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Introduction

by William J. Clinton
 Forty-second President of the United States




During the time she was secretary of state, the world learned what I already knew: Madeleine Albright is unafraid to take on hard issues or to speak her mind. In The Mighty and the Almighty, she writes with uncommon frankness and good sense about America’s international role, religion, ethics, and the current divided and anxious state of the world. To my knowledge, no former secretary of state has written anything similar. It is an unexpected book, drafted against the advice of friends who worried that these topics could not be discussed without stepping on toes. In my experience, the only way to avoid stepping on toes is to stand still. Madeleine Albright is the embodiment of forward movement.

After our initial conversation about this project, I called Madeleine to discuss it further, not knowing at the time where she was. It turned out that she was in Gdánsk, Poland, commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of Solidarity, the democracy movement that ended the cold war and brought freedom to Central and East Europe. When I rang, Madeleine was standing in a crowd that included the former Czech president Václav Havel and the current presidents of Ukraine and Poland. She passed the phone around, and I had an unforeseen but welcome chance to catch up with some old friends. Meanwhile, Madeleine placed a bouquet of flowers as a memorial to Solidarity and attended a three-hour open-air mass in celebration of freedom. I had caught her at a moment and in a place where God and democracy were together at center stage. One theme of this book, and a source of continuing controversy in public life, concerns the relationship between the two.

“The core of democracy,” wrote Walt Whitman, “is the religious element. All the religions, old and new, are there.” I expect we have all come across people who would embrace the first of Whitman’s sentences while ignoring the second, rendering both without meaning. At their best, religion and democracy each respect the equality and value of every human being: all of us stamped with the Creator’s image, each endowed with certain inalienable rights. These doctrines sit next to one another comfortably; they are unifying and inclusive. Problems arise when we try to place our own interpretation ahead of Whitman’s, arguing that those sharing our particular understanding of the universe are more worthy than others. To have faith is to believe in the existence of absolute truth. It is quite another thing to assert that imperfect human beings can be in full possession of this truth, or that we have a political ideology that is fully true and allows us to penalize, coerce, or abuse those who believe differently.

The Constitution of the United States created something truly new: a system of government in which the highest trust is placed not in the top officials, who are hemmed in by an ingenious system of checks and balances, but in the people as a whole. Among the limitations our founders placed on those in government was that they could not establish an official state religion, or abridge the right of anyone to worship freely. The founders understood from history that the concentration of political and religious authority in the same hands could be toxic.

We know, of course, that the power of faith is often exploited by those seeking to enhance their own power at the expense of others. In the Balkans, Slobodan Milošević talked much about defending Christian Europe, but his real interest was in using religion and extreme divisiveness to fortify his hold on power. Osama bin Laden poses as a defender of Islam, but his willingness to murder innocents, including other Muslims, is not a fair reading of the Quran and is disloyal to the tenets of that faith. In the wrong hands, religion becomes a lever used to pry one group of people away from another not because of some profound spiritual insight, but because it helps whoever is doing the prying.

Does this mean that policy-makers should try to keep religion walled off from public life? As Madeleine Albright argues, the answer to that question is a resounding no. Not only shouldn’t we do that; we couldn’t succeed if we tried. Religious convictions, if they are convictions, can’t be pulled on and off like a pair of boots. We walk with them wherever we go, the skeptics and atheists side by side with the devout. A president or secretary of state must make decisions with regard both to his or her own religious convictions and to the impact of those decisions on people of different faiths. However, as Madeleine points out, assessing that impact is no easy task.

During my visit to India in 2000, some Hindu militants decided to vent their outrage by murdering thirty-eight Sikhs in cold blood. If I hadn’t made the trip, the victims would probably still be alive. If I hadn’t made the trip because I feared what religious extremists might do, I couldn’t have done my job as president of the United States. The nature of America is such that many people define themselves—or a part of themselves—in relation to it, for or against. This is part of the reality in which our leaders must operate.

When radical imams try to subvert the thinking of alienated, disaffected young people, not all of whom are poor or lacking in education, by offering a supposed quick trip to paradise in return for the believers’ willingness to kill civilians by blowing themselves up, how should we respond? We can try to kill and capture them, but we can’t get them all. We can try to persuade them to abandon violence, but if our arguments have no basis in their own experience, we can’t fully succeed. Our best chance is to work cooperatively with those in the Muslim world who are trying to reach the same minds as the radicals by preaching a more complete Islam, not a distorted, jagged shard.

I truly believe that this can be done, not by diluting spiritual beliefs but by probing their depths. The three Abrahamic faiths have more similarities than differences. Each calls for reverence, charity, humility, and love. None is fully revealed. The challenge for our leaders is to use what we have in common as a basis for defeating the most extreme elements and draining support for terror. Once people acknowledge their common humanity, it becomes more difficult for them to demonize and destroy each other. It is far easier to find principled compromise with one of “us” than with one of “them.” Our religious convictions can help us erase the age-old dividing line. No job is more important, but as this book by Madeleine Albright makes clear, it is a job that—four and a half years after 9/11—we have barely begun.

—New York, February 2006









Part One

God, Liberty, Country










One

The Mighty and the Almighty




I had watched previous inaugural addresses, but the first one I truly took in was John Kennedy’s in 1961. My brother John, who was in junior high school, played the trumpet in the Denver police band and had been invited to Washington to march in the inaugural parade. It seems that everyone remembers the snow on the ground and how the glare of sunshine made it impossible for Robert Frost to read the poem he had composed for the occasion. The new president, hatless in the crystal-cold air, his breath visible, asked us to “ask not.” It was the speech about “passing the torch” to another generation. I saw it on television—that is how I experienced all the inaugural addresses until 1993. Then, and again four years later, I watched President Clinton deliver his speeches from the balcony of the U.S. Capitol. The words combined with the crowds and the view of the Washington Monument brought out the sense of history and pride in the United States that has done so much to shape my view of the world.

 


The inaugural address provides an American president with a matchless opportunity to speak directly to 6 billion fellow human beings, including some 300 million fellow citizens. By defining his country’s purpose, a commander in chief can make history and carve out a special place for himself (or perhaps, one day, herself) within it. On January 20, 2005, facing an audience assembled in the shadow of the Capitol, President George W. Bush addressed America and the world. From the first words, it was evident that both he and his speechwriters had aimed high. “It is the policy of the United States,” he declared, “to seek and support the growth of democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world.” He continued, “History has an ebb and flow of justice, but history also has a visible direction, set by liberty and the Author of Liberty.” The president concluded that “America, in this young century, proclaims liberty throughout the world and to all the inhabitants thereof.” He might have added that, in the Bible, God had assigned that same job, in the same words, to Moses.

The speech was vintage George W. Bush, one that his admirers would hail as inspirational and his detractors would dismiss as self-exalting. It was of a piece with the president’s first term, during which he had responded to history’s deadliest strike on U.S. soil, led America into two wars, roused passions among both liberals and conservatives, set America apart from longtime allies, aggravated relations with Arab and Muslim societies, and conveyed a sense of U.S. intentions that millions found exhilarating, many others ill-advised.

Within the United States, there are those who see the president as a radical presiding over a foreign policy that is, in the words of one commentator, “more than preemptive, it is theologically presumptuous; not only unilateral, but dangerously messianic; not just arrogant, but rather bordering on the idolatrous and blasphemous.” The president’s supporters suggest the contrary, that his leadership is ideally, even heroically, suited to the perils of this era and in keeping with the best traditions of America.

My own initial instinct, particularly when the president is trumpeting the merits of freedom, is to applaud. I firmly believe that democracy is one of humankind’s best inventions: a form of government superior to any other and a powerful source of hope. I believe just as firmly in the necessity of American leadership. Why wouldn’t I? When I was a little girl, U.S. soldiers crossed the ocean to help save Europe from the menace of Adolf Hitler. When I was barely in my teens, the American people welcomed my family after the communists had seized power in my native Czechoslovakia. Unlike most in my generation who were born in Central Europe, I had the chance to grow up in a democracy, a privilege for which I will forever be grateful. I take seriously the welcoming words at the base of the Statue of Liberty; and I love to think of America as an inspiration to people everywhere—especially to those who have been denied freedom in their own lands.

As appealing as President Bush’s rhetoric may sometimes be, however, I also know that proclaiming liberty is far simpler than building genuine democracy. Political liberty is not a magic pill people can swallow at night and awaken with all problems solved, nor can it be imposed from the outside. According to the president, “Freedom is God’s gift to everybody in the world.” He told Bob Woodward, “As a matter of fact, I was the person who wrote the line, or said it. I didn’t write it, I just said it in a speech. And it became part of the jargon. And I believe that. And I believe we have a duty to free people. I would hope we wouldn’t have to do it militarily, but we have a duty.”

These are uplifting sentiments, undoubtedly, but what exactly do they mean? The president says that liberty is a gift to everybody, but is he also implying that God appointed America to deliver that gift? Even to raise that question is to invite others. Does the United States believe it has a special relationship with God? Does it have a divinely inspired mission to promote liberty? What role, if any, should religious convictions play in the decisions of those responsible for U.S. foreign policy? But perhaps we should begin by asking why we are even thinking about these questions, given America’s constitutional separation between church and state. And haven’t we long since concluded that it is a mistake, in any case, to mix religion and foreign policy? I had certainly thought so.

 

Although—as I learned late in life—my heritage is Jewish,* I was raised a Roman Catholic. As a child, I studied the catechism, prayed regularly to the Virgin Mary, and fantasized about becoming a priest (even a Catholic girl can dream). As I was growing up, my sense of morality was molded by what I learned in church and by the example and instruction of my parents. The message was drilled into me to work hard, do my best at all times, and respect the rights of others. As a sophomore at Wellesley College, I was required to study the Bible as history, learning the saga of ancient Israel in the same way as that of Greece or Rome.†

As an immigrant and the daughter of a former Czechoslovak diplomat, I was primarily interested in world affairs. I did not, however, view the great issues of the day through the prism of religion—either my own or that of others. Nor did I ever feel secure enough about the depth of my religious knowledge to think I was in a position to lecture acquaintances about what they should believe. I did not consider spiritual faith a subject to talk about in public. For the generation that came of age when and where I did, this was typical. I am sure there were parts of America where attitudes were different, but the scholar Michael Novak got it right when he asserted in the early 1960s, “As matters now stand, the one word [that could not be used] in serious conversation without upsetting someone is ‘God.’”

The star most of us navigated by in those years was modernization, which many took as a synonym for secularization. The wonders we celebrated were less biblical than technological: the space race, breakthroughs in medicine, the birth of nuclear power, the introduction of color television, and the dawn of the computer age. In the United States, the play and movie Inherit the Wind dramatized the triumph of science (the theory of evolution) over creationism (a literal interpretation of Genesis).* When we thought of Moses, the image that came to mind was Charlton Heston, in technicolor. Religious values endured, but excitement came from anticipating what our laboratories and researchers might come up with next. We Americans were not alone in our pragmatic preoccupations. Abroad, the rising political tides were socialism and nationalism, as Africans and Asians freed themselves from their colonial overseers and began the task of building countries that could stand on their own.

In the early 1980s, I became a professor at Georgetown University. My specialty was foreign policy, about which such icons as Hans Morgenthau, George Kennan, and Dean Acheson theorized in almost exclusively secular terms. In their view, individuals and groups could be identified by the nations to which they belonged. Countries had governments. Governments acted to protect their nations’ interests. Diplomacy consisted of reconciling different interests, at least to the point where wars did not break out and the world did not blow up. Foreign policy was commonly compared to a game of chess: cerebral, with both sides knowing the rules. This was a contest governed by logic; its players spoke in the manner of lawyers, not preachers. During my adult years, western leaders gained political advantage by deriding “godless communism”; otherwise, I cannot remember any leading American diplomat (even the born-again Christian Jimmy Carter) speaking in depth about the role of religion in shaping the world. Religion was not a respecter of national borders; it was above and beyond reason; it evoked the deepest passions; and historically, it was the cause of much bloodshed. Diplomats in my era were taught not to invite trouble, and no subject seemed more inherently treacherous than religion.

This was the understanding that guided me while I was serving as President Clinton’s ambassador to the United Nations and secretary of state. My colleagues felt the same. When, in 1993, Professor Samuel Huntington of Harvard predicted that the era following the end of the cold war might well witness an interreligious “clash of civilizations,” we did all we could to distance ourselves from that theory. We had in mind a future in which nations and regions would draw closer as democratic bonds grew stronger, not a world splitting apart along historic fault lines of culture and creed.

When fighting broke out in the Balkans, we urged each side to focus on the rights of the individual, not the competing prerogatives of religious groups. In 1998, after U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania were bombed by terrorists, we published posters seeking information and offering a reward; these posters had the heading, “This is not about religion. This is not about politics. This is about murder, plain and simple.” During the administration’s marathon effort to find a basis for peace in the Middle East, President Clinton and I were fully aware of the religious significance of Jerusalem’s holy places. We hoped, nevertheless, to devise a legal formula clever enough to quiet the emotions generated by the past. We asked and expected both sides to be realistic and settle for the best deal they could get.

We were living, after all, in modern times. The wars between Catholics and Protestants that had claimed the lives of one-third the population of Christian Europe had been brought to a close in 1648 by the Peace of Westphalia. Large-scale fighting between Christians and Muslims had ceased when, in 1683, the advance of the Ottoman Turks was halted at the gates of Vienna. I found it incredible, as the twenty-first century approached, that Catholics and Protestants were still quarreling in Northern Ireland and that Hindus and Muslims were still squaring off against each other in south Asia; surely, I thought, these rivalries were the echoes of earlier, less enlightened times, not a sign of battles still to come.

Since the terror attacks of 9/11, I have come to realize that it may have been I who was stuck in an earlier time. Like many other foreign policy professionals, I have had to adjust the lens through which I view the world, comprehending something that seemed to be a new reality but that had actually been evident for some time. The 1990s had been a decade of globalization and spectacular technological gains; the information revolution altered our lifestyle, transformed the workplace, and fostered the development of a whole new vocabulary. There was, however, another force at work. Almost everywhere, religious movements are thriving.

In many parts of Central and South America, Protestant evangelicals are contesting the centuries-old dominance of the Catholic Church. In China, authorities saddled with an obsolete ideology of their own are struggling to prevent burgeoning religious and spiritual movements from becoming a political threat. India’s identity as a secular society is under challenge by Hindu nationalists. Throughout the former Soviet Union, long-repressed religious institutions have been reinvigorated. In Israel, Orthodox religious parties are seeking more influence over laws and society. Secular Arab nationalism, once thought to embody the future, has been supplanted by a resurgent Islam extending beyond Arab lands to Iran, Pakistan, central and southeast Asia, and parts of Africa. Christianity, too, is making remarkable inroads in Asia and Africa; ten of the world’s eleven largest congregations are in South Korea, and the other is in Nigeria. A reawakening of Christian activism is also altering how we think about politics and culture here in the United States. In contrast to Michael Novak’s observation four decades ago, people now talk (and argue) about God all the time. Even in Europe, which seems otherwise exempt from the trend toward religious growth, the number of observant Muslims is rising quickly, and a new pope—named for Benedict of Nursia, the continent’s patron saint—is determined to re-evangelize its Christian population.

What does one make of this phenomenon? For those who design and implement U.S. foreign policy, what does it mean? How can we best manage events in a world in which there are many religions, with belief systems that flatly contradict one another at key points? How do we deal with the threat posed by extremists who, acting in the name of God, try to impose their will on others? We know that the nature of this test extends back to pagan times and is therefore nothing new; what is new is the extent of damage violence can inflict. This is where technology has truly made a difference. A religious war fought with swords, chain mail, catapults, and battering rams is one thing. A war fought with high explosives against civilian targets is quite another. And the prospect of a nuclear bomb detonated by terrorists in purported service to the Almighty is a nightmare that may one day come true.

 

Leaving government service in 2001, I returned to an earlier love, the university classroom. At Georgetown, I teach one course a semester, alternating between graduates and undergraduates. At the beginning of each course, I explain to my students that the main purpose of foreign policy is to persuade other countries to do what we want. To that end, a president or secretary of state has tools ranging from the blunt instrument of military force to the hard work of back-and-forth negotiations to the simple use of logical argument. The art of statecraft consists of finding the combination that produces the best results. That, in turn, requires a clear grasp of what matters most to those we are trying to influence. For businesspeople, this translates into “knowing your customer.” In world affairs, it means learning about foreign countries and cultures; at a time when religious passions are embroiling the globe, that cannot be done without taking religious tenets and motivations fully into account.

Increasingly, in the classes I teach and in discussions with friends and colleagues, I have solicited thoughts about the impact of religion on current events. At first most people are surprised, as if uncertain what to think; then they open up. My request leads not to one set of debates, but to many. It is a Rorschach test, revealing much about the preoccupations and anxieties of those who respond.

My students tend to equate religion with ethics and so frame their responses in moral terms. They want to know why the world is not doing more to alleviate poverty and disease, prevent genocide, and help developing countries compete in the global economy. After 9/11, quite a number were eager to join the military or the CIA, feeling a powerful urge to volunteer; but in most cases the feeling did not last. The war in Iraq created confusion about the wisdom of U.S. policy, and about whether America’s goal was to lead the world or try to dominate it. The foreign students I teach are an eclectic group and therefore offer a mixed bag of opinions. They are most divided, not surprisingly, by questions of right and wrong in the Middle East.

My friends who are experts on foreign policy—a somewhat older group—are focused on the threat posed by religious extremists, including the possibility that terrorists will gain access to weapons of mass murder. They are alarmed, as well, about the gap in understanding that has opened between predominately Islamic societies and the West.

Arab leaders to whom I have spoken share this concern. They are upset, too, by the spread of what they consider to be false and damaging generalizations about Islam.

The religious scholars I have consulted are passionate about the need for political leaders to educate themselves in the varieties of faith and to see religion more as a potential means for reconciliation than as a source of conflict.

Political activists, not just Democrats, are agitated about the influence of the religious right on the White House and Congress; this is a subject also weighing on the minds of foreign diplomats.

My own reactions are grounded in my various identities, as a daughter of Czechoslovakia, an American who is intensely proud of her adopted country, and a former secretary of state. My hero when I was growing up was Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, who founded modern Czechoslovakia in 1918. Masaryk was a major influence on the thinking of my father and—through him—on me. Unlike many religious people, who see humanism as an alternative to faith in God, Masaryk saw the two as linked. To him, religious faith meant showing respect for every person and being willing to help others. Masaryk did not think it was necessary to believe in God to be moral, but he did argue that religious faith, properly understood, did much to encourage and strengthen right behavior. I have similar views. It is a perversion of faith to turn religion into a source of conflict and hate; it also creates severe problems for America and for the world.

Growing up in the United States transformed me, despite having witnessed much turbulence at a tender age, into a confirmed optimist. As a young woman, I took my theme—but without irony—from Leonard Bernstein’s adaptation of Candide: “Everything is for the best in this best of all possible worlds.” All through my years of government service, I maintained a positive outlook. In the Clinton administration, we talked a lot about the twenty-first century and, characteristically, felt sure that America, with others, could find a solution to most problems. I still feel that way, but I worry that we have been making some serious and avoidable mistakes.

There are days now when it is hard to pick up a newspaper. I think the U.S. government has thoroughly botched its response to international terror, damaged America’s reputation, and substituted slogans for strategy in promoting freedom. I willingly concede, however, the difficulty and complexity of the problems the Bush administration is facing. I have often said that those who have never held the highest jobs in government do not know how hard these jobs can be, and that those who retire from them tend to forget quickly. Critics have an obligation to be fair and to offer constructive ideas. That is the purpose of this book. Part One deals with America’s position in the world and the role played by religion and morality in shaping U.S. foreign policy, both now and in the past. Part Two concentrates on troubled relationships between Islamic communities and the West. Part Three offers my thoughts about how U.S. foreign policy and religion can best intersect. In keeping with my nature, the chapters are aimed primarily at practical policy-making—doing what works best. In keeping with the nature of religion, they are sometimes dominated by a parallel theme—doing what is right. Locating the convergence of the two is my ultimate goal, as it should be for the policy-makers of a nation that has, from its earliest days, sought to be judged both by its prowess and by its ideals.







Two

“The Eyes of All People Are upon Us”



As a junior in high school, six years after my family arrived in this country, I took my first full course in U.S. history. In that simpler time, my classmates and I were taught a more uniformly positive view of America’s past than many students learn now: a saga of freedom-loving men and women overcoming obstacles in which every crisis was capped by a happy ending. It was, to me, an amazing tale made more real by the place where we lived—Colorado. Out west, the states were bigger than many European countries; the mountains so high that we marveled at how the first settlers had ever been able to cross them. The history hooked me; it was one of the reasons I wanted so much to be accepted as an American. Looking back, I do not remember devoting many hours to the study of religion in the United States, but we did of course begin with the story of the earliest arrivals from Europe, the intrepid people who made a long and uncomfortable voyage in search of a place to practice their faith freely, without interference from the government.

 


Writing in his shipboard diary in 1630, John Winthrop, governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, imagined that the community he and his fellow Puritans were about to establish would be “as a Citty upon a Hill, [with] the eies of all people…uppon us.”* The Puritans believed that, if God so willed, the new colony would become a model for how to live a righteous life. They came to the New World in order to escape God’s judgment on the corrupt churches of Europe, find refuge from the poverty and overpopulation of England, and obey the divine command to spread the gospel.

Theirs was a society based on a certain understanding of God’s will, dependent on God’s favor, eager to enjoy the fruits of the earth, but careful not to become too attached to worldly goods. To protect their virtue, they excluded from their community those whose thinking did not conform to their own rigid ideas. Among those made unwelcome was Roger Williams, an advocate of what he called “soul-liberty,” the right of everyone to practice religion in the way he or she saw fit. This doctrine offended the Puritans, who viewed tolerance as a sin and saw themselves as right thinkers, not freethinkers. Banished by Massachusetts, Williams started his own colony in Rhode Island under the twin banners of religious freedom and separation between church and state. Another exile was the Reverend Thomas Hooker, founder of Connecticut. Hooker was famous as a preacher and a minister to “wounded souls.” He is of particular interest for his role in promulgating the world’s first written constitution based on democratic principles, the Fundamental Orders of Connecticut. Hooker argued that people have a God-given right to choose their own leaders, as well as a responsibility to place limits on the powers granted to civil authority. He found support for this concept in the Old Testament, declaring in a sermon, “God has given us liberty; let us take it.”*

By the time of the American Revolution, the direct descendants of the Puritans were a small minority. Dutch Protestants had settled New York. William Penn had established his Society of Friends in Pennsylvania. Maryland had been founded by Catholics who were eventually overthrown by Protestants—a distant mirror of the English civil war. Virginia was led by planters who were well-versed—ironically, given that they owned slaves—in the latest European theories about the universal nature of human rights. America, already a magnet for immigrants, was populated by followers of many faiths and sects. Mindful of what religious strife had done to Europe and seeing echoes of it in their own colonial history, the founders followed the example of Williams and embraced religious liberty. The new American Constitution provided, in Article VI, that “No religious Test shall ever be required as a Qualification to any Office or public Trust under the United States.” The Bill of Rights went further, to prohibit both the official establishment of a religion and any abridgement of the right to worship. In this design, neither state nor church would be able to control or harm the other.


It is common in our day to assume that the separation of church and state was intended to keep religion out of government, but the objective was more the other way around: the primary goal of the founders was to protect religion from the heavy hand of politicians. However, to accomplish that, they thought it necessary to keep each from interfering with the other. James Madison, for instance, was consistent in supporting a distinct separation between church and state in the face of efforts by others to blur it. In Congress, he voted against creating the office of congressional chaplain. As president, he vetoed one bill to grant federal incorporation to the Episcopal Church, and another to give public land to an assemblage of Baptists. In retirement, he wrote, “Every new and successful example of a perfect separation between ecclesiastical and civil matters is of importance…in shewing that religion & Government will both exist in greater purity, the less they are mixed together.”

Until I began researching this book, I did not give much thought to the religious philosophy of our nation’s founders; I considered them to be primarily political—not spiritual—theorists. They did, however, think deeply about religion. The early American presidents, for example, were firm believers in a divine being, but not wedded to the finer points of church doctrine. George Washington, in his first inaugural address, acknowledged a debt to the divine by saying that America’s every step “seems to have been distinguished by some token of providential agency.” He pledged to repay that debt by ensuring that “the foundation of our national policy will be laid in the pure and immutable principles of private morality.” More important, he set the pattern for future administrations through his scrupulous support for religious tolerance. Washington disclaimed any interest in whether people were “Mohametans, Jews or Christians of any sect, or Atheists.” His sole concern was that they should have the right to exercise freedom of worship, expression, and thought. In 1790, in a letter to the Hebrew congregation of Newport, Washington wrote reassuringly, “The government of the United States gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance.”

The second president, John Adams, had little use for the concept of the Trinity or other theological embellishments. He was a Unitarian. He also drew an important distinction between liberty and democracy: the former, he asserted, was a gift from God; the latter a creation of man. “Although the detail of the formation of the American government is at present little known or regarded either in Europe or in America,” he wrote, “it may hereafter become an object of curiosity. It [should] never be pretended that any persons employed in that service had interviews with the gods, or were in any degree under the influence of heaven, more than those at work upon ships or houses, or laboring in merchandise or agriculture; it [should] forever be acknowledged that these governments were contrived merely by the use of reason and the senses.”

Adams’s successor, Thomas Jefferson, dismissed the Christian clergy as “the greatest obstacles to the advancement of the real doctrines of Jesus.” A student of both science and ethics, he drafted his own version of the Gospels, omitting the miraculous parts, such as the Virgin Birth and the resurrection. It is hard to imagine a political leader in our time doing anything similar. Even then, Jefferson received a pummeling. During the presidential election of 1800, his opponents in the Federalist Party attacked his beliefs. As one hostile editorial writer put the question, “Shall I continue in my allegiance to GOD—AND A RELIGIOUS PRESIDENT; or impiously declare for Jefferson and no god!!!!”

America’s founders were conscious that they were building something new and extraordinary—a system of government based on the rights and responsibilities of the individual. This was a concept that would influence political thinking around the world. As Winthrop’s early vision suggests, Americans saw themselves as establishing a society superior in organization and morality to the decaying aristocracies of Europe. They compared themselves freely to the ancient Israelites as a people selected by providence to participate in the working out of a divine plan. Benjamin Franklin proposed that the great seal of the young country depict the Israelites crossing between the parted waters of the Red Sea, with Moses raising his staff and the pharaoh’s troops about to be drowned.* Thomas Jefferson thought the seal should show the children of Israel in the wilderness, “led by a cloud by day and a pillar of fire at night.” To Americans of the time, it seemed natural to associate their freedom with that earned by Moses, their bountiful new land with that promised to the Jews, and their commitment to the principle that “all men are created equal” with man’s creation in the image of Abraham’s God.

During the first decades of national independence, Americans’ belief that their country had been the special recipient of God’s favor grew apace. Despite periodic economic downturns and the sacking of the White House by the British in the War of 1812, the United States was vigorous and dynamic, bursting at the seams. The Louisiana Purchase, Lewis and Clark’s expedition, the annexation of Texas, the discovery of gold in California—all pushed Americans relentlessly westward. As they moved, they built democratic institutions thought to be those of a model republic. The qualities of self-reliance, free enterprise, and equal opportunity became the nation’s creed. The spirit of the frontier may have been coarse, but it was also fired by energy and optimism. After observing Americans at work, worship, and play in the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville wrote, “America is a land of wonders, in which everything is in constant motion and every change seems an improvement…. No natural boundary seems to be set to the efforts of man; and in his eyes what is not yet done is only what he has not yet attempted to do.” The historian George Bancroft, de Tocqueville’s older contemporary, contended that the expression of popular will made possible by American democracy was intrinsically consistent with God’s purpose. “Taming the frontier” meant extending the reach of civilization. The movement westward was ordained, in the words of the journalist John L. O’Sullivan, to fulfill America’s “manifest destiny.”*

Of course, not everyone interpreted the divine will in the same way. Some Native American religious leaders warned their followers not to expect any reward in the afterlife unless they rejected the immoral customs of the white man and returned to traditional ways. That meant forsaking alcohol and firearms, relying on the bow and arrow, and maintaining the spiritual beliefs of their ancestors. Among the traditionalists was Red Jacket, a Seneca chief who complained to a Christian missionary proselytizing among Indians: “Brother, you say there is but one way to worship and serve the Great Spirit. If there is but one religion, why do you white people differ so much about it?…We also have a religion…. It teaches us to be thankful for all the favors we receive, to love each other and to be united. We never quarrel about religion. Brother, we do not wish to destroy your religion or take it from you. We only want to enjoy our own.”

The shameful treatment of Native Americans caused soul-searching among thoughtful people, but it was slavery that tore the country apart. Abolitionists and slave owners alike invoked God’s name when pleading their cause. Southerners declared that slavery was sanctioned by the Bible; their opponents insisted that slavery was an abomination. In the Senate, the argument was taken up by John Calhoun, a slave-owning planter from South Carolina; and by Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, a liberal state then and now. Rather than try to reconcile slavery with the Declaration of Independence, Calhoun dared to denounce America’s founding premise. “All men are not created,” he insisted. “According to the Bible, only two, a man and a woman, ever were [created], and of these one was pronounced subordinate to the other. All others have come into the world by being born, and in no sense…either free or equal.” As for Sumner, he took to the Senate floor in May 1856 to deliver a speech that lasted two full days. Referring to a proslavery legislator he declared:


How little that senator knows himself or the strength of the [abolitionist] cause which he persecutes! He is but a mortal man; against him is an immortal principle. With finite power he wrestles with the infinite, and he must fall. Against him are stronger battalions than any marshaled by mortal arm—the inborn, ineradicable, invincible sentiments of the human heart; against him is nature in all her subtle forces; against him is God. Let him try to subdue these!




Through the tumultuous decades of expansion, war, and economic booms and busts, there flowed the conviction that God was watchfully guiding America’s course and fate. This belief remained widespread as the twentieth century approached and the country’s energy and ambition moved beyond the now settled American frontier to the distant reaches of the Pacific. In 1898, explaining his administration’s conquest of the Philippines, William McKinley told a group of Methodist clergymen:


The truth is I didn’t want the Philippines, and when they came to us, as a gift from the gods, I did not know what to do with them…. I walked the floor of the White House night after night until midnight; and I am not ashamed to tell you, gentlemen, that I went down on my knees and prayed Almighty God for light and guidance…. And one night it came to me…. There was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them.



History would be far different if we did not tend to hear God most clearly when we think He is telling us exactly what it is we want to hear. McKinley liked to conceive of the expansion of American power as part of a divine plan, but although the war against Spain was successful and quick, consolidating control over the Philippines proved difficult and slow. Many Filipinos, even those long since “Christianized” by Catholic Spain, welcomed their liberators not with open arms but with arms of a deadlier kind. A rebellion against the U.S. occupation raged for four years, much to the puzzlement of many Americans. One leading newspaper said in an editorial, “It seems strange that the Filipinos—or so many of them—are bitterly opposed to our sovereignty. They must know it is likely to be a great improvement over former conditions…. Nevertheless they fight on. The situation is a depressing one from every point of view.” By the time the resistance was ended, more than 100,000 of the islanders had died.

Was this imperialism? Not according to those most responsible for the policy. While campaigning to become McKinley’s vice president, Theodore Roosevelt told an audience in Utah, “There is not an imperialist in the country that I have met yet.” A leading Republican senator, Henry Cabot Lodge, offered this explanation: “I do not think there is any such thing as ‘imperialism,’ but I am clearly of the opinion that there is such a thing as ‘expansion,’ and that the United States must control some distant dependencies.”

Whatever it was called, the missionary impulse was mixed with more worldly considerations. At the turn of the twentieth century, a young senator from Indiana, Albert Jeremiah Beveridge, became famous for an oration, “The March of the Flag,” that he gave repeatedly in public appearances and on the Senate floor. “The Philippines are ours forever,” exulted the senator, “and just beyond them are China’s illimitable markets. We will not retreat from either…. We will not abandon one opportunity in the Orient. We will not renounce our part in the mission of our race, trustee under God, of the civilization of the world.” Whatever else may be said, Beveridge did not lack ambition for his country. “Most future wars,” he said, “will be conflicts for commerce. The power that rules the Pacific, therefore, is the power that rules the world. And, with the Philippines, that power is and will forever be the American Republic.”

Such attitudes were typical of the time and should not be surprising to us. It was, after all, an age of exploration, acquisition, and zeal. The British had taken on what Kipling referred to as the “white man’s burden” to spread Christianity and educational uplift to the Indian subcontinent and Africa. The French were embarked on a mission civilisatrice to spread the benefits of their culture among Africans and Arabs. The Spanish, Belgians, Portugese, and Dutch all had overseas possessions. By taking the Philippines, the United States was in effect announcing its entry into the ranks of world powers.

Although most Americans welcomed their new status, some thought it hypocritical, based on a misreading of scripture and a misunderstanding of American ideals. William Jennings Bryan, the Democratic presidential nominee in 1900, had a rebuttal for Beveridge: “If true Christianity consists in carrying out in our daily lives the teachings of Christ, who will say that we are commanded to civilize with dynamite and proselyte with the sword?…Imperialism finds no warrant in the Bible. The command ‘Go ye into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature’ has no Gatling gun attachment.”

The historian Charles Francis Adams, great-grandson of the second president, remarked contemptuously:


The clergymen have all got hold of the idea of Duty; we have a Mission; it is a distinct Call of the Almighty. They want to go out, and have this Great Nation [export] the blessings of Liberty and the Gospel to other Inferior Races, who wait for us, as for their Messiah;—only we must remember to take with us lots of shot-guns to keep those other Superior Races,—all wolves in sheep’s clothing,—away from our flock. They would devour them;—but we won’t. Oh no!—such ideas are “pessimistic”; you should have more faith in the American people!—Such cant!—It does make me tired.



Anti-imperialism leagues formed in many cities in the United States, but the American sense of mission still thrived, partly because it was embodied in more than gunboats and merchant ships. In increasing numbers, religious Americans found a calling to share their faith with those in distant lands. By the early 1900s, tens of thousands of American missionaries were established in foreign countries. They came from virtually every Christian denomination, with heavy representation from a movement that began in the United States, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, referred to commonly as the Mormons. The missionaries carried with them both the good news of the gospel and the democratizing influence of American values and culture. Missionaries were among the nation’s first experts on foreign customs and the first to learn foreign languages. Their letters home heightened the interest of fellow parishioners in countries to which few Americans had previously given a thought. For the first time, people from places such as New York, Nebraska, and North Carolina began pressing Washington to recognize human rights (to protect the converted), support higher standards of commercial ethics (to prevent the exploitation of workers), and pursue a moral foreign policy (to protest the Chinese opium trade).

Missionaries brought with them the expertise and resources to establish schools, universities, clinics, and hospitals. To carry out their work safely, however, they needed the forbearance of foreign governments; and for this, they relied on their own government to help. American diplomats negotiated treaties with China, Japan, Siam, and the Ottoman Empire, providing missionaries with the right to take up residence, hold property, and seek converts. This had significance that went beyond the economic and the spiritual, for missionaries transmitted concepts not only about God but also about the proper relationship between governments and the governed.

An early, albeit stunted, example of this occurred in China in 1912, when the reform-minded Sun Yat-sen was elected president, bringing to an end 5,000 years of imperial rule. Sun, who had been educated by Christian missionaries, modeled his “Three Principles of the People” on a phrase in Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address: “of the people, by the people, for the people.” Although Sun ultimately failed in his dream to create a fully democratic China, his career dramatized the potential impact that the Bible and the ideals of human liberty together might have.

 

Separation of church and state rests on three “nos”: no religious tests for public office, no established state religion, and no abridgement of the right to religious liberty. These principles are essential to our democracy and to our identity as a nation; let us hope they are never breached. In expressing that wish, however, we must recognize that such a separation does not require and has not led to the removal of God from the civic life, currency, coinage, patriotic songs, or public rhetoric of the United States. This reality reflects both the depth of America’s religious roots and a universal rule of practical politics: religion may be separated from government, but it is intimately connected to how leaders are judged. As Machiavelli wrote in 1505, “A prince…should seem to be all mercy, faith, integrity, humanity and religion. And nothing is more necessary than to seem to have this last quality.”*

From the original George W. to the current one, every president has seen fit during his inaugural address to mention God in one context or another. Most have expressed gratitude for the blessings America has received. Many have suggested that God would continue to favor the United States as long as its policies were moral and just. Several have led the nation in prayer in time of national crisis. Some have found reason to discuss the nature of their religious faith in public settings. President Coolidge cited America’s Christianity as proof of its good intentions (“The legions which she sends forth are armed, not with the sword, but with the cross”) and proclaimed the Christianization of humanity as the country’s national purpose (“The higher state to which she [America] seeks the allegiance of all mankind is not of human, but of divine origin”).

Individuals, not nations, are said to be made in the image of God; but America’s self-image has always been influenced by the feeling—faint at times and powerful at others—that it is the instrument of heaven. As President Ronald Reagan cautioned, “If you take away the belief in a greater future, you cannot explain America—that we’re a people who believed there was a promised land; we were a people who believed we were chosen by God to create a greater world.” Reagan did not specify how that world was to be created, but the answer most American leaders have given is “freedom.”

In the Christian gospel, the kingdom of heaven is compared to a mustard seed and to yeast: little things that grow. Proponents of the American gospel have shown similar faith in democratic ideals. Shortly before his death, Jefferson wrote that the democratic system would spread across the globe “to some parts sooner, to others later, but finally to all.” At first, Americans were confident that the merits of democracy were sufficiently obvious that others would adopt the system without any need for nudging by the United States. Through the nineteenth century, the country was in any case reluctant to involve itself very deeply in the affairs of others. After all, George Washington had warned against entering into permanent alliances, and John Quincy Adams had declared that America should be a well-wisher to freedom everywhere, but a defender only of her own. The twentieth century brought a new set of circumstances and imperatives. With first coal and then oil replacing wind as a source of power, transoceanic crossings became routine; next came airplanes. The world grew smaller, while America’s interests expanded. In addition to the Philippines, the United States began to intervene closer to home, to protect economic interests and foster good governance in Cuba, Mexico, Haiti, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic. The country also found itself unable—despite strenuous efforts—to protect its security while remaining neutral in European conflicts. Confronted by the necessity of pulling Americans from their living rooms and dropping them into a cauldron of war thousands of miles across the sea, it was natural for U.S. leaders to define the stakes in the starkest terms.

“We shall fight for democracy,” said Woodrow Wilson in his war message in 1917, “for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own governments, for the rights and liberties of small nations, for a universal dominion of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the world itself at last free.” Following the war, he praised American troops for their victory: “These men were crusaders. They were not going forth to prove the might of the United States. They were going forth to prove the might of justice and right, and all the world accepted them as crusaders, and their transcendent achievement has made all the world believe in America as it believes in no other nation organized in the modern world.”

Such claims may seem overblown from this distance, but to the people of many small nations at the time, they rang true. While European leaders were eagerly dividing postwar spoils in the Middle East and elsewhere, Wilson was championing democracy and the right of every nation to control its own fate. Largely because of his influence, an independent Czechoslovakia was born, with institutions patterned on America’s. As a child, I was taught to think of Wilson as a hero who reflected the ideals of a country different from any other, a nation with immense power that nevertheless believed the world should be ruled not by the sword, but by law. Wilson was a stubborn man and not the best politician, but he did much to burnish America’s reputation as a beacon of freedom and justice. It has become customary to mock his idealistic plan for a League of Nations, but his warning—that a second global war would be inevitable if America failed to join the League—proved sadly prescient.

That second war, fought heroically on two fronts, followed by the cold war against communism, secured America’s standing as the world’s foremost proponent of democracy. This role was memorably embodied in John Kennedy’s inaugural promise to “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, to assure the survival and success of liberty.” The poem that Robert Frost had prepared for the ceremony, but was unable to read, acknowledged the American mission:


We see how seriously the races swarm

In their attempts at sovereignty and form.

They are our wards we think to some extent

For the time being and with their consent,

To teach them how Democracy is meant.

“New order of the ages” did we say?

If it looks none too orderly today,

’Tis a confusion it was ours to start

So in it have to take courageous part.



There are, of course, some who argue that any talk of an American mission on behalf of morality or democracy is dangerous nonsense. Overseas, it is well understood that America has high pretensions. It is not universally accepted, however, that the actions of the United States are based on calculations any more honorable than those of other nations. The leaders of every country boast; it is part of their job description. The difference with Americans, say the skeptics, is their tendency to believe their own rhetoric. In this opposing view, America is not an exception to anything; it is just another nation among many—albeit bigger and stronger. Americans may pretend or like to believe otherwise, so the argument runs, but our country responds to dangers and opportunities in the same manner and with the same degree of practical self-interest as others do. The purpose of any government’s foreign policy is to protect its citizens’ economic well-being and physical security; that our leaders have a tendency to camouflage narrow interests with rhetoric about universal values simply reflects their desire to appear better than they are, and to perpetuate the myth that America is special. Closer to home, George Kennan has warned that for Americans to see themselves “as the center of political enlightenment and as teachers to a great part of the rest of the world [is] unthought-through, vainglorious and undesirable.”

My own inclination is to say “Bunk” to those who argue that America is not an exceptional country. I can point to the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, the Gettysburg Address, the role of the United States in two world wars, and the example of America’s multiracial, multiethnic democracy and ask: what country can compare? A few are as big, some are as free, many have admirable qualities, but none has had the same overall positive influence on world history and none has been as clearly associated with opportunity and freedom.

Does this mean that I am among those who believe the United States has a mission to spread liberty across the globe? No. I am uncomfortable with such an idea, as if our country’s purpose had been defined by some outside force—God, providence, nature, or history. I do, however, believe in the principle that much is expected from those to whom much has been given. Ours is a country of abundant resources, momentous accomplishments, and unique capabilities. We have a responsibility to lead, but as we fulfill that obligation we should bear in mind the distinction pointed out by John Adams. Liberty, at least in the sense of free will, is God’s gift, not ours; it is also morally neutral. It may be used for any purpose, whether good or ill. Democracy, by contrast, is a human creation; its purpose is to see that liberty is directed into channels that respect the rights of all. As the world’s most powerful democracy, America should help others who desire help to establish and strengthen free institutions. But, in so doing, we should remember that promoting democracy is a policy, not a mission, and policies must be tested on the hard ground of diplomacy, practical politics, and respect for international norms. Our cause will not be helped if we are so sure of our rightness that we forget our propensity, as humans, to make mistakes. Though America may be exceptional, we cannot demand that exceptions be made for us. We are not above the law; nor do we have a divine calling to spread democracy any more than we have a national mission to spread Christianity. We have, in short, the right to ask—but never to insist or blithely assume—that God bless America.
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