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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The author wishes to acknowledge that she has used mostly secondary (and some primary sources where available) to compile the biographical sketches for the men and women profiled in each chapter of this book. This book is meant to be more current affairs, political science, and political inspiration as opposed to historical biography. Hence, the author was careful to provide sources in the endnotes section, indicating where she gathered her information for the book as well as how she adapted, analyzed, and/or interpreted secondary sources such as abstracts, articles, encyclopedias (online such as Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia Britannica), history and biography websites, as well as the Library of Congress, historical societies, and scholarly texts. Every possible effort has been made to properly credit every source used. If a source was left out in error, please bring it to the publisher’s attention and we will gladly correct and update subsequent editions of the work.
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To Alexandra and Mikaela Nelson

May the America you inherit from my generation be as great as the one I have lived in and benefited from so abundantly thanks to my parents’ and grandparents’ generation.

America is the greatest land on the face of the earth. Never forget it.

Please be good and engaged citizens. Help to make America an even greater nation for the children and grandchildren I pray you are blessed to have someday.

Love always,
Aunt Sophia
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15 FUNDAMENTAL CODES OF OUR FOUNDING FATHERS*



1. The United States of America shall be a republic.

2. All men are created equal, and are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, among them Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.

3. The unalienable rights of the people are most likely to be preserved if the principles of government are set forth in a written constitution.

4. A constitution should be structured to permanently protect the people from the human frailties of their rulers. Efficiency and dispatch require government to operate according to the will of the majority, but constitutional provisions must be made to protect the rights of the minority.

5. The proper role of government is to protect equal rights, not provide equal things.

6. A system of checks and balances should be adopted to prevent the abuse of power. The government should be separated into three branches: legislative, executive, and judicial.

7. Only limited and carefully defined powers should be delegated to government, all others being retained in the people. Strong local self-government is the keystone to preserving human freedom.

8. A free people should be governed by law and not by the whims of men. A free people cannot survive under a republican constitution unless they remain virtuous and morally strong. The most promising method of securing a virtuous and morally stable people is to elect virtuous leaders.

9. The core unit that determines the strength of any society is the family; therefore, the government should foster and protect its integrity.

10. A free society cannot survive as a republic without a broad program of general education.

11. The majority of the people may alter or abolish a government that has become tyrannical.

12. Life and liberty are secure only so long as the right to property is secure.

13. The highest level of prosperity occurs when there is a free-market economy and minimal government regulations.

14. The burden of debt is as destructive to freedom as subjugation by conquest.

15. The United States has a manifest destiny to be an example and a blessing to the entire human race. Peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations—entangling alliances with none.
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PROLOGUE: E PLURIBUS UNUM


We the people. We. Us. Not them versus us. America is the story of us. And it is time for us to make America one. To make America whole. To bind up our wounds and go forward wiser. Stronger. And better, together.

Our nation has just come through one of the most difficult periods of political upheaval and divisive elections in our nation’s history. We have never seen anything like it, ever: FBI investigations, classified emails, secret audio/videotapes, WikiLeaks, alleged victims coming forward to share their stories of assault, or of pay-for-play access, and on and on. Things got so bad that the two major party presidential candidates didn’t even shake hands before or after the final presidential debate. We had members of Congress, governors, and even Supreme Court justices making inappropriate public statements, withdrawing their support of their party’s nominee. Even the normally lighthearted and collegial annual Alfred E. Smith Charity Foundation Dinner in New York left us aghast at what we heard coming from both candidates about one another.

I decided to write this book because of the rancorous 2015 presidential primary cycle and, of course, the primary and general election cycle of 2016. The summer of 2015 was very troubling. Baltimore burned in race riots in what looked like a newsreel from 1968. Police shootings or beatings of unarmed black citizens seemed rampant. Police themselves were the targets of racial violence and vigilante acts in Dallas and Baton Rouge. Pastors and citizens across racial lines marched for peace as nine African-American Charleston citizens were murdered by an avowed white supremacist as they sat peacefully in Bible study on a Wednesday night. Candidates engaged in unprecedented name-calling and ethnic attacks on Muslims, Mexicans, and immigrants. Stunningly, during the primary debates candidates called each other names, demeaned and insulted one another. It was simply jaw-dropping and sad all at once. Reality TV had come to American politics. And we the people sat passively by, mumbling under our breaths as we watched on our devices and television sets.

The campaign of 2016 will go down in history as one of the most ugly, mean-spirited, and disappointing in our democracy. Yes, it is true that politics has never been for the faint of heart. Yes, it is true that campaigns have always been rough and tumble. And, yes, it is also true that presidential candidates have been attacked (and they have attacked their opponents) before. But something very different happened to America and to Americans during this election cycle, and we the people have been turned off in a way that calls for us to act.

As someone who believes deeply in America and in my fellow Americans, I am convinced that it is time for us to reclaim our Founding Fathers’ (and Founding Mothers’) vision for a strong, free, prosperous, God-fearing, citizen-run government and united America.

It has to start with us. And that means all of us. Not just some of us. We are in this together, after all. We always have been. And I pray that we always will be. Truth be told, the only way we will come out of the mess of the 2016 election is to begin to understand who we are and what we want as we continue into our fourth century as explorers who settled in America, and our second century (plus forty years) as a great and independent nation. We can no longer entrust our lives to the politicians, and to those who, instead of leading us, seek to divide us.

The election results tell a story. Beyond the fact that we elected Donald Trump president. A billionaire businessman with no political experience at all. There is anger among we the people. We are divided by race, region, and even religion. We are shouting at one another, but not listening to one another. What we experienced in this last campaign, regardless of race, region, or religion was frustration, fear, and a familiar contempt for Washington, D.C., and what it has failed to do for all of us. We are tired. We are, many of us, angry. Too many Americans feel left out and simply not heard. Some of us are white-collar workers. Or the long-term unemployed. Others are black inner-city youth. Some are women having to deal with the disdain and disrespect of men who still feel the need to harass or demean. Some of us are farmers who have no place to sell their goods. Our jobs are shipped overseas to developing nations whose citizens will work for lower wages. Our small-business owners are overburdened with too many regulations, too many taxes, and expensive healthcare premiums. Our nation is still great, my fellow Americans, but our nation has lost her compass. And only we can get America back on track.

It is time for we the people to experience a great awakening. A reclamation of who we are and why we were founded. The great promise of America and the great story of America is not what we get wrong, but that we strive to make right. And that we continue to perfect this union with each passing election, and with each passing generation.

We were founded because our forefathers tired of excessive taxes, no representation, and the heavy hand of a tyrannical king. America was never supposed to be like this: a place where Washington has all the power and the citizens feel they have none. We are at each other’s throats, because we have forgotten what it is that we are supposed to be fighting for: one another. Our politics have become so divisive that we are now divided against each other. And as President Lincoln said in the Gettysburg address: “A House divided against itself cannot stand.”1

Our Founders were visionaries, truth-seekers, and people of great faith. People of virtue. They were a brave and adventurous people who dared to dream of an ideal that had never been dreamed of or charted before: The American ideal of liberty, freedom, and equality for all. The ideal of land ownership. Prosperity. Family. Farms. And fortune. The ideal that made the world take notice of the small new nation that would one day become the envy of the world.

America is a story indeed. It is a promise. It is a decision that changed the history of mankind. I wrote this book because I believe that it is time that we the people come back together. That we reclaim our Founders’ vision for a united America, a vision so strong and radical in its day that it brought the great British Empire to its knees. Our oneness, our hunger for freedom and liberty still makes other nations and peoples around the world want to be like us, and live among us. They want to be Americans because they know America is unique.

Our Founders’ vision was so strong that Thomas Jefferson wrote these powerful words in the Declaration of Independence:


We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.



Our Founders’ vision inspired farmers, merchants, bankers, soldiers, saloon owners, and all colonists alike to stand against the greatest military power on earth at the time, and beat it back into surrender. So you see, America doesn’t need to be made great again. America has never stopped being great. America doesn’t need to be made whole again. America has always been predicated on the notion that we are “one” nation under God, with liberty and justice for all.

Nothing is wrong with America that can’t be made right by us. Yes, we have our problems and, yes, we have our divisions, but we are not divided. We are big. We are diverse. We are wealthy. And we are strong. We are many different peoples from many different regions, religions, and experiences deeply devoted to one American ideal. The challenge is that we don’t always see that ideal same way.

The past election is a wake-up call to us all, many different people seeking to live the ideals of one nation. We, like those in the original thirteen colonies, do not and will never always agree. Some of us are conservative. Some are liberal. Some are right smack in the middle. And that is okay. It is clear to me, at least, that we all love America, but we have failed to learn how to love our fellow Americans.

Let’s start talking about the 800-pound elephant in the room: We are no longer a white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant nation. Our demographics have shifted dramatically since the 1970s and again in the 1990s. And that is where the big push-back came from in this past election. I get it. And I understand it, even as an African-American woman.

Author Robert Jones wrote a powerful article in The Atlantic entitled “The Eclipse of White Christian America,”2 which was accompanied by an even more powerful video showing how the nation’s demographics have changed since the 1990s, making us a nation more “of color” and less “Christian.” The significance of the demographic shift is that, as a result, many white Americans feel disenfranchised and unheard in the political discourse. It should then come as no surprise that we see the rise of such groups as the “Tea Party” or even candidates like Donald Trump, because they speak to a group of Americans (still the majority) who feel their country changing from the one they have always known, thus the large rallies, the anger, even the fisticuffs between citizens of different races or views at political rallies in 2016. Jones said it best: “People fight like that when they are losing a sense of place, a sense of belonging, and a sense of the country that they understand and love.” [Emphasis mine.] I agree with his assessment 100% and he summed it up perfectly below:


These racial and ethnic changes are dramatic, but they only partially account for the sense of dislocation many whites feel. In order to understand the magnitude of the shift, it’s important to also assess white Christian America’s waning cultural influence. It’s impossible to grasp the depth of many white Americans’ anxieties and fears—or comprehend recent phenomena like the rise of the Tea Party or Donald Trump in American politics, the zealous tone of the final battles over gay rights, or the racial tensions that have spiked over the last few years—without understanding that, along with its population, America’s religious and cultural landscape is being fundamentally altered.3



This is why we seem to be fighting each other, and sometimes, tragically, even shooting each other. We seem afraid of one another, disrespectful of one another. Worse, at times downright mean to one another. America needs citizen leaders who will engage one another, listen to one another, and talk together about where we must go from here. We cannot just pretend 2016 didn’t happen. It did. And it put a dent in our cultural identity as well as how our friends and allies view us around the world. We have work to do. And, as in any dysfunctional relationship, we have to do the work or things will just get worse. Although the election is over now, the campaign has left both America and Americans badly bruised and cynical.

But take heart: Our Founders got it right. The reason America has endured is that we are always evolving. We are always moving toward becoming a more perfect union. We do not quit until we get it right. And it is time for us to make things right for we the people again. Divided we will fail and fall. United we can withstand any foe and bear any burden. And our oneness lights and leads the rest of the world. It is time for us to remember the vision of our founding: E Pluribus Unum: Out of many, one.

How We Began


“It always appeared a most iniquitous scheme to me to fight ourselves for what we are daily robbing and plundering from those who have as good a right to freedom as we have.”

—Abigail Adams, letter to her husband, September 22, 1774



E Pluribus Unum was the motto suggested by the committee Congress appointed on July 4, 1776, to design a seal for the United States of America. The committee was adamant that the motto show “unity” and “oneness.” E Pluribus Unum was the official motto selected by Charles Thomson in 1782, when he created the Great Seal, featuring the eagle with the scroll in its beak. Thomson explained that the motto alluded to the union between the states and federal government, as symbolized by the shield on the eagle’s breast. The thirteen stripes “represent the several states all joined in one solid compact entire, supporting a Chief, which unites the whole and represents Congress.”4

Yet, seven of our Founding Fathers (Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Lee, Pinckney, Rush, and Rutledge) owned slaves, fellow human beings transported in the hull of merchant ships, and sold at auction to the highest bidders once they arrived in America. We know that African slaves arrived in America as early as 1502. How many we’ll never know, because our first official U.S. Census was taken in 1790 and there were 3,929,326 people living in the thirteen colonies—697,681 of whom were slaves in the South. That’s almost 18 percent. What we do know is that during the peak years of the slave trade, between 1740 and 1810, Africa supplied 60,000 captives a year—outnumbering European immigrants by a ratio of 4 or 5 to 1. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, black slaves could be found in every New World area colonized by Europeans, from Nova Scotia to Buenos Aires.5

How does a nation founded on the principle “equality” start half-slave and half-free? Good question. And one that has confounded us for hundreds of years. The answer is complicated. In truth, several Founding Fathers acknowledged at the Constitutional Convention that slavery violated the core American ideal of liberty, yet their simultaneous commitment to private property rights, principles of limited government, and intersectional harmony prevented them from making a bold move against slavery. Couple that with the considerable investment of southern Founders in a slave-based staple agriculture, combined with their deep-seated racial prejudice, and that posed additional obstacles to the early abolition of slavery.6

It would take America almost one hundred years from her founding before we eradicated slavery, despite the fact that, as early as the Jamestown settlement in the early 1600s, free Africans played a critical role in shaping the development of the colonies. And so we started out of the gate as a new nation in 1776 with an “equality” and “liberty” defect that, frankly, haunts us to this very day. As former U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice put it in an interview with the Washington Times in 2008, a great “birth defect”:


Africans and Europeans came here and founded this country together—Europeans by choice and Africans in chains. That’s not a very pretty reality of our founding. Descendants of slaves did not get much of a head start, and I think you continue to see some of the effects of that. That particular birth defect makes it hard for us to confront it, hard for us to talk about it, and hard for us to realize that it has continuing relevance for who we are today.7



Yes, we all know that women, enslaved Africans, and Native Americans were not considered part of our American nation when we declared our independence from Great Britain in 1776. But, as this book will show, American gradualism (my phrase) always moves us toward that more perfect union. I believe the Founders knew exactly what they were doing. And I believe they knew that it was wrong to enslave millions of Africans in order to build this nation. They made a choice, a choice that to this day still leaves scars and remnants of inequality and division. But, despite their wrongs, the documents they wrote, the vision they brought to life, has allowed each generation of Americans to move ever closer to that “more perfect union” with each passing decade and century that we celebrate as a nation.

However, despite the fact that slavery existed at the birth of our republic, my charge to those of us of African descent is to begin to see ourselves not just as the descendants of our slave mothers and fathers, but as stakeholders in America, the heirs of a great legacy of patriots, among them: Frederick Douglass (social reformer, abolitionist, orator, writer, statesman); James Armistead (a slave in Virginia, who, with the permission of his master, enlisted in the Revolutionary War under General Lafayette); Benjamin Banneker (a free African-American almanac author, surveyor, naturalist, and farmer, part of a group, led by Major Andrew Ellicott, that surveyed the borders of the original District of Columbia, the federal capital district of the United States). I could go on and on talking about the many African Americans who contributed to America in spite of slavery. My point is this: Slavery is not the only historical narrative of black Americans. Even in slavery, and after slavery ended, black men and women contributed to the building, prosperity, freedom, and patriotism of America.

Lessons from the 2016 Presidential Primaries and Campaign

Elections do not solve our problems in America. We the people do. We do so by electing leaders from among us to represent our interests. We have just done that, as we do every four years. The votes have been counted. We have a new president and our nation will go forward as it always does. We will rally around our new president, and we will pray for the best of America to come forward in service as a new administration begins.

As for younger Americans, known as Millennials, Gen Y, or Gen Next, they largely supported Senator Bernie Sanders. As their Baby Boomer grandparents start to retire, and their Generation X parents settle into midlife, the Millennials are now the single largest block of citizens and workers, 80 million strong. As the New York Post opined, “Millennials support more gun control but oppose an assault-weapons ban. They’re blazingly optimistic, but they’re also terrified about how they’re going to pay the bills. They love President Obama despite opposing his two main legislative achievements. They’re the narcissist humanitarians. They tell marketers they care about sustainability and cruelty to animals, and yet their meat consumption is on a par with previous generations. They love socialism, so long as it doesn’t mean government taking over the economy or anything weird like that. They’re going to change the world, but they’re in no hurry to move out of the room over Mom’s garage. You could say the Millennials are nuanced, multifaceted and open to many modes of thought.”8

Whatever the state of the different generations, it is now time for us to heal from the bluster and bitterness of the last campaign and begin a much-needed conversation about who we are, and what we want for future generations of Americans. Yes, our politics are deeply divided, but we Americans are not as divided as the media might portray us to be. In fact, we agree on a lot, and what we all seem to agree on, across race, gender, and religious lines, is that our politicians and our system of politics are badly broken. Just look at poll after poll taken over the past decade right up until the end of 2016 and you will see what I mean. I don’t need to recite those polls here, because we all know what they say: Americans distrust politicians. Americans believe the country is on the wrong track. Americans believe race relations are worse.

Congress has had its lowest approval ratings in a generation over the past decade, sinking to 9 percent in 2013, and rising two points to 11 percent in 2015 in a Gallup poll.9 Gallup has been tracking congressional approval ratings for over forty-one years and the ratings since 2011 have been among the worst ever recorded. Congress experienced a record-high 84 percent approval rating in October 2001, a month after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. In a 2015 Gallup poll, 8 percent of Republicans said they approved of Congress, while 13 percent of independents and 11 percent of Democrats said the same about lawmakers on Capitol Hill.

Here are some key takeaways from the last election cycle:


• Americans wanted an outsider in the presidential primaries, as proven by the candidacies of Donald Trump and Senator Sanders.

• Americans did not trust either major party candidate—both Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump had the highest negatives and untrustworthiness ratings on record.

• Americans overwhelmingly did not believe the country was on the right track.

• Americans felt powerless to change Washington, so they turned to a businessman on the GOP side and a self-described democratic socialist on the Democrat side to speak to their anger, frustration, and disenfranchisement with the current political process.



I challenge us Americans to take our body politic back from lobbyists and special interests—and even from people like me (journalists and pundits). We know that we still have the power to make changes: Look at what happened with the water crisis in Flint, Michigan, which exposed an outdated, unresponsive local and state government that had badly failed the people of that urban community. That is just one example of what we the people can do when we get mobilized and engaged in our own destiny. On the other hand, I will challenge us to take a long, hard look at ourselves and our culture and how it is that we can regain our footing as families, patriots, parents, role models, and leaders. How do we regain our love for each other, while respecting our differences? How can we demand that our leaders lead with a code of ethics, respect, and civility that calls forth the best among us who want to serve in political office? I think it has to start with an understanding of who we are called to be as Americans: One nation. One people. Equal. Unified. Free. Under God. That is how we began. That is our political Code in a nutshell.


What We Want from Our Leaders

In order to add some context to the book you are about to read, I have used data points from two studies, conducted in 2016 around the presidential primary season, that measure the attitudes of Americans on the efficacy and our trust of the government, as well as our outlook on where we are as a country. According to one study, the Gallup polling data from 1996 through 2014 demonstrates that there is extreme discontent among the American people with both the Republican and Democratic parties. The data also shows that Americans have grown more likely to see sharp differences between the major parties, and to perceive both parties as too ideological—either too conservative or too liberal, and dug into their party positions versus being champions for the issues facing the electorate. As for the party system, Americans express a high degree of ambivalence. On one hand, many believe that the major parties do not do an adequate job of representing the people, and that the country needs a third political party. On the other hand, there is skepticism that a third party would improve the quality of American democracy.10

I wanted to take a closer look, however, at attitudes around our current state of politics as we went through the primaries and the election from the summer of 2015 through the fall of 2016. A study, conducted by the Center for American Progress, the Brookings Institution, and the American Enterprise Institute (AEI), was taken in February 2016, and its focus was on how the changing demographics of America have and will continue to impact our politics, elected officials, and policy directions as a nation.11 The core findings of this study are crucial if we are going to understand the critical importance of racial, regional, and even religious diversity in how Americans vote and choose their leaders at the highest levels. This study also informs both Democrats and Republicans of a coming demographic tsunami that will radically change how the parties reach out to voters and build new diversity coalitions. In 1976, 89 percent of voters in America were Caucasian. That dropped to 74 percent in 2008 and 72 percent in 2012. President Barack Obama won in 2008 with 43 percent of white voters and only 39 percent in 2012.12


• Racial diversity, particularly with African Americans and Latinos, put President Obama over the top in both the 2008 and 2012 elections.

• The youth (18–29) vote in 2008 gave President Obama a 10-point edge over his rival, Senator John McCain. And 60 percent voted for Obama in 2012.

• The female vote went 56 percent for Obama in 2008 and 55 percent in 2012.



Three core groups—racial minorities, young people, and women—are the future of American electoral politics. On the contrary, Baby Boomers are living longer and they make up a more reliable base of voters, especially in slower-growing states of elderly populations. To be clear, voting among racial and ethnic lines is not a new phenomenon. A majority of white voters have voted Republican in every single election since 1968, whereas a majority of black voters have voted Democratic since the second term of Franklin Roosevelt in 1936, with the 1960 election being the watershed for black voters, giving Democrat John F. Kennedy the decisive edge in that contest over Republican Richard Nixon.

The second study was conducted by Burson Marstellar, “Conversations with America Research Study,” May 9, 2016.13 For the purposes of this book, I am interested in the first set of findings, which addresses whether the country finds itself polarized by race and politics. I think we all intuitively know the answer is yes, but I want to provide a snapshot of the findings here:


• Roughly half of Americans say the country is more polarized around race relations and that it will stay that way for the next five years.

• Americans feel that the media and economics are the two driving forces that contribute most to racial and political divisions.

• 4 in 5 said that the 2016 presidential election worsened our divisions as a nation.

• About 46 percent believe that race relations are worse now than in their grandparents’ generation.

• Americans are more likely to think “conservative” groups are more responsible for the political divide than are “liberal” groups.



These two different polls offer a snapshot in time. But they are also representative of many polls taken over the course of the past decade that tell us two distinct things:


1. Our union is becoming more and more diverse. When we began in 1776, our “many” were thirteen colonies, overwhelmingly European and Caucasian. Now our “many” is all of us, including women, African Americans, and Native Americans.

2. Our union is more fractured and divided because groups that did not have a voice at the founding of our nation (for example, women, blacks, etc.) now have that voice. We are no longer monolithic. Unlike at the turn of the twentieth century, when we had a huge influx of legal immigrants coming to the United States, mostly from European nations, we now have illegal immigration and other issues that divide us deeply in ways that, perhaps, they did not before.



As an American citizen and journalist in the free press, I felt it was my duty to remind both myself and my fellow Americans of the core values upon which our great nation was built. And that it requires of each of us engagement, knowledge, and vigilant self-governance. If we are to remain the greatest political beacon of light on earth, then we must change. And we must get off our La-Z-Boy chairs and start chairing committees, fund-raisers, town halls, and meetings that keep us informed, engaged, and on top of our republic.

How to Use this Book

This book is intentionally being presented after a major presidential election cycle. It is intended to remind us as American citizens and as American leaders that every four years we get a new start as a nation, with a new leader, or with one whom we have reelected to a second term as president. In that vein, it is the time-honored tradition of our founding to equip and refresh the citizenry with examples of good morals, character, integrity, civility, activism, inspiration, revolution—if needed—and community. The fact is, there are dos and don’ts in life. Good leaders and good citizens are developed from explicit instruction, examples, exhortations, and training. There are many things that we Americans agree on, among them the timeless and trusted virtues of faith, honesty, integrity, and civility in our public discourse. Yet we seem to have lost our connection with those virtues and ideals.

These ideals and virtues don’t just apply to our civic life, they apply to our everyday life as citizens of a nation founded on a standard of unity and respect for differences. We have become a culture of rude, entitled people. Too many of our children engage in unthinkable conduct. They, too, are disconnected, angry. In April 2016, a young high school girl was beaten to death by classmates while they videotaped the attack and cheered on her assailants. Who have we become? And how did we get here?

My hope is that by exploring how we became the “United” States of America, and by reminding us of our Founders, our American heroes and heroines, we will reclaim the traits and Codes that we Americans recognize as essentials for both citizens and leaders. We say we want to leave our children with a better America (and world), but in order for that to happen we have to offer them examples of good and bad, right and wrong.

This book calls us to be a model for the next generations, as past generations have modeled for us. It is a “how to” for political and civic responsibility and civility. More than that, however, I hope it will help us all to understand that people of good character and good intentions are not always going to come down on the same side of political, moral, religious, or social issues. And that is okay! We need to reclaim a simple truth: Good people can be conservative, they can be liberal, they can be moderate, and they can be libertarian. We must reclaim the timeless virtue of respecting one another’s different points of view, and respecting one another’s patriotism when we disagree. We must not permit our disputes or our disagreements to divide us as Americans.

Regardless of his or her age, every American should know about the men and women in this book who embodied the character, courage, ingenuity, bravery, wisdom, sacrifice, and insight to use their individual gifts in order to challenge, change, defy, protect, preserve, and defend the Constitution of the United States of America. To the young people (including my two Millennial nieces) in this country: Both our leaders and citizenry have failed you in failing to lead by example. Instead we have shown you anger, vitriol, disrespect, rancor, division, hatred, incivility, prejudice, and intolerance. We have not honored the timeless virtue of our forefathers by teaching your generation about the value of hard work, family, integrity, character, and community. We have shamed public service, and instead shown you how mean, nasty, and base political campaigns can be. We have allowed you to “tune out” on your devices. To text instead of talk. We owe you better than that, and I pray that we as your elders wake up and rise to the occasion that is before us and find a way to connect with you that truly lifts and builds a greater America than the one we experienced in the last campaign cycle.

In the pages that follow I will take you on that journey of American character, courage, bravery, ingenuity, civility, integrity, humanity, rebellion, revolution, civil disobedience, and consistency. It is my profound hope that this book will be read by grade school children and high school and college students and that it will reengage, reinvigorate, and familiarize them with the greatness of the American journey.

It will call you (and me) as fellow Americans to something greater. To rise to the challenges of this tumultuous time. I hope this book will lift us. Inspire us. It will ask us to take care of one another, and not focus on what divides us, but instead on what unites us.

I believe that America needs to return to our core Code. Our center. Our values. And our most enduring precept: E Pluribus Unum: Out of many, one. One nation under God. One nation founded in liberty. One nation that self-checks and self-corrects. One nation that uses diversity as a great strength. One nation that tolerates and protects peaceful protest. One nation that honors the voice of her people, differences of religion, differences of ethnic group. One nation that is indivisible with liberty and justice for all.

I have pulled principles from our history and from our present day to inspire we the people and our leaders to become merchants of character, hope, integrity, and action. This book will challenge us to demand of ourselves, and our leaders, a politics of integrity, inclusion, humility, nobility, and service to the people. And it will challenge our leaders in Washington and in statehouses throughout America to lead with courage, selflessness, sacrifice, and an undying dedication to the people before super PACs, money, influence, and power. Where do we go to find such examples?

The heart and soul of this book is to help us reclaim our lost political Codes. There is no better way to do that than through the power of illustration and example. We have a wealth of examples, starting with our Founding Fathers (and Mothers), to great presidents, abolitionists, activists, scientists, journalists, clergy, inventors, astronauts, educators, and athletes, as we learn together about the exciting adventure of America.

The book is broken into two sections:


• Section I: The Citizens’ Codes: What are we the people called upon to do as citizens of the greatest democratic republic in the world? Freedom is never free. We have become lazy, disengaged, entitled. We used to believe in offering a helping hand, or offering a hand up. Now we have a hand out. These Codes give us our civic responsibilities as citizens, and remind us of our duty and responsibility to our founding principles.

• Section II: The Leadership Codes: America is a republic, and that means we elect the men and women who do our bidding and voting and who serve as our voice in Washington. We chose a representative form of government from the beginning, because we put our faith in our fellow Americans whom we elect to high office to do what is best for America. Yet, as we all just witnessed in the 2016 presidential campaign, our leaders are less than stellar. They are influenced by big money, corporations, book deals, lucrative lobbying jobs, reality TV shows, celebrity, and worse—their egos. Enormous egos.



In the final analysis, we are still a fractured people striving to become one nation. We are, in fact, still trying to find our way as to how we can all come together, yet retain our own individuality. The great thing about America is that, despite our differences, despite our disputes, and even despite our diversity, we always stand together as one nation when it counts. The great challenge we face now is not an external one. The challenge we face now is very much an internal one. At this dawn of the twenty-first century, we find ourselves facing global terrorism, low wages, lack of good jobs here at home, increasing poverty, poor educational systems for far too many of our people, a broken immigration system, too much government regulation, too much corporate largesse, and on and on.

We the people fell asleep somewhere along the way, and we broke some of the fundamental Codes of our Founding Fathers. It is time for us to become engaged citizens once again. It is time for us to take back our liberties and freedom. It is time for us to hold our leaders to account. It is time for us to model the kind of government we expect from those we elect to serve us in this great nation. In other words, it is time for us to get up and act like the citizens our Founding Fathers envisioned for us to be.

I believe that the way we get there is not through more government intervention or regulations. Our Founders fought vehemently against a tyrannical king and a form of British government that took more and more of their freedoms, and allowed for fewer and fewer liberties. This is a time for American heroes.

The great strength of America is our people. Americans are risk-takers. We are fixers. We are generous. We have a natural resistance to big government and being ruled as subjects. That is how we were born. And I believe that the way we can get back there is through dialogue, listening, engaging, lifting one another, inspiring one another, and in returning to the core Codes of our founding: Oneness. Unity. Liberty. Freedom. Faith. And Fidelity to our Equality and Humanity before Almighty God.

Yours in Freedom,
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Sophia A. Nelson










SECTION I
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THE CITIZENS’ CODES













[image: ]





We the People. These words are ingrained in us from the time that we are school-aged children. We are taught to love America. To love our symbols. But we can all agree that our great republic is in trouble. We have steered off course. We have become disconnected, disengaged, desensitized, and in many ways entitled. We used to believe as a collective people (one American people) in offering a helping hand, or offering a hand up. Now too many of us look for a hand out. These Codes give us our civic responsibilities as citizens, and remind us of our duty and responsibility to our founding principles. These Codes are meant to reignite a spark in us through example, and the actions of citizens who changed and refreshed the tree of liberty from our beginnings as a nation to our own time today. Every leader and every citizen lives by a Code whether they realize it or not. An American Code.
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