words; for thou art righteous:

And didst see the affliction of our fathers in Egypt, and heardest their cry by the Red sea;

And shewedst signs and wonders upon Pharaoh, and on all his servants, and on all the people of his land: for thou knewest that they dealt proudly against them. So didst thou get thee a name, as it is this day.

And thou didst divide the sea before them, so that they went through the midst of the sea on the dry land; and their persecutors thou threwest into the deeps, as a stone into the mighty waters.

Moreover thou leddest them in the day by a cloudy pillar; and in the night by a pillar of fire, to give them light in the way wherein they should go.

Thou camest down also upon mount Sinai, and spakest with them from heaven, and gavest them right judgments, and true laws, good statutes and commandments:

And madest known unto them thy holy sabbath, and commandedst them precepts, statutes, and laws, by the hand of Moses thy servant:

And gavest them bread from heaven for their hunger, and broughtest forth water for them out of the rock for their thirst, and promisedst them that they should go in to possess the land which thou hadst sworn to give them.

But they and our fathers dealt proudly, and hardened their necks, and hearkened not to thy commandments,

And refused to obey, neither were mindful of thy wonders that thou didst among them; but hardened their necks, and in their rebellion appointed a captain to return to their bondage: but thou art a God ready to pardon, gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness, and forsookest them not.

Yea, when they had made them a molten calf, and said, This is thy God that brought thee up out of Egypt, and had wrought great provocations;

Yet thou in thy manifold mercies forsookest them not in the wilderness: the pillar of the cloud departed not from them by day, to lead them in the way; neither the pillar of fire by night, to shew them light, and the way wherein they should go.

Thou gavest also thy good spirit to instruct them, and withheldest not thy manna from their mouth, and gavest them water for their thirst.

Yea, forty years didst thou sustain them in the wilderness, so that they lacked nothing; their clothes waxed not old, and their feet swelled not.

Moreover thou gavest them kingdoms and nations, and didst divide them into corners: so they possessed the land of Sihon, and the land of the king of Heshbon, and the land of Og king of Bashan.

Their children also multipliedst thou as the stars of heaven, and broughtest them into the land, concerning which thou hadst promised to their fathers, that they should go in to possess it.

So the children went in and possessed the land, and thou subduedst before them the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites, and gavest them into their hands, with their kings, and the people of the land, that they might do with them as they would.

And they took strong cities, and a fat land, and possessed houses full of all goods, wells digged, vineyards, and oliveyards, and fruit trees in abundance: so they did eat, and were filled, and became fat, and delighted themselves in thy great goodness.6



COMMENTARY

“Go Down, Moses,” slave spiritual, imagining slaves as God’s Israel and the American South as Egypt (undated)

When Israel was in Egypt’s land

Let my people go

Oppressed so hard they could not stand

Let my people go

Go down (go down)

Moses (go down Moses)

Way down in Egypt’s land

Tell old Pharaoh

Let my people go!

Thus saith the Lord, bold Moses said

Let my people go

If not, I’ll smite your firstborn dead

Let my people go

No more shall they in bondage toil

Let my people go

Let them come out with Egypt’s spoil

Let my people go

Benjamin Franklin, statesman, printer, and inventor, describing his proposed seal for the United States (1776)

Moses standing on the Shore, and extending his Hand over the Sea, thereby causing the same to overwhelm Pharaoh who is sitting in an open Chariot, a Crown on his Head and a Sword in his Hand. Rays from the Pillar of Fire in the Clouds reaching to Moses, to express that he acts by Command of the Deity. Motto, “Rebellion to Tyrants is Obedience to God.”

—Benjamin Franklin, undated note, Thomas Jefferson papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, quoted in Richard S. Patterson and Richard Dougall, The Eagle and the Shield: A History of the Great Seal of the United States (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1976), p. 14.

Nicholas Street, Congregationalist minister, on Americans as a New Israel wandering in the wilderness during the Revolutionary War (1777)

We in this land are, as it were, led out of Egypt by the hand of Moses. And now we are in the wilderness, i.e. in a state of trouble and difficulty, Egyptians pursuing us, to overtake and reduce us. There is the Red Sea before us, I speak metaphorically, a sea of blood in your prospect before you, perhaps. And when you apprehend this in your imaginations, are you not ready to murmur against Moses and Aaron that led you out of Egypt, and to say with the people of Israel, “It had been better for us to serve the Egyptians, than that we should die in the wilderness” (Exod. 14.12). . . .

Our ill successes are owing to the sins of the people, as was the case of the people of Israel in the wilderness. We find them ten times as ready to find fault with their leaders, and to ascribe their misfortunes to them, as to recoil in upon themselves and to say, What have we done? Tho’ it was owing entirely to them that they were not delivered. And thus we in this land are murmuring and complaining of our difficulties and ill successes at times, thinking our leaders to blame, and the like, not considering at the same time that we are practicing those vices that have a natural tendency to destroy us, besides the just judgments of Heaven which they tend to draw down upon us as a people. . . .

And when we are favoured with a little success, we are apt to be elated in our minds like the children of Israel after the overthrow of the Egyptians in the red sea. . . . But let the scale turn a little against us, our confidence begins to fail, and we grow distrustful of God and his providence, and begin to murmur and repine. . . .

We are apt to think that our cause is so righteous with regard to Great-Britain, that I fear we are ready to forget our unrighteousness towards God. . . . Let us look upon the ground on which we stand, consider our guilt and danger, and be humble for our sins, and under all the tokens of God’s displeasure against us on account of our sins, repent and reform whatever is amiss in the midst of us, that we may be prepared for a deliverance out of our troubles; that being delivered out of the hands of our enemies, we may serve God without fear in righteousness and true holiness all the days of our lives.

—Nicholas Street, The American States Acting Over the Part of the Children of Israel in the Wilderness (1777), in Conrad Cherry, ed., God’s New Israel: Religious Interpretations of American Destiny (Durham: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1998), pp. 69, 75, 78.

Frederick Butler, historian, calling U.S. history an Exodus event (1820)

As the return of the family of Abraham to the land of their fathers, from the bondage of Egypt, forms one of the most interesting and important events of antiquity; so, in the same point of view, the emigrations of the first settlers of the United States, from the land of their fathers, to plant the Church in the wilds of America, forms one of the most interesting and important events among the moderns. The first, to open the way for the knowledge of the true God, as displayed in the formation, and government of the Jewish Church; and to prepare the way for the first advent of Jesus Christ. The second to open the way for the true knowledge of Jesus Christ, as displayed in the Gospel, by planting a pure Church, which might prepare the way for his second advent.

Had Moses attempted to detail the occurrences, and events of the Jewish Church, minutely, in their journeyings in the wilderness, or in their possessing the promised land, it would have destroyed the beauty of one of the most interesting, and important narratives that has ever appeared. Should I attempt to detail, minutely, the occurrences and events, that awaited the Pilgrims of America, in possessing this modern Canaan, it would mar the beauty of one of the most interesting and important subjects in modern story. The wisdom of the Divine plan in selecting his church from the persecutions of modern Egypt, together with the most prominent characters, and events, that became the immediate instruments of his purpose, shall be my only guide in this Narrative.

—Frederick Butler, A Complete History of the United States of America, Embracing the Whole Period from the Discovery of North America, Down to the Year 1820 (Hartford, CT: Roberts and Burr, 1821), 1:9–10.

Henry Highland Garnet, clergyman, abolitionist, and former slave, urging slaves to confront their masters and their fears in order to fight for freedom (1843)

Brethren, the time has come when you must act for yourselves. . . . Tell [your masters] in language which they cannot misunderstand, of the exceeding sinfulness of slavery, and of a future judgment, and of the righteous retributions of an indignant God. Inform them that all you desire is FREEDOM, and that nothing else will suffice. . . . However much you and all of us may desire it, there is not much hope of redemption without the shedding of blood. If you must bleed, let it all come at once, rather die freemen, than live to be slaves. It is impossible like the children of Israel, to make a grand exodus from the land of bondage. The Pharaohs are on both sides of the blood-red waters! You cannot move en masse, to the dominions of the British Queen—nor can you pass through Florida and overrun Texas, and at last find peace in Mexico. . . .

You act as though, you were made for the special use of these devils. You act as though your daughters were born to pamper the lusts of your masters and overseers. And worse than all, you tamely submit while your lords tear your wives from your embraces and defile them before your eyes. In the name of God, we ask you, are you men? Where is the blood of your fathers? Has it all run out of your veins? Awake, awake; millions of voices are calling you! Your dead fathers speak to you from their graves. Heaven, as with a voice of thunder, calls on you to arise from the dust.

Let your motto be resistance! resistance! RESISTANCE!

—Henry Highland Garnet, “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America,” National Negro Convention, Buffalo, New York, August 16, 1843, in his A Memorial Discourse (Philadelphia: Wilson, 1865), pp. 44–45.

Maria Stewart, antislavery lecturer, prophesying the coming of ten plagues on America’s “mighty men” (1831)

Oh, America, America, foul and indelible is thy stain! Dark and dismal is the cloud that hangs over thee for thy cruel wrongs and injuries to the fallen sons of Africa. The blood of her murdered ones cries to heaven for vengeance against thee. Thou art almost become drunken with the blood of her slain. . . .

O, ye great and mighty men of America, ye rich and powerful ones, many of you will call for the rocks and mountains to fall upon you, and to hide you from the wrath of the lamb, and from him that sitteth upon the throne; whilst many of the sable-skinned Africans you now despise, will shine in the kingdom of heaven as the stars forever and ever. Charity begins at home, and those that provide not for their own, are worse than infidels. . . . You may kill, tyrannize, and oppress as much as you choose, until our cry shall come up before the throne of God; for I am firmly persuaded that he will not suffer you to quell the proud, fearless and undaunted spirits of the Africans forever; for in his own time, he is able to plead our cause against you, and to pour out upon you the ten plagues of Egypt.

—Maria W. Stewart, Meditations from the Pen of Mrs. Maria W. Stewart (1831; Washington, DC: Enterprise, 1879), pp. 2–3.

Benjamin Palmer, Presbyterian pastor from New Orleans, making a Confederate covenant with the God of Israel (1861)

This day is one of surpassing solemnity. In the gravest period of our history, amidst the perils, which attend the dismemberment of a great nation and the reconstruction of a new government, we are confronted with another more instant and appalling. Our late Confederates, denying us the right of self-government, have appealed to the sword and threaten to extinguish this right in our blood. Eleven tribes sought to go forth in peace from the house of political bondage: but the heart of our modern Pharaoh is hardened, that he will not let Israel go. In their distress, with the untried sea before and the chariots of Egypt behind, ten millions of people stretch forth their hands before Jehovah’s throne, imploring him to “stir up his strength before Ephraim and Benjamin and Manasseh, and come and save them.” It was a memorable day when the Hebrew tribes, having crossed the Jordan, stood, the one half of them upon Mount Ebal and the other half upon Mount Gerizim, and pronounced the solemn Amen to the curses and blessings of the divine law as proclaimed by the Levites. Not less grand and awful is this scene today, when an infant nation strikes its covenant with the God of Heaven. . . .

Confessing the sins of our fathers with our own, and imploring the divine guidance through all our fortunes, the people of these Confederate States proclaim this day, “the Lord our God will we serve, and his voice will we obey.” It is this sacramental feature of our worship, which lends to it such dreadful solemnity. At the moment when we are crystallizing into a nation, at the very opening of our separate career, we bend the knee together before God—appealing to his justice in the adjudication of our cause, and submitting our destiny to his supreme arbitration. The bonds of this covenant, which we seal this day to the Lord, are entered upon the register in which the Recording Angel writes up the deeds of time, before the Eternal throne.

—Benjamin M. Palmer, National Responsibility Before God: A Discourse Delivered on the Day of Fasting, Humiliation and Prayer (New Orleans: Price-Current Steam Book and Job Printing Office, 1861), www.confederatelegion.com/National%20Responsibility.rtf.

Edward Tullidge, writer and editor, likening Mormon leaders to Muhammad and Moses (1876)

At distant periods, as the centuries roll, Providence raises up a rare class of men to found empires and open new dispensations, thereby giving fresh life to the body of society and new forms to its institutions. Most fitly are they called men of destiny. None of the world’s great characters stand out bolder in this type than do Joseph Smith and Brigham Young. They show a striking resemblance to Moses and Mohammed, two of the greatest religious empire-founders the world has yet seen. Indeed, in his lifetime the Mormon prophet was styled the Mohammed of the West; and scarcely had Brigham Young succeeded him in the leadership of the Mormon people, ever he was classed with the immortal law-giver of Israel. . . .

The period of his life that seems the most proper in which to introduce Brigham Young in action to the reader, is when he succeeded the Mormon prophet and led his people in the famous exodus from Nauvoo. Here we have him at once in the character of the modern Moses. It is no fanciful conceit of the author to thus style him to-day, after he and his people have built up a State fabric, with three hundred cities and settlements, networked with railroads and the electric telegraph; for at that very period his name rang throughout America, and reverberated in Europe, as the Moses of the “latter days,” and the Mormons were likened to the children of Israel in the wilderness.

—Edward W. Tullidge, Life of Brigham Young; or, Utah and Her Founders (New York: n.p., 1876), pp. 1, 6.

W. E. B. Du Bois, scholar and civil rights activist, on education as the new path to the promised land (1903)

Few men ever worshipped Freedom with half such unquestioning faith as did the American Negro for two centuries. To him, so far as he thought and dreamed, slavery was the sum of all villainies, the cause of all sorrow, the root of all prejudice; Emancipation was the key to a promised land of sweeter beauty than ever stretched before the eyes of wearied Israelites. In song and exhortation swelled one refrain—Liberty; in his tears and curses the God he implored had Freedom in his right hand. At last it came,—suddenly, fearfully, like a dream. With one wild carnival of blood and passion came the message in his own plaintive cadences:—

“Shout, O children!

Shout, you’re free!

For God has bought your liberty!”

Years have passed away since then . . . [yet] the Nation has not yet found peace from its sins; the freedman has not yet found in freedom his promised land. . . .

The first decade was merely a prolongation of the vain search for freedom, the boon that seemed ever barely to elude their grasp,—like a tantalizing will-o’-the-wisp, maddening and misleading the headless host. The holocaust of war, the terrors of the Ku Klux Klan, the lies of the carpet-baggers, the disorganization of industry, and the contradictory advice of friends and foes, left the bewildered serf with no new watchword beyond the old cry for freedom. As the time flew, however, he began to grasp a new idea. The ideal of liberty demanded for its attainment powerful means, and these the Fifteenth Amendment gave him. The ballot, which before he had looked upon as a visible sign of freedom, he now regarded as the chief means of gaining and perfecting the liberty with which the war had partially endowed him. . . . Slowly but steadily, in the following years, a new vision began gradually to replace the dream of political power,—a powerful movement, the rise of another ideal to guide the unguided, another pillar of fire by night after a clouded day. It was the ideal of “book-learning”; the curiosity, born of compulsory ignorance, to know and test the power of the cabalistic letters of the white man, the longing to know. Here at last seemed to have been discovered the mountain path to Canaan; longer than the highway of Emancipation and law, steep and rugged, but straight, leading to heights high enough to overlook life.

It was weary work. . . . To the tired climbers, the horizon was ever dark, the nights were often cold, the Canaan was always dim and far away. If, however, the vistas disclosed as yet no goal, no resting-place, little but flattery and criticism, the journey at least gave leisure for reflection and self-examination; it changed the child of Emancipation to the youth with dawning self-consciousness, self-realization, self-respect. In those sombre forests of his striving his own soul rose before him, and he saw himself,—darkly as through a veil; and yet he saw in himself some faint revelation of his power, of his mission. He began to have a dim feeling that, to attain his place in the world, he must be himself, and not another.

—W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches, 3rd ed. (Chicago: McClurg, 1903), pp. 5–8.

Cecil B. DeMille, Hollywood film producer, speaking against Communism (1956)

The theme of [The Ten Commandments] is whether men ought to be ruled by God’s laws or whether they are to be ruled by the whims of a dictator. . . . Are men the property of the state or are they free souls under God? This same battle continues throughout the world today.

—Cecil B. DeMille, prologue, The Ten Commandments (1956).

Martin Luther King Jr., Baptist pastor and civil rights leader, likening himself to Moses in his last speech (1968)

Well, I don’t know what will happen now; we’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it really doesn’t matter with me now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life—longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over, and I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land. And so I’m happy tonight; I’m not worried about anything; I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.

—Martin Luther King Jr., “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop,” Memphis, Tennessee, April 3, 1968, http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/encyclopedia/documentsentry/ive_been_to_the_mountaintop/.

Albert Cleage, African-American theologian, on blacks as God’s chosen people (1968)

We have got to find dignity somewhere because we will never be a Nation until we can first build a sense of dignity. . . . The children of Israel remembered this one thing, and struggled to keep their dignity. They remembered that God had chosen Israel.

Don’t laugh at that because we are God’s chosen people. You don’t fully recognize yet what that means. When we talk about the Black Nation, we have got to remember that the Black Nation, Israel, was chosen by God. Out of the whole world God chose Israel to covenant with, to say, “You will be my people and I will be your God.” What else does a man need for dignity? He didn’t go to the big nations with their big armies. He went to this little nation and said, “You are my chosen people.” Perhaps if we could just remember that we are God’s chosen people, that we have a covenant with God, then we would know that God will not forsake us. Even in the midst of violence and oppression, we would know that we are God’s chosen people. We could look the white man straight in the eye and say, “There is nothing you can do to destroy us, and you cannot take from us our dignity.”

—Albert J. Cleage, The Black Messiah (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1968), pp. 53–54.

Mary Daly, feminist theologian, calling for an “Exodus” from Harvard’s Memorial Church in the first sermon given there by a woman (1971)

We cannot really belong to institutional religion as it exists. It isn’t good enough to be token preachers. . . . Singing sexist hymns, praying to a male God breaks our spirit, makes us less than human. The crushing weight of this tradition, of this power structure, tells us that we do not even exist.

The women’s movement is an exodus community. Its basis is not merely in the promise given to our fathers thousands of years ago. Rather, its source is in the unfulfilled promise of our mothers’ lives, whose history was never recorded. Its source is in the promise of our sisters, whose voices have been robbed from them, and in our own promise, our latent creativity. We can affirm now our promise and our exodus as we walk into a future that will be our own future.

Sisters—and brothers, if there are any here: Our time has come. We will take our own place in the sun. We will leave behind the centuries of silence and darkness. Let us affirm our faith in ourselves and our will to transcendence by rising and walking out together.

—Mary Daly, “Exodus Sermon,” Harvard Memorial Church, November 14, 1971, in her “The Women’s Movement: An Exodus Community,” Religious Education 67.5 (September/October 1972): 332–33.

Robert Allen Warrior, English professor and Osage tribe member, applying lessons from the Exodus to the experiences of Native Americans (1989)

As a member of the Osage Nation of American Indians who stands in solidarity with other tribal people around the world, I read the Exodus stories with Canaanite eyes. . . . Israel’s reward for keeping Yahweh’s commandments—for building a society where the evils done to them have no place—is the continuation of life in the land. But one of the most important of Yahweh’s commands is the prohibition on social relations with the Canaanites or participation in their religion. . . . In fact, the indigenes are to be destroyed. . . .

We need to be more aware of the way ideas such as those in the conquest narratives have made their way into Americans’ consciousness and ideology. And only when we understand this process can those of us who have suffered from it know how to fight back. Many Puritan preachers were fond of referring to Native Americans as Amelkites and Canaanites—in other words, people who, if they would not be converted, were worthy of annihilation. By examining such instances in theological and political writings, in sermons, and elsewhere, we can understand how America’s self-image as a “chosen people” has provided a rhetoric to mystify domination.

—Robert Allen Warrior, “Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians,” Christianity and Crisis 49 (1989), reprinted in James Treat, ed., Native and Christian: Indigenous Voices on Religious Identity in the United States and Canada (New York: Routledge, 1996), pp. 93–100.

Albert Raboteau, historian, on Winthrop and King, Israel and Egypt (1994)

A period of over three hundred years stretches between John Winthrop’s vision of an American Promised Land and that of Martin Luther King, Jr. The people whom Winthrop addressed long ago took possession of their Promised Land; the people whom King addressed still wait to enter theirs. For three centuries, white and black Americans have dwelt in the same land. For at least two of those centuries, they have shared the same religion. And yet, during all those years, their national and religious identities have been radically opposed. It need not have been so. After all, Winthrop’s version of Exodus and King’s were not so far apart. Both men understood that charity is the charter that gives title to the Promised Land. Both taught that mercy, gentleness, and justice are the terms for occupancy. Both believed that the conditions of the contract had been set by God, not by man. At times in our history, the two visions have nearly coincided, as they did in the antislavery stance of the early evangelicals, or in the abolitionist movement, or in Lincoln’s profound realization that Americans were “an almost chosen people,” or in the civil rights movement of our own era. Yet, despite these moments of coherence, the meaning of the Exodus story for America has remained fundamentally ambiguous. Is America Israel, or is she Egypt?

—Albert Raboteau, “African-Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel,” in Paul E. Johnson, ed., African-American Christianity: Essays in History (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1994), p. 15.

Michael Eric Dyson, Baptist minister and academic, urging President Obama to stop ignoring African Americans, and African Americans to stop confusing Obama with Moses (2010)

Black People think that Obama is Martin Luther King Jr. Excuse me. Martin Luther King Jr. shed blood in Memphis. From that blood and the soil in which that blood was mixed sprouted every ability of black people in a post-King era to survive. . . . It was forty years from King’s assassination to Obama’s inauguration, so don’t tell me you stencil his face next to King’s and they’re the same. You think Obama is Moses. He is not Moses. He is Pharaoh. . . . One man is a prophet. Another man is a politician. It is time to say to Pharaoh . . . let our resources go, let that money go, let that love flow. I know white folk don’t want you to love us. But you came from us. Before they knew you, we loved you. We birthed you. We gave you acceptance. You were biracial but black folk made you a black man in America. Now represent us. Don’t dog us when we need you. We love you. We just want some love back.

—Michael Eric Dyson, “Tavis Smiley Black Agenda Forum,” Chicago State University, March 20, 2010, www.c-spanvideo.org/program/292635–7.
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THE RHETORICAL centerpiece of Ronald Reagan’s presidency was his image of America as a “shining city on a hill”—an example for all the world to see and emulate. Reagan borrowed this image from John Winthrop (1588–1649), the founding governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, who spoke of that colony as a “city upon a hill” in his 1630 sermon “A Model of Christian Charity.” Winthrop himself was borrowing from the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus says, “You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden” (Matthew 5:14). So here we have a chain of memory linking the Bible, seventeenth-century Puritan homiletics, and twentieth-century presidential rhetoric.

The Puritans who left England in the early seventeenth century for their “errand into the wilderness” of New England understood their lives and times in the light of the Bible.1 Like Puritans back home, they sought to “purify” Christianity of every last vestige of Roman Catholic corruption, chiefly by basing their beliefs and practices not on tradition (as Catholics did), but on the Bible alone (sola scriptura). Theirs was a “biblical commonwealth” in which the words of scripture circulated as freely and powerfully as the crisp New England air. Upon reading and studying the Bible, Winthrop’s Puritan forbears identified two core principles: the absolute sovereignty of God and the total depravity of humans. Together these principles convinced them that God predestined every human being for either heaven or hell; before we were born and through no agency of our own, each human being was fated for either election or damnation. But God did not lord over our individual destinies only. God controlled events in human history writ large. Still, it was up to human beings to cooperate with their Creator in making both a pure church and a godly community. This was the burden that Winthrop took up in 1630.

In “A Model of Christian Charity,” he spoke as a ship’s captain of sorts, and as a governor, but also as an emissary of the Protestant Reformation, intent on completing the work that Martin Luther, John Calvin, and others had begun in sixteenth-century Europe. Winthrop’s address took the form of a sermon, even though Winthrop was a lawyer, not a minister. Most references to this sermon suggest it was written and delivered on board the Arbella at some point during the Puritans’ journey across the Atlantic, but the precise details are uncertain. Recent scholarship suggests that Winthrop—“America’s Forgotten Founding Father”—may have given it just before the colonists set sail from Southampton, England, in March 1630.2

Winthrop served for twelve years as the governor of Massachusetts before his death in 1649. Since that time, his reputation has bobbed up and down, riding like a bell buoy on the swells of the reputation of Puritans as a whole. Winthrop’s stature sunk as Nathaniel Hawthorne and H. L. Mencken blasted Puritans as hypocritical killjoys. It rose when scholars such as Perry Miller and Edmund Morgan attacked that stereotype with evidence from the bar bills for colonial funerals (overflowing) and the sex lives of Puritans (not puritanical). Nonetheless, Winthrop is saddled today with the perception that he was an intolerant theocrat who, among other things, oversaw the banishment of Anne Hutchinson from Massachusetts for “being a woman not fit for our society.”3

Winthrop shines, however, in “A Model of Christian Charity.” Though little noted by his contemporaries—it was not published during Winthrop’s lifetime and there is only one surviving contemporaneous reference to it—and largely ignored well into the twentieth century, the sermon has become a classic. Identified by Harvard preacher Peter Gomes as the greatest sermon of the millennium and by literary critic Andrew Delbanco as “a kind of Ur-text of American literature,” “A Model of Christian Charity” is likely the most anthologized work of colonial literature, though it is frequently chopped down (as it is here) to a manageable size. Moreover, it contains, according to Gomes, “perhaps the most enduring metaphor of the American experience—that of the exemplary nation called to virtue and mutual support.”4

But this sermon is also a manifesto. Like King’s “I Have a Dream,” it articulates an ideal—“a due form of government, both civil and ecclesiastical,” in this case—by which the facts on the ground will later be measured (and found wanting). In this sense, Winthrop’s words represent a step toward “declension”—that unshakeable American sensibility that the nation has failed to live up to its best self, and that we are all now living with the consequences.

Winthrop appeals here to both head and heart. Anticipating Jefferson’s reference to “that harmony and affection without which liberty, and even life itself, are dreary things” and Lincoln’s “bonds of affection,” he exhorts his fellow colonists to work to create a model Christian commonwealth, “knit together” not by freedom or equality, but by the “bond of love.”5 Employing the biblical image of the Christian community as the Body of Christ, he says that the parts of this body coexist in an intricate web of interdependence. In order to survive and thrive in their dangerous venture, Winthrop’s fellow Puritans must share in each other’s burdens and give generously to those in need. They must remain united, bound together as one body, by one purpose, committed as a whole to the common good rather than chasing after selfish interests. “Charity” (which for Winthrop’s listeners meant not so much giving to the needy as Christian love) is the social glue required to bind this new community together.

But this sermon was not merely a brief for communitarianism. It was a plea for a “beloved community” of a hierarchical sort. As Edmund Morgan has written, “A Model of Christian Charity” is an “appeal for subjection to authority.”6 God in His wisdom has ordained for some to be rich and some poor, some “high and eminent in power and dignity” and some “mean and in submission.” Christian charity requires that those on the lower rungs of the social ladder cheerfully and obediently submit to those placed in authority over them. Hanging in the balance is nothing less than the success of the colony, since social climbing and its attendant vices could swiftly bring down this holy experiment. The reasons to accept the poverty of the poor and the wealth of the wealthy are not purely pragmatic, however. They are also spiritual. According to Winthrop, social inequalities provide opportunities for all to nurture Christian virtues. The rich and powerful may exercise love, mercy, and gentleness, while the lowly and poor may cultivate faith, patience, and obedience. In this way, all are united more closely in love and “brotherly affection.”

The United States has of course strayed far and wide from Winthrop’s model of a community made harmonious by inequality. The Declaration of Independence declared that “all men are created equal.” Then came Theodore Roosevelt and rugged individualism—the ideal of the “freedom of the solitary individual from all restraints, constraints, obligations, and relationships,” which, according to Gomes, helped to produce a nation “perhaps further now from Winthrop’s ideal of a city set upon a hill than at any point in our national history.”7 In fact, this dogma of individual freedom is now so entrenched that the sort of Christian efforts Winthrop insisted on to ameliorate the suffering of the poor are now widely seen as portents of tyranny and evidence of socialism. More than mutual obligation, personal liberty now defines the American dream.

But three themes from Winthrop’s sermon continue to resonate. Winthrop insisted that his new colony had a unique relationship with God. Modeled on the covenant God made via Moses with the Israelites, this covenant was conditional: if His chosen people held fast to God and obeyed His commandments, God would bless them with prosperity in the promised land, but if they turned from God and violated His commandments, God would curse them and set them wandering.

Closely linked to this idea of the conditional covenant is a second key theme: the idea that this new commonwealth was to serve as an example to the rest of the world. The “city upon a hill” image implied that Europeans would be looking across the Atlantic to see what his colony was doing. And what it would be doing was merging church and state into one Christian commonwealth. This powerful image has echoed throughout U.S. history, though exactly what America is supposed to be modeling has changed over time. Is the United States a model of freedom? Equality? Capitalism? Christianity? Sounding a tone that was more cautionary than triumphant, Winthrop said that the example his colonists would set could be positive or negative. If they turned their back on God’s commandments and their responsibilities to each other, then they would be made a laughingstock. But if they loved God and one another, then God would bless them and all the world would marvel.

Although “A Model of Christian Charity” appears here as a book in The American Bible, it also functions as an extended commentary on the Exodus story. God had delivered Winthrop’s colonists from the tyranny of the English crown and the corruptions of the established Church of England. He had brought them across their own “Red Sea” into a wilderness rapidly becoming a new Canaan and commissioned them to establish a holy commonwealth based on divine law. However, these colonists were poised in Winthrop’s rhetoric on the cusp of Egypt and Canaan, undertaking their own Exodus from their own pharaoh but not yet delivered into the promised land. In Winthrop’s sermon, therefore, we find an early expression of a third powerful American theme—that Americans are a chosen people, God’s New Israel, entrusted by providence with a unique mission to the world.

The idea of the conditional covenant so central to Winthrop’s thought has faded over the course of U.S. history, replaced by an unconditional covenant in which God offers His blessing to whatever America does, at home or abroad. But the concept of America as a chosen nation with a special mission and a unique relationship to the divine has persisted, profoundly shaping American identity and American foreign and domestic policy. In short, Winthrop’s rhetorical toolbox provided the building blocks for concepts such as Manifest Destiny and “American exceptionalism,” which define the United States as a unique place with a unique mission to create an “empire of liberty,” come what may.8

The biblical notion of a conditional covenant has not been entirely erased, however. Lincoln wrestled with it in his Second Inaugural Address, when he interpreted the blood flowing from Union and Confederate bayonets as God’s righteous punishment for a nation sunk in the sins of slavery. Even in the twenty-first century, some have continued to warn that God was punishing (or would punish) America for its collective sins. On the right, Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson said that 9/11 was a just punishment delivered by a righteous God on a gay and lesbian nation. On the left, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright said that God was damning America, and for good reason. The fact that such warnings have been almost universally condemned indicates how firmly the conviction that the nation deserves God’s blessing, come what may, has taken hold.

“A Model of Christian Charity” [image: Image]


GOD ALMIGHTY in his most holy and wise providence, hath so disposed of the condition of mankind, as in all times some must be rich, some poor, some high and eminent in power and dignity; others mean and in submission.

The Reason hereof:

1st Reason. First, to hold conformity with the rest of his world, being delighted to show forth the glory of his wisdom in the variety and difference of the creatures, and the glory of his power in ordering all these differences for the preservation and good of the whole, and the glory of his greatness, that as it is the glory of princes to have many officers, so this great king will have many stewards, counting himself more honored in dispensing his gifts to man by man, than if he did it by his own immediate hands.

2nd Reason. Secondly, that he might have the more occasion to manifest the work of his Spirit: first upon the wicked in moderating and restraining them, so that the rich and mighty should not eat up the poor, nor the poor and despised rise up against and shake off their yoke. Secondly, in the regenerate, in exercising his graces in them, as in the great ones, their love, mercy, gentleness, temperance etc., and in the poor and inferior sort, their faith, patience, obedience, etc.

3rd Reason. Thirdly, that every man might have need of others, and from hence they might be all knit more nearly together in the bonds of brotherly affection. . . .

There are two rules whereby we are to walk one towards another: Justice and Mercy. These are always distinguished in their act and in their object, yet may they both concur in the same subject in each respect; as sometimes there may be an occasion of showing mercy to a rich man in some sudden danger or distress, and also doing of mere justice to a poor man in regard of some particular contract, etc.

There is likewise a double Law by which we are regulated in our conversation towards another. . . . By the first of these laws [the Law of Nature], man as he was enabled so withal is commanded to love his neighbor as himself. Upon this ground stands all the precepts of the moral law, which concerns our dealings with men. To apply this to the works of mercy, this law requires two things. First, that every man afford his help to another in every want or distress. Secondly, that he perform this out of the same affection which makes him careful of his own goods, according to the words of our Savior (from Matthew 7:12), whatsoever ye would that men should do to you. . . .

The law of Grace or of the Gospel hath some difference from the former [the law of nature], as in these respects: First, the law of nature was given to man in the estate of innocence. This of the Gospel in the estate of regeneracy. Secondly, the former propounds one man to another, as the same flesh and image of God. This as a brother in Christ also, and in the communion of the same Spirit, and so teacheth to put a difference between Christians and others. Do good to all, especially to the household of faith. . . . Thirdly, the Law of Nature would give no rules for dealing with enemies, for all are to be considered as friends in the state of innocence, but the Gospel commands love to an enemy. Proof: If thine enemy hunger, feed him; “Love your enemies . . . Do good to them that hate you” (Matt. 5:44).

This law of the Gospel propounds likewise a difference of seasons and occasions. There is a time when a Christian must sell all and give to the poor, as they did in the Apostles’ times. There is a time also when Christians (though they give not all yet) must give beyond their ability, as they of Macedonia (2 Cor. 8). Likewise, community of perils calls for extraordinary liberality, and so doth community in some special service for the church.

Lastly, when there is no other means whereby our Christian brother may be relieved in his distress, we must help him beyond our ability rather than tempt God in putting him upon help by miraculous or extraordinary means. This duty of mercy is exercised in the kinds: giving, lending and forgiving (of a debt). . . .

The definition which the Scripture gives us of love is this: Love is the bond of perfection. First it is a bond or ligament. Secondly, it makes the work perfect. There is no body but consists of parts and that which knits these parts together, gives the body its perfection, because it makes each part so contiguous to others as thereby they do mutually participate with each other, both in strength and infirmity, in pleasure and pain. To instance in the most perfect of all bodies: Christ and his Church make one body. The several parts of this body considered a part before they were united, were as disproportionate and as much disordering as so many contrary qualities or elements, but when Christ comes, and by his spirit and love knits all these parts to himself and each to other, it is become the most perfect and best proportioned body in the world (Eph. 4:15–16). . . . So this definition is right. Love is the bond of perfection.

From hence we may frame these conclusions:

First of all, true Christians are of one body in Christ (1 Cor. 12). Ye are the body of Christ and members of their part. All the parts of this body being thus united are made so contiguous in a special relation as they must needs partake of each other’s strength and infirmity; joy and sorrow, weal and woe. If one member suffers, all suffer with it, if one be in honor, all rejoice with it.

Secondly, the ligaments of this body which knit together are love.

Thirdly, no body can be perfect which wants its proper ligament.

Fourthly, all the parts of this body being thus united are made so contiguous in a special relation as they must needs partake of each other’s strength and infirmity, joy and sorrow, weal and woe. (1 Cor. 12:26) If one member suffers, all suffer with it; if one be in honor, all rejoice with it.

Fifthly, this sensitivity and sympathy of each other’s conditions will necessarily infuse into each part a native desire and endeavor, to strengthen, defend, preserve and comfort the other. To insist a little on this conclusion being the product of all the former, the truth hereof will appear both by precept and pattern. 1 John 3:16, “We ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.” Gal. 6:2, “Bear ye one another’s burden’s and so fulfill the law of Christ.” . . .

It rests now to make some application of this discourse. . . . Herein are four things to be propounded; first the persons, secondly the work, thirdly the end, fourthly the means.

First, for the persons. We are a company professing ourselves fellow members of Christ, in which respect only, though we were absent from each other many miles, and had our employments as far distant, yet we ought to account ourselves knit together by this bond of love and live in the exercise of it, if we would have comfort of our being in Christ. . . .

Secondly, for the work we have in hand. It is by a mutual consent, through a special overvaluing providence and a more than an ordinary approbation of the churches of Christ, to seek out a place of cohabitation and consortship under a due form of government both civil and ecclesiastical. In such cases as this, the care of the public must oversway all private respects, by which, not only conscience, but mere civil policy, doth bind us. For it is a true rule that particular estates cannot subsist in the ruin of the public.

Thirdly, the end is to improve our lives to do more service to the Lord; the comfort and increase of the body of Christ, whereof we are members, that ourselves and posterity may be the better preserved from the common corruptions of this evil world, to serve the Lord and work out our salvation under the power and purity of his holy ordinances.

Fourthly, for the means whereby this must be effected. They are twofold, a conformity with the work and end we aim at. These we see are extraordinary, therefore we must not content ourselves with usual ordinary means. Whatsoever we did, or ought to have done, when we lived in England, the same must we do, and more also, where we go. That which the most in their churches maintain as truth in profession only, we must bring into familiar and constant practice; as in this duty of love, we must love brotherly without dissimulation, we must love one another with a pure heart fervently. We must bear one another’s burdens. We must not look only on our own things, but also on the things of our brethren.

Neither must we think that the Lord will bear with such failings at our hands as he doth from those among whom we have lived; and that for these three reasons:

First, in regard of the more near bond of marriage between him and us, wherein he hath taken us to be his, after a most strict and peculiar manner, which will make him the more jealous of our love and obedience. So he tells the people of Israel, you only have I known of all the families of the earth, therefore will I punish you for your transgressions.

Secondly, because the Lord will be sanctified in them that come near him. We know that there were many that corrupted the service of the Lord; some setting up altars before his own; others offering both strange fire and strange sacrifices also; yet there came no fire from heaven, or other sudden judgment upon them, as did upon Nadab and Abihu, whom yet we may think did not sin presumptuously.

Thirdly, when God gives a special commission he looks to have it strictly observed in every article. When he gave Saul a commission to destroy Amaleck, he indented with him upon certain articles, and because he failed in one of the least, and that upon a fair pretense, it lost him the kingdom, which should have been his reward, if he had observed his commission.

Thus stands the cause between God and us. We are entered into covenant with him for this work. We have taken out a commission. The Lord hath given us leave to draw our own articles. We have professed to enterprise these and those accounts, upon these and those ends. We have hereupon besought him of favor and blessing. Now if the Lord shall please to hear us, and bring us in peace to the place we desire, then hath he ratified this covenant and sealed our commission, and will expect a strict performance of the articles contained in it; but if we shall neglect the observation of these articles which are the ends we have propounded, and, dissembling with our God, shall fall to embrace this present world and prosecute our carnal intentions, seeking great things for ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will surely break out in wrath against us, and be revenged of such a people, and make us know the price of the breach of such a covenant.

Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck, and to provide for our posterity, is to follow the counsel of Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our God. For this end, we must be knit together, in this work, as one man. We must entertain each other in brotherly affection. We must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of others’ necessities. We must uphold a familiar commerce together in all meekness, gentleness, patience and liberality. We must delight in each other; make others’ conditions our own; rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, always having before our eyes our commission and community in the work, as members of the same body. So shall we keep the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace. The Lord will be our God, and delight to dwell among us, as his own people, and will command a blessing upon us in all our ways, so that we shall see much more of his wisdom, power, goodness and truth, than formerly we have been acquainted with. We shall find that the God of Israel is among us, when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies; when he shall make us a praise and glory that men shall say of succeeding plantations, “may the Lord make it like that of New England.” For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause him to withdraw his present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world. We shall open the mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways of God, and all professors for God’s sake. We shall shame the faces of many of God’s worthy servants, and cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us till we be consumed out of the good land whither we are going.

And to shut this discourse with that exhortation of Moses, that faithful servant of the Lord, in his last farewell to Israel, Deut. 30. “Beloved, there is now set before us life and death, good and evil,” in that we are commanded this day to love the Lord our God, and to love one another, to walk in his ways and to keep his Commandments and his ordinance and his laws, and the articles of our Covenant with him, that we may live and be multiplied, and that the Lord our God may bless us in the land whither we go to possess it. But if our hearts shall turn away, so that we will not obey, but shall be seduced, and worship other Gods, our pleasure and profits, and serve them; it is propounded unto us this day, we shall surely perish out of the good land whither we pass over this vast sea to possess it.

Therefore let us choose life,

that we and our seed may live,

by obeying his voice and cleaving to him,

for he is our life and our prosperity.9



COMMENTARY

John O’Sullivan, journalist who would later coin the term “Manifest Destiny,” urging Americans to seize the western hemisphere in God’s name (1839)

The far-reaching, the boundless future will be the era of American greatness. In its magnificent domain of space and time, the nation of many nations is destined to manifest to mankind the excellence of divine principles; to establish on earth the noblest temple ever dedicated to the worship of the Most High—the Sacred and the True. Its floor shall be a hemisphere—its roof the firmament of the star-studded heavens, and its congregation an Union of many Republics, comprising hundreds of happy millions, calling, owning no man master, but governed by God’s natural and moral law of equality. . . .

Yes, we are the nation of progress, of individual freedom, of universal enfranchisement. . . . We must onward to the fulfilment of our mission—to the entire development of the principle of our organization—freedom of conscience, freedom of person, freedom of trade and business pursuits, universality of freedom and equality. This is our high destiny, and in nature’s eternal, inevitable decree of cause and effect we must accomplish it. All this will be our future history, to establish on earth the moral dignity and salvation of man—the immutable truth and beneficence of God. For this blessed mission to the nations of the world, which are shut out from the life-giving light of truth, has America been chosen; and her high example shall smite unto death the tyranny of kings, hierarchs, and oligarchs, and carry the glad tidings of peace and good will where myriads now endure an existence scarcely more enviable than that of beasts of the field. Who, then, can doubt that our country is destined to be the great nation of futurity?

—John L. O’Sullivan, “The Great Nation of Futurity,” United States Democratic Review 6.23 (November 1839): 426–30.

Oberlin Evangelist, periodical of revivalist Charles Grandison Finney, criticizing America for failing, on the question of slavery, to be “a model to the nations of the earth” (1850)

Baron Von Humboldt, now past four score, is beyond question one of the greatest men of our age. . . . [Recently] he spoke with a great deal of feeling, of his interest in American institutions; of his sojourn in the United States; of his acquaintance with Jefferson, and other great men, saying that he felt and called himself a citizen of the Union. But the more he was attached to the country and its institutions, the more he hoped from them for the world, he was the more grieved at the reckless spirit of aggression and conquest which produced and sanctioned the war with Mexico, and the Cuban expedition for more slave territory.

If Russia, if any European monarchy had done this, it would not have been such a matter of surprise; but in the United States, from which the world expected so much, it was a matter of astonishment and sorrow. He regarded Slavery as the great evil of our country—the black spot on our national reputation. . . .

Our nation is a city on a hill. It ought to be the light of freedom, a model to the nations of the earth, illustrating both the principles and the benefits of free political Institutions. How sad that instead of this, we find that in fact our oppressions of the weak are the grief of all good men to the ends of the earth! And if the good and great of earth think thus of us, what must be thought of us by the good and the great of heaven!

—“How the Great Men of Other Nations Regard Our National Character,” Oberlin Evangelist, September 25, 1850, p. 158.

John F. Kennedy, former U.S. Senator (D-MA), speaking to Massachusetts legislators just before his presidential inauguration (1961)

During the last sixty days, I have been at the task of constructing an administration. . . . I have been guided by the standard John Winthrop set before his shipmates on the flagship Arbella three hundred and thirty-one years ago, as they, too, faced the task of building a new government on a perilous frontier. “We must always consider,” he said, “that we shall be as a city upon a hill—the eyes of all people are upon us.”

Today the eyes of all people are truly upon us—and our governments, in every branch, at every level, national, state and local, must be as a city upon a hill—constructed and inhabited by men aware of their great trust and their great responsibilities. For we are setting out upon a voyage in 1961 no less hazardous than that undertaken by the Arbella in 1630. We are committing ourselves to tasks of statecraft no less awesome than that of governing the Massachusetts Bay Colony, beset as it was then by terror without and disorder within. . . .

For of those to whom much is given, much is required. And when at some future date the high court of history sits in judgment on each one of us—recording whether in our brief span of service we fulfilled our responsibilities to the state—our success or failure, in whatever office we may hold, will be measured by the answers to four questions:

First, were we truly men of courage—with the courage to stand up to one’s enemies—and the courage to stand up, when necessary, to one’s associates—the courage to resist public pressure, as well as private greed?

Secondly, were we truly men of judgment—with perceptive judgment of the future as well as the past—of our own mistakes as well as the mistakes of others—with enough wisdom to know that we did not know, and enough candor to admit it?

Third, were we truly men of integrity—men who never ran out on either the principles in which they believed or the people who believed in them—men who believed in us—men whom neither financial gain nor political ambition could ever divert from the fulfillment of our sacred trust?

Finally, were we truly men of dedication—with an honor mortgaged to no single individual or group, and compromised by no private obligation or aim, but devoted solely to serving the public good and the national interest?

Courage—judgment—integrity—dedication—these are the historic qualities of the Bay Colony and the Bay State—the qualities which this state has consistently sent to this chamber on Beacon Hill here in Boston and to Capitol Hill back in Washington. And these are the qualities which, with God’s help, this son of Massachusetts hopes will characterize our government’s conduct in the four stormy years that lie ahead.

—John F. Kennedy, “Address of President-Elect John F. Kennedy Delivered to a Joint Convention of the General Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts,” January 9, 1961, www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/OYhUZE2Qo0-ogdV7ok900A.aspx.

Ronald Reagan, actor and former Republican California governor, invoking Winthrop in a presidential campaign debate with Jon Anderson (1980)

I’ve always believed that this land was placed here between the two great oceans by some divine plan. That it was placed here to be found by a special kind of people—people who had a special love for freedom and who had the courage to uproot themselves and leave hearth and homeland, and came to what, in the beginning, was the most undeveloped wilderness possible. We came from 100 different corners of the earth. We spoke a multitude of tongues. We landed on this Eastern shore and then went out over the mountains and the prairies and the deserts and the far western mountains to the Pacific, building cities and towns and farms and schools and churches. If wind, water or fire destroyed them, we built them again. And in so doing, at the same time, we built a new breed of human called an American—a proud, an independent, and a most compassionate individual, for the most part.

Two hundred years ago, Tom Paine, when the 13 tiny colonies were trying to become a nation, said, we have it in our power to begin the world over again. Today we’re confronted with the horrendous problems that we’ve discussed here tonight. And some people in high positions of leadership tell us that the answer is to retreat. That the best is over. That we must cut back. That we must share in an ever-increasing scarcity. That we must, in the failure to be able to protect our national security as it is today, we must not be provocative to any possible adversary.

Well, we, the living Americans, have gone through four wars. We’ve gone through a Great Depression in our lifetime that literally was worldwide and almost brought us to our knees. But we came through all of those things and we achieved even new heights and new greatness. The living Americans today have fought harder, paid a higher price for freedom, and done more to advance the dignity of man than any people who ever lived on this earth. For 200 years, we’ve lived in the future, believing that tomorrow would be better than today, and today would be better than yesterday. I still believe that. I’m not running for the Presidency because I believe that I can solve the problems we’ve discussed tonight. I believe the people of this country can, and together, we can begin the world over again. We can meet our destiny—and that destiny to build a land here that will be, for all mankind, a shining city on a hill.

—“Presidential Debate in Baltimore (Reagan-Anderson),” September 21, 1980, www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=29407.

Mario Cuomo, Democratic governor of New York, describing America as a “Tale of Two Cities” in his Democratic National Convention keynote address (1984)

Ten days ago, President Reagan admitted that although some people in this country seemed to be doing well nowadays, others were unhappy, even worried, about themselves, their families, and their futures. The President said that he didn’t understand that fear. He said, “Why, this country is a shining city on a hill.” And the President is right. In many ways we are a shining city on a hill.

But the hard truth is that not everyone is sharing in this city’s splendor and glory. A shining city is perhaps all the President sees from the portico of the White House and the veranda of his ranch, where everyone seems to be doing well. But there’s another city; there’s another part to the shining city; the part where some people can’t pay their mortgages, and most young people can’t afford one; where students can’t afford the education they need, and middle-class parents watch the dreams they hold for their children evaporate. In this part of the city there are more poor than ever, more families in trouble, more and more people who need help but can’t find it. Even worse: There are elderly people who tremble in the basements of the houses there. And there are people who sleep in the city streets, in the gutter, where the glitter doesn’t show. There are ghettos where thousands of young people, without a job or an education, give their lives away to drug dealers every day. There is despair, Mr. President, in the faces that you don’t see, in the places that you don’t visit in your shining city. . . .

Mr. President, you ought to know that this nation is more a “Tale of Two Cities” than it is just a “Shining City on a Hill.” Maybe, maybe, Mr. President, if you visited some more places; maybe if you went to Appalachia where some people still live in sheds; maybe if you went to Lackawanna where thousands of unemployed steel workers wonder why we subsidized foreign steel. Maybe, maybe, Mr. President, if you stopped in at a shelter in Chicago and spoke to the homeless there; maybe, Mr. President, if you asked a woman who had been denied the help she needed to feed her children because you said you needed the money for a tax break for a millionaire or for a missile we couldn’t afford to use.

Maybe, maybe, Mr. President. But I’m afraid not. Because the truth is, ladies and gentlemen, that this is how we were warned it would be. President Reagan told us from the very beginning that he believed in a kind of social Darwinism. Survival of the fittest. “Government can’t do everything,” we were told, so it should settle for taking care of the strong and hope that economic ambition and charity will do the rest. Make the rich richer, and what falls from the table will be enough for the middle class and those who are trying desperately to work their way into the middle class. You know, the Republicans called it “trickle-down” when Hoover tried it. Now they call it “supply side.” But it’s the same shining city for those relative few who are lucky enough to live in its good neighborhoods. But for the people who are excluded, for the people who are locked out, all they can do is stare from a distance at that city’s glimmering towers. It’s an old story. It’s as old as our history.

—Mario Cuomo, “Democratic National Convention Keynote Address,” San Francisco, California, July 16, 1984, www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mariocuomo1984dnc.htm.

Republican Party platform, lauding Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush and invoking the words of Winthrop and Lincoln (1992)

America had its rendezvous with destiny in 1980. Faced with crisis at home and abroad, Americans turned to Republican leadership in the White House. Presidents Reagan and Bush turned our Nation away from the path of over-taxation, hyper-regulation, and mega-government. Instead, we moved in a new direction. We cut taxes, reduced red tape, put people above bureaucracy. And so we vanquished the idea of the almighty state as the supervisor of our daily lives. In choosing hope over fear, Americans raised a beacon, reminding the world that we are a shining city on a hill, the last best hope for man on earth.

—“Republican Party Platform of 1992,” www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=25847.

Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson, conservative Christian activists, discussing God’s role in the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the role of liberals in provoking Him (2001)

JERRY FALWELL: And I agree totally with you that the Lord has protected us so wonderfully these 225 years. And since 1812, this is the first time that we’ve been attacked on our soil and by far the worst results. And I fear, as Donald Rumsfeld, the Secretary of Defense, said yesterday, that this is only the beginning. And with biological warfare available to these monsters—the Husseins, the Bin Ladens, the Arafats—what we saw on Tuesday, as terrible as it is, could be miniscule if, in fact—if, in fact—God continues to lift the curtain and allow the enemies of America to give us probably what we deserve.

PAT ROBERTSON: Jerry, that’s my feeling. I think we’ve just seen the antechamber to terror. We haven’t even begun to see what they can do to the major population.

FALWELL: The ACLU’s got to take a lot of blame for this.

ROBERTSON: Well, yes.

FALWELL: And I know that I’ll hear from them for this. But throwing God out successfully with the help of the federal court system, throwing God out of the public square, out of the schools. The abortionists have got to bear some burden for this because God will not be mocked. And when we destroy 40 million little innocent babies, we make God mad. I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People For the American Way—all of them who have tried to secularize America—I point the finger in their face and say “you helped this happen.”

—“You Helped This Happen,” 700 Club transcript, September 13, 2001, www.beliefnet.com/Faiths/Christianity/2001/09/You-Helped-This-Happen.aspx.

Peter Gomes, Harvard preacher, linking Winthrop’s sermon to America’s sense of mission (2002)

The ambition of the sermon was to establish the Christian basis for the new civilization to be established in what was then thought to be the “howling wilderness.” The basis of this society was to be Christian charity, where, on the basis of those principles enunciated in the Bible, particularly in the Sermon on the Mount, the strong would bear with the weak, the rich would relieve the necessities of the poor, and all would strive to construct an exemplary society that would be like a city set upon a hill. This was not meant to be only for the comfort and consolation of the inhabitants but a beacon to the whole world, to prove to the old and tottering kingdoms of Europe that it was possible to construct a Christian society that would work. . . .

The vivid and explicitly religious sensibility in this founding metaphor . . . has been at the heart of much of our psychic identity ever since. Our wars, including the Indian Wars, the Revolutionary War, most certainly the Civil War, and the two World Wars of the twentieth century, are all in some sense Holy Wars, fought with God on our side, and in behalf of a divine mission. Our physical expansion across the continent in the nineteenth century, from sea to shining sea, was described as our Manifest Destiny, a mandate from heaven. America believes in God at a higher proportion of the population than does any other country in the West, and what is even more striking is that Americans believe that God believes in them!

—Peter J. Gomes, The Good Book: Reading the Bible with Mind and Heart (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2002), pp. 54–55.

Robert F. Kennedy, son of Attorney General Robert Kennedy, commenting on differences between the Bush and Kennedy families (2007)

There is an ancient struggle between two separate philosophies, warring for control of the American soul. The first was set forth by John Winthrop in 1630, when he made the most important speech in American history, “A Model of Christian Charity,” on the deck of the sloop Arbella, as the Puritans approached the New World. He said this land is being given to us by God not to satisfy carnal opportunities or expand self-interest, but rather to create a shining city on a hill. This is the American ideal, working together, maintaining a spiritual mission, and creating communities for the future.

The competing vision of America comes from the conquistador side of the national character and took hold with the gold rush of 1849. That’s when people began to regard the land as the source of private wealth, a place where you can get rich quick—the sort of game where whoever dies with the biggest pile wins.

—Quoted in Mark Jacobson, “American Jeremiad,” New York, February 12, 2007, nymag.com/news/politics/27340/.

Andrew Bacevich, international relations professor, rejecting the “shining city” exceptionalism of Alaska governor Sarah Palin (2008)

But even more important is that worldview that I share with John McCain. That worldview that says that America is a nation of exceptionalism. And we are to be that shining city on a hill, as President Reagan so beautifully said, that we are a beacon of hope and that we are unapologetic here. We are not perfect as a nation. But together, we represent a perfect ideal. And that is democracy and tolerance and freedom and equal rights.—Governor Sarah Palin, October 2, 2008

In a debate filled with eminently forgettable blather, here we have a statement of genuine importance—a text that demands analysis. Where to begin? Perhaps by noting the origins of this worldview to which Governor Palin refers. The conception of America as the “city upon a hill” was not the handiwork of Ronald Reagan, or indeed of any other paladin of the Republican Party. Rather, John Winthrop, founding governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony, first voiced the conviction that God had summoned the people of the New World—or at least those settling in New England—to serve as a model for all humankind.

Speaking in Boston Harbor to a small assembly of Puritans preparing to disembark from the ship Arbella in 1630, Winthrop announced that “The eyes of all people are upon us.” Should the members of his community fail in their anointed mission, a dire fate awaited them: “we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world.” Winthrop described the core of that mission with great specificity. It had little to do with values such as tolerance and equal rights, in which Winthrop had little interest. It had everything to do with forging a covenant with God, who had summoned the Puritans to create a Christian commonwealth. . . .

Now there are three possibilities.

The first possibility is that God does not exist. In that case, the concept of American exceptionalism first articulated by Winthrop, employed with great political effect by Ronald Reagan, and now endorsed by Sarah Palin, is simply nonsense—a fairy tale that may once have had a certain utility, but that in our own day has become simply pernicious. To persist in this nonsense is to make it impossible either to see ourselves as we really are or to see the world as it actually is.

The second possibility is that God exists, but that he has not singled out Americans as his new Chosen People. Indeed, consult Scripture and it becomes apparent that God himself has not spoken directly on the matter. In that case, Winthrop, Reagan, and Palin are remarkably presumptuous in claiming to interpret God’s purposes and will. Further investigation might be in order—perhaps consulting with priests, ministers, rabbis, imams to see what they have to say on the matter.

The third possibility is that God exists and has indeed singled out America as his New Israel. In that event, John Winthrop’s charge of 1630 demands urgent attention—not least of all his warning of what will befall America should it be seduced by earthly concerns and carnal desires and tend too much to superfluities.

Today no doubt, the eyes of all people are indeed on the United States—what happens here affects the world. Yet many of those who observe us don’t like what they see. The question for Governor Palin and for other believers committed to the concept of American exceptionalism is this: have we kept the Lord’s covenant? If not, perhaps the time has come to mend our ways before it’s too late. Who knows? The sound you hear even now on Wall Street may be God’s wrath breaking out against us.

—Andrew Bacevich, “Sarah Palin and John Winthrop,” Huffington Post, October 3, 2008, www.huffingtonpost.com/andrew-bacevich/sarah-palin-and-john-wint_b_131700.html.
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