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    Prologue


    “America Is Great Because . . .”


    

      Boiled down, it was an argument about greatness. Donald J. Trump, the surprising Republican nominee for president, promised to “make America great again.” Hillary Clinton, his Democratic opponent, countered that America is great already. “In the end, it comes down to what Donald Trump doesn’t get,” she told the Democratic National Convention: “America is great—because America is good.”1


      Do you recognize that final phrase? I was watching television that summer night in 2016 as Clinton made her claim to the cheering delegates packed into Philadelphia’s Wells Fargo Center. As a historian of the early United States, I knew immediately that the words weren’t hers. So did Sean Spicer, a high-ranking adviser in the Trump campaign who would become White House press secretary in another six months. Only the week before, Democrats had pilloried Melania Trump for plagiarizing a sizable chunk of her speech to the Republican National Convention, borrowing from First Lady Michelle Obama, of all people. Now Spicer gleefully accused Clinton of the same offense. Within minutes he had tweeted a “plagiarism alert” to the party faithful: “@hillaryclinton at @DemConvention ‘America is great bc America is good,’ de Tocqueville ‘America is great bc she is good.’”2


      By “de Tocqueville,” Spicer meant Alexis de Tocqueville, the French aristocrat who visited the United States in 1831 and then went home to write his two-volume masterpiece of political and social analysis, Democracy in America. Clinton’s defenders scoffed at the plagiarism charge on the grounds that the phrase is so well known that no reasonable listener would think that Clinton was trying to pass it off as her own. They lambasted “Trump’s attack dogs” and retorted that the Democratic nominee was merely “riffing on a famous quote” from a “canonical work” that all educated people should recognize.3


      In truth, “America is great because she is good” has been a favorite of politicians (and their speechwriters) since the middle of the last century, and we can pinpoint the exact moment when it came to be so. It was the evening of November 3, 1952, and Republican presidential nominee Dwight Eisenhower was in Boston to deliver his final campaign speech before voters went to the polls the following day. Speaking in the midst of the early Cold War with the Soviet Union, the retired five-star general warned the audience of an “organized evil challenging free men in their quest of peace.” Then he concluded on a note of hope: the “greatness and genius of America” was equal to the challenge at hand.


      What was the source of this “greatness and genius”? Eisenhower explained that “a wise philosopher” had visited the United States “many years ago” with the same question in mind and had arrived at the following answer:


      

        I sought for the greatness and genius of America in her commodious harbors and her ample rivers—and it was not there. I sought for the greatness and genius of America in her fertile fields and boundless forests—and it was not there. I sought for the greatness and genius of America in her rich mines and her vast world commerce—and it was not there. I sought for the greatness and genius of America in her democratic Congress and her matchless Constitution—and it was not there. Not until I went into the churches of America and heard her pulpits flame with righteousness did I understand the secret of her genius and power. America is great because she is good, and if America ever ceases to be good, she will cease to be great.4


      


      Eisenhower’s staff made sure to get the text of his remarks to the press, and by the next morning Americans from coast to coast could read the entire speech over breakfast. By dinnertime its author had been elected the nation’s next president, millions of Americans had been inspired by the words of the “wise philosopher,” and a popular political proverb had been born. Politicians and pundits have been in love with the quote’s concluding sentence ever since.


      Eisenhower used it repeatedly during his presidency, as did successors Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton, along with vice presidents Spiro Agnew and Mike Pence. At the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue, scores of congressmen and senators have also been fond of it. Over the years, Democratic leaders like Dick Gephardt, Hubert Humphrey, Jim Wright, John Kerry, and Nancy Pelosi have repeated the adage, as have Republicans such as Arlen Specter, Newt Gingrich, Rick Santorum, and Michele Bachmann. Outside of Congress, it’s been a favorite of public officials and would-be officeholders, including J. Edgar Hoover, Charles Colson, Ross Perot, Pat Buchanan, Colin Powell, and Ben Carson, as well as of political commentators like Glenn Beck, Rush Limbaugh, and Armstrong Williams.


      It’s been equally popular outside the DC Beltway—in “fly-over country” or “the real America,” depending on your point of view. Even before Eisenhower’s inauguration, the editors of This Week magazine, a Sunday insert in newspapers across the country, emblazoned the concluding sentence on the front cover and labeled it “words to live by.”5 Within days, an insurance executive in Grand Prairie, Texas, was working it into a talk to the local Rotary Club. The Ladies’ Aid Society of Bristol, Vermont, was sponsoring a panel discussion of the phrase. Down in Tuskegee, Alabama, an agent of the US Department of Agriculture was sharing it at a farmers’ convention.6


      In subsequent decades, Americans heard all or part of Tocqueville’s reflection in American Legion halls and schools and churches, at PTA meetings and school graduations, and as part of Easter services, Memorial Day ceremonies, and Fourth of July celebrations. We pondered his words in op-ed columns, letters to the editor, church bulletins, newspaper ads, and airport billboards. We absorbed his message at the businessmen’s prayer breakfast of Mansfield, Ohio; the annual United Fund awards dinner of Kokomo, Indiana; the Business and Professional Women’s Club of San Bernardino, California; and in Mrs. Margaret Smith’s first grade class in Traverse City, Michigan.7


      It’s no wonder, then, that when Ronald Reagan hosted a youth delegation at the White House during his presidency, he instinctively turned to Tocqueville’s observation about the source of America’s greatness. It also makes sense that he prefaced the quote with his judgment that the line “has been quoted more than any author has ever had a line quoted.”8 It was an overstatement, but you get the point. With all due respect to Sean Spicer, “America is great because America is good” is arguably the most frequently repeated observation from the most widely cited commentary on American democracy ever written, and Hillary Clinton shouldn’t have had to cite Alexis de Tocqueville in repeating it.


      Especially since Tocqueville never wrote anything of the kind.


      In today’s jargon, the whole passage is “fake news”—from the exhaustive search for America’s greatness, to the eye-opening encounter with churches aflame with righteousness, to that stirring final declaration that we love so well. Americans have developed a bad habit of crying “Fake news!” in response to anything we’d rather not hear, but I mean it literally. The entire quote is a fabrication.


      Is this a big deal? Perhaps not. History is full of famous quotes by famous people who never said or wrote what we attribute to them, and most of the time they’re harmless enough. (“I cannot tell a lie.” “War is hell.” “You can fool some of the people all of the time . . .”) But sometimes these inventions are less benign, and “America is great because America is good” is a case in point. It’s not just that Alexis de Tocqueville didn’t pen these precise words. He didn’t come close to believing them.


      Neither should we.


    


  








Introduction


The Consent of the Governed



Sometime in mid-June 1776, Thomas Jefferson mounted the stairs to his rented quarters not far from the Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia, sat down at his favorite Windsor chair, and penned the opening lines of American Scripture.1 A century and a half later, the English writer G. K. Chesterton would point to the Virginian’s words in the Declaration of Independence as the foundation of American identity. The United States was “a nation with the soul of a church,” the Englishman reported after his first visit to America. This wasn’t because of Americans’ widespread religious faith—Chesterton had almost nothing to say on that score—but because of how they defined themselves. As a nation of immigrants, they believed that the essence of what it meant to be an American had less to do with birth than with belief. The result, Chesterton marveled, is that “America is the only nation in the world that is founded on a creed.”2


A century after the Englishman’s visit, Americans still know where to find that creed. It begins with the words “We hold these truths to be self-evident,” and proceeds to a series of assertions intended to apply to all people at all times in all places. In his original draft, the Sage of Monticello actually packed them into a single, complicated, 114-word-long sentence. (Can you imagine the Founding Fathers on Twitter?) Amid semicolons and subordinate clauses, Jefferson posited five distinct propositions, each introduced by that: that we are all created equal; that we are the beneficiaries of God-given rights; that these include the rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”; that governments exist to protect these rights; and that any time a government ceases to uphold its end of the bargain, the people have a right to alter or abolish it.


We keep returning to this “seminal statement of the American Creed,” in part, because it speaks of equality and rights and we’re a people preoccupied with equality and rights.3 But we also continue to echo Jefferson’s assertions because, however important they are to us, they are contested truths. Over the years we have disagreed about what they should mean. Who is to be included in the proposition that “all men are created equal”? What specific rights should be encompassed in the vague categories of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”? In fact, one way to tell the story of the United States is as an ongoing struggle to define the meaning of Jefferson’s ambiguous assertions.


But buried amid Jefferson’s five explicit propositions is a sixth, implicit assertion that we can easily overlook. Over the years it’s proved to be even more fundamental than the others, but also a lot less controversial, with the result that we tend not to give it much thought. Almost as an aside, in stating the principle that government exists to secure our natural rights, Jefferson suggested that governments “deriv[e] their just powers from the consent of the governed.”


By affirming these ten simple words, the signers of the Declaration effectively repudiated not only the reign of George III but of hereditary monarchy in general. And in embracing those same words, colonial patriots rejected Old World absolutism and asserted the sovereignty of the people, insisting that the only legitimate form of government is self-government. They, and we, have never looked back.
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It’s time that we did, not to undermine our commitment to the consent of the governed but to help it survive. Two and a half centuries after Jefferson took up his pen, Americans are deeply dissatisfied with our ongoing experiment in self-government. Shortly after Donald Trump was sworn in as our forty-fifth president in 2017, pledging to bring power back to the people, a Pew Research poll found that more than three quarters of Americans were either angry or frustrated with the government in Washington.4


At the time, it was tempting to chalk this up to lingering exasperation with a campaign that featured two historically unpopular alternatives for the White House. But the truth was that Americans’ dissatisfaction was both deep and long-standing. Popular trust in the federal government had been declining for decades. In the early 1960s, nearly 80 percent of Americans trusted government to do the right thing “just about always” or “most of the time.” Who could even imagine that today? By 2000 that proportion had been cut in half. By 2015 it had been cut in half yet again, and by 2019 a scant 17 percent of Americans professed to trust their government.5 Historians debate the causes of this staggering decline, but none dispute the trend. When it comes to our attitudes toward government, we are deeply dissatisfied.


We are also deeply divided. Political scientists tell us that Congress is more rigidly split along partisan lines than at any time since the Civil War. Political polarization among the rank and file has soared as well. In 1994, 21 percent of Republicans held a “very unfavorable” view of Democrats, while 17 percent of Democrats viewed Republicans in a similar light. By 2017 those proportions had nearly tripled. Fueling this surging contempt is the increasing conviction, held almost equally by Democrats and Republicans, that the opposing party actually poses a threat to the nation. In 2016, a survey sponsored by the Pew Research Center found that 45 percent of Republicans viewed Democrats as “a threat to the nation’s well-being.” Forty-one percent of Democrats returned the favor.6


The upshot is that most of us now find it stressful even to have a conversation with a supporter of the opposing party. (A 2017 poll found that one in six respondents had even cut off communication with a family member because of disagreement over the 2016 election.) Thankfully, we seldom have to interact with those who disagree with us, as social media enables us to withdraw into echo chambers of the like-minded. A survey shortly before the 2020 election found that fully two-fifths of respondents didn’t personally know a single individual who planned to vote for the candidate they themselves opposed. It’s almost impossible to exaggerate our partisan isolation. Interracial marriages are now far more common in the United States than weddings of Republicans and Democrats.7 When it comes to politics, we’ve become an us-versus-them society.
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These twin traits (Americans’ distrust of government and of other Americans) help to explain an even more disturbing trend—namely, an apparent disillusionment with democracy itself. In a national poll conducted shortly before the 2016 election, 46 percent of respondents agreed that they lacked “faith in democracy.”8 Admittedly, it’s unclear how to interpret such a broad declaration. Were respondents really just registering frustration with partisan gridlock? Despondent because their preferred candidate seemed likely to lose? Or were they actually indicating a willingness to accept some more authoritarian alternative?


The latter is at least conceivable. Over the last decade, meticulous assessments by the World Values Survey, the Pew Research Center, and the Democracy Fund have found that from a fourth to upward of a third of Americans rate as “good” or “fairly good” a system that features “a strong leader who does not have to bother with Congress or elections.” The technical term for such a system is dictatorship.


I’m skeptical that anywhere near a third of Americans would intentionally embrace a dictator, but it seems undeniable that our commitment to democracy is waning, and there is evidence that it is declining most among the young adults whose job it will be to preserve our democracy in the future. According to the World Values Survey, roughly three of four Americans born prior to World War Two find it “essential” to live under a democratic form of government, but that proportion falls for every subsequent generational cohort. Among “millennials” —those born after 1980—just under three in ten feel that strongly.9


These findings should trouble us, but they ought not to surprise us. Most of us already sense that our public life has gone off the rails, don’t we? A 2018 survey sponsored by the Democracy Project found that more than half (55 percent) of Americans believe that American democracy is already “weak,” and upward of two-thirds (68 percent) are convinced that it is “getting weaker.” A Pew survey from the same year provided more discouraging context, revealing that three-quarters of Americans were “dissatisfied with the way things are going in this country.”10


And that was before 2020.


Over the course of that trying year, Americans ran a gauntlet of historic calamities: the year began with the impeachment of the president of the United States, followed by the nation’s worst health crisis since the Spanish Flu pandemic of 1918–1920, worst economic downturn since the depths of the Great Depression, and worst civil unrest since the turbulent 1960s. As the year wound down, we endured the most divisive presidential campaign since the eve of the Civil War, followed by the most controversial election outcome since the close of Reconstruction. The year culminated with the defeated incumbent pronouncing the voting returns “a fraud on the American public,” with nearly two-fifths of registered voters convinced that the presidency had been stolen, and with a large majority of both parties condemning the other for “weakening American democracy.”11


Prior to this perfect storm, the optimistic among us might have hoped that adversity would unite the nation. It didn’t. The trials that we faced didn’t overshadow our political differences. They underscored and enlarged them. Scenarios for America’s future that would have been unthinkable even a year earlier now suddenly seemed possible. Journalists worried that the final remnant of faith in our political institutions would be shattered forever. Pundits likened our situation to the eve of the Civil War. A prominent cabinet official described American cities wracked by protests as “battle space” that the military must “dominate.” A four-star general appalled by the prospect wondered whether we were witnessing “the beginning of the end of the American experiment.” Another retired general (recently pardoned by the president) endorsed the imposition of martial law as necessary to forestall a “shooting civil war.”12


And while most of us were grateful to turn the calendar and leave 2020 behind, the early returns on 2021 were no more encouraging. Only six days into the new year, an angry crowd that had gathered in Washington, DC, for a “Stop the Steal” rally morphed into a violent mob that stormed the US capitol and attempted to prevent the official certification of a new president. Although much of the nation recoiled in horror at the scene, a survey by the American Enterprise Institute conducted afterward found that one in three Americans (and more than half of Republicans) agreed with the statement that “the traditional American way of life is disappearing so fast that we may have to use force to save it.”13


In short order, the attack on the capitol triggered yet another presidential impeachment (the second in twelve months and the first ever of a president who had already left office), on the grounds that the outgoing executive had actively incited his followers’ insurrection. And although a majority of Americans favored the ex-president’s conviction in the trial that ensued in February, much of the remainder doubled down on their ardent support of their leader and in their conviction that the new president was illegitimate. By Valentine’s Day, almost the only sentiment that unified Americans was the bipartisan belief (shared by 70 percent of Democrats and 66 percent of Republicans) that American democracy “is failing to address the concerns and needs of the public.”14


A decade after his visit to the United States, Chesterton concluded that “nothing so much threatens the safety of democracy as assuming that democracy is safe.”15 It’s time to stop assuming.
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But what do we do? How do we get out of this fix? If I were a politician, here is where I would introduce my list of “real plans for real people” that guarantee “change we can believe in” as we become “stronger together” in order to “make America great again” so that “our best days lie ahead.” (And if you were a political junkie, you’d recognize this string of empty phrases as the campaign slogans of George W. Bush in 2000, Barack Obama in 2008, Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump in 2016, and Joe Biden in 2020.) I’m not a politician, however, and I have no simple solution to offer—nor a complicated solution, for that matter.


But these things I believe: First, we must think deeply before we can act effectively. Platitudes won’t help us. There is no solution to our democratic malaise that can be slapped on a bumper sticker, stitched to a ball cap, condensed into a tweet, or chanted at a rally of “the base.” We have more than enough slogans. To thrive, democracy requires grownup conversation.


Second, as scary as it is to realize that the survival of American democracy isn’t inevitable, the pressing need of the moment isn’t a cultural recommitment to democracy per se. Nor is it to renew our support of a favored political party, policy agenda, or governmental reform. Our first order of business is to reconsider why we favor majority rule at all.


Boiled down, there are really only two reasons to believe in majority rule: because we have confidence in human nature or because we don’t. The twentieth-century Christian thinker C. S. Lewis put it this way: on the one hand, “you may think all men so good that they deserve a share in the government of the commonwealth, and so wise that the commonwealth needs their advice.” Conversely, “you may believe fallen men to be so wicked that not one of them can be trusted with any responsible power over his fellows.”


The first view, Lewis insisted, was “the false, romantic doctrine of democracy.” The “true ground of democracy” was the latter. Writing in 1943 as the world was convulsed in a death struggle between those who would defend democracy and those who sought to destroy it, Lewis confessed that he could only believe in majority rule “because I believe in the Fall of man.”16


How many Americans today could say the same? How many American Christians would agree? For nearly two and a half centuries, Americans have pointed to the consent of the governed as the immutable cornerstone of free government. Yet what we have meant by the “consent of the governed”—how we have defined and defended it—has changed dramatically since the late-eighteenth century.


As a Christian, I agree with Lewis that a deep appreciation of human sinfulness must be the starting point of our thinking about democracy. As a historian, I see little evidence that this has been true for most of our past. The framers of our Constitution, although they rarely spoke in the jargon of orthodox Christianity, nevertheless framed our blueprint of government with human sinfulness in mind. Americans had begun to abandon that sensibility within a generation of the founding, however, precisely as the culture was becoming ever more vibrantly democratic.


Could it be that Americans have embraced democracy for the wrong reason? Might it be that our misguided thinking both worsens our malfunctioning political system and intensifies our mounting frustration? Put differently, is part of the problem of American democracy that we Americans think too highly of ourselves? Could a constructive first step be consciously to redefine ourselves as “We the Fallen People”?


My answer to each of these questions is “yes.” I’ll go further. Although it won’t magically unify our polarized society, I’m convinced that a necessary first step to a healthier democracy will be to jettison two of our most deeply held democratic assumptions. We must renounce democratic faith, our unthinking belief that democracy is intrinsically just. We must disavow the democratic gospel, the “good news” that we are individually good and collectively wise. In the pages that follow, I’ll show you why.


[image: ]


Even to consider such a path requires that we cut against the grain of contemporary American values. For starters, we’ll have to think deeply about democracy, which is something Americans almost never do. Even as I write this, I can imagine your incredulous response: “Aren’t we awash in assessments of American democracy these days? Aren’t we bombarded by complaints—on talk radio, cable television, and every form of social media—about partisan gridlock, political corruption, and governmental indifference? And didn’t you just cite statistics underscoring how few of us trust government to do the right thing, some even suggesting that we’d be willing to trade democracy for a more authoritarian alternative? Doesn’t all this demonstrate that we’re constantly thinking critically about democracy?”


The short answer is “no.” We’re inundated with critiques of the American democratic system, not of democracy itself. We worry that the will and welfare of the people is being thwarted—by one of the major parties or by both of them; by a dysfunctional Congress, imperial presidency, or unrestrained judiciary; by powerful lobbies, the “1 percent,” or the “Deep State.” Look closely and you’ll find that much of what passes for the careful evaluation of American democracy boils down to a single charge: it needs to be more democratic.


This circular reasoning begs the question of what democracy is and why we should believe in it. When we insist that there’s nothing wrong with American democracy that more democracy won’t fix, the last thing we’re doing is thinking deeply about democracy per se. On the contrary, we’re thoughtlessly elevating an ill-defined concept into an unquestioned ideal.


Conservative thinker Irving Kristol observed as much a half century ago in his reflections in The Democratic Idea in America. Few Americans have a “democratic political philosophy,” Kristol contended, by which he meant a set of more fundamental beliefs and commitments that would guide them in assessing both the pros and cons of democracy. Rather, most of us implicitly subscribe to what Kristol labeled “democratic faith”—an unshakable conviction that democracy is intrinsically just and good. This allows us to think critically about particular democracies but not about democracy per se. As Kristol put it, we find it difficult to wrestle with—even to see at all—“those kinds of problems that flow from, that are inherent in, that are generated by democracy itself.”17


I’m convinced that the main reason we find it difficult to think critically about democracy is that it requires us to think critically about ourselves. As a culture, we’ve embraced what Lewis rightly described as the “false, romantic doctrine of democracy.” The foundation of that doctrine, the flattering but false assumption on which it is built, is what I call the “democratic gospel,” the comforting fiction that we are naturally good.


It’s no coincidence that the best known observation from Tocqueville’s Democracy in America is a specious tribute to our essential goodness. In addition to sounding profound, it affirms what we already believe—or desperately want to believe—about who we are as individuals and as a people. In the words of the New Testament, it proclaims what our “itching ears” want to hear.18


It’s not like we haven’t known for a long time that the famous compliment is a fabrication. In the very same 1953 issue that featured the fraudulent phrase on its cover, the editors of This Week asked readers for help in identifying the source of the quote. They explained that they had first assumed that the words were Tocqueville’s, but each of the “leading historians and De Tocqueville specialists” that they contacted for verification said, “Not so.”19


Eighteen years later, after President Richard Nixon cited Tocqueville in reminding the Supreme Court that “if America ever ceases to be good, she will cease to be great,” distinguished Harvard historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote an exasperated and widely reprinted letter to the Washington Post. The quote was “obviously forged,” Schlesinger noted bluntly, “as phony in 1970 as it was in 1952.”20


When President Bill Clinton began wielding the quote regularly in the 1990s, political scientist John Pitney exposed “The Tocqueville Fraud” in a national magazine. In a follow-up editorial in the Los Angeles Times, Pitney marveled that a president with degrees from Georgetown and Yale relied on “false quotations to convince people that he’s intelligent and well-read.”21 Neither the president, nor his wife, apparently, nor very many of the rest of us, was paying attention.


Or maybe we just don’t care. That’s what Alexis de Tocqueville would conclude, at any rate. He’d be frustrated that we’ve attributed these famous words to him, but he wouldn’t be surprised that we believe them. In the United States “the majority lives in perpetual self-adoration,” he observes in volume one of Democracy in America.22 That may be an effective basis for national pride, but it’s a poor starting point for thinking deeply about democracy.
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To think critically about democracy we must also think historically about democracy, and that comes just as unnaturally. Besides being discontented and divided, Americans are also a pervasively present-minded people. For all the popularity of the so-called History channel and of historical movies like Lincoln, Hacksaw Ridge, Dunkirk, The Post, The Darkest Hour, Harriet Tubman, and 1917 (the list is long), as a rule we live our lives “stranded in the present.”23 Dismissing the 93 percent of the human race that has gone before us, we press into the future with only the dimmest awareness of the past.


We’ve been this way a long time. Tocqueville noticed our present-mindedness nearly two centuries ago and saw it as a predictable trait of democratic societies. Such societies are in a “constant state of flux,” Tocqueville surmised, which means that the traditional ties that link one generation to the next are weakened or broken entirely. First, men and women lose track of their ancestors, then they gradually cease to care, with the eventual result that “each new generation is a new people.” Over time, democracy stimulates a “distinctive distaste for all that is old,” Tocqueville concluded, so that “democratic peoples scarcely trouble themselves about what was.”24


Almost as if on cue, the prominent New York journalist John O’Sullivan trumpeted in 1839 that the United States is “the great nation of futurity.” Best remembered today for popularizing the term Manifest Destiny, O’Sullivan advised readers of the New York Democratic Review to turn their back on the past as they pressed toward the glorious future that God had ordained for his chosen nation. “Our national birth was the beginning of a new history . . . which separates us from the past,” O’Sullivan proclaimed. “We have no interest in the scenes of antiquity. . . . The expansive future is our arena.”25


It may have sold newspapers, but such “chronological snobbery” is as foolish as it is arrogant.26 Stranded alone in the present, cut off from our past, we cannot understand ourselves by ourselves.


It’s one of life’s ironies that we are often blissfully unaware of the values that shape us most profoundly. The reason for this begins with the inescapable truth that our lives are short—like a “passing shadow” or a “vapor” that soon vanishes, to cite two biblical metaphors.27 Add to this the fact that we rarely think deeply about cultural patterns that haven’t changed during our lifetimes. Instead, we see them as “natural,” and what we see as natural we quickly take for granted.


My students, to cite one example, find it difficult to think critically about the way that digital devices are affecting us because they’ve never known a world without them. But we’re all the same way. Like the T-Rex in the old Jurassic Park movies that couldn’t see his prey if it remained perfectly still, we’re better at detecting moving objects than stationary ones. Change commands our attention; continuity becomes invisible.


This makes it hard for Americans to see crucial components of our democratic worldview. The moving parts are no problem. We know that the contours of American democracy have changed significantly across the generations, particularly with the expansion of the electorate to include women and people of color. We’re similarly alert to the debates that still rage over whether the voices of the rank and file of Americans are effectively heard. Do voter registration laws effectively disfranchise the homeless and non-English speakers? Does the Supreme Court’s Citizens United ruling give large corporations more influence than the middle class? Would majority rule be served by eliminating the Electoral College?


If we have a blind spot, it’s more likely to involve those values where Americans have long been agreed, not where we are politically polarized. When they go unchallenged across generations, areas of agreement gradually morph into “timeless” truths, timeless truths become truisms, truisms become bipartisan platitudes. By that point, all serious thought has died. The values in question may shape us profoundly, but they’ve become like the air that we breathe, as invisible to us as they are ever present. And we can never think carefully about values we cannot see.


This is where history comes in. We can travel figuratively to a time when many of the values we accept unthinkingly were roundly refuted or new and contested, to a moment when the debates surrounding them were not stagnant and settled but dynamic and alive. This helps us to see afresh “what we habitually take for granted” in our day.28 The invisible not only becomes visible again; it also becomes strange to us, something we can no longer accept mindlessly as obvious and natural. The process can be disorienting, even distressing, but it comes with the possibility of transformation and, in the best case, of wisdom.


In the darkest days of the American Civil War, Abraham Lincoln challenged Americans to “think anew, and act anew” in confronting the crisis before them.29 Our times demand no less, but I would add a third component to the challenge before us: before we can think anew and act anew, we must see anew. That is why I have written this book.
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We’ll begin in 1787. Part one returns us to a moment in the country’s past when the democratic values we take for granted were rejected by the “Founding Fathers” we claim to revere. When the delegates to the Constitutional Convention gathered in Philadelphia that year, they were determined to fashion a “republic”—a “public thing” or a “thing of the people” according to the term’s Latin root, res publica. (Respublica est res populi, John Adams was fond of observing. “The republic is the people.”) Yet the framers of the Constitution were also realists to the core. Convinced that a republic was the best form of government, they were equally certain that it was not a perfect form of government. “Perfection is not the lot of human institutions,” delegate Oliver Ellsworth observed. “That which has the . . . fewest faults is the best we can expect.”30


Foremost among the unavoidable faults of republican government was its extensive reliance on humans. The humans who administered the government would be tempted to “forget their obligations to their constituents and prove unfaithful to their important trust.” The humans who composed the electorate would sometimes be “more disposed to vex and oppress each other than to co-operate for their common good.” As the Framers saw it, the “diseases most incident to republican government” stemmed chiefly from our flawed human nature.31 The problem as they understood it is not that we’re wholly evil; it’s that we’re not reliably good.


Therein lay the Framers’ greatest challenge. They were committed to establishing a republic, and they knew that in any form of government worthy of the name, “the majority must ultimately decide.”32 But a republic is also, and always, a thing of fallen people, and that makes majority rule problematic. The majority could be misled by ambitious leaders, follow passion rather than reason, and pursue self-interest at the price of justice. This meant that majority rule was essential in principle and fallible in practice. With a sophistication ill-suited to our contemporary all-or-nothing politics, the Framers held these conflicting views simultaneously, in uneasy tension.


Within little more than a generation this mindset was in full retreat. In part two we’ll leapfrog from the 1780s to the 1820s and the election of Andrew Jackson, the first US president without direct ties to the Founders of the Revolutionary generation. In focusing on Jackson’s presidency, we’ll revisit a time when the democratic values we take for granted were new and raw and conspicuous.


The Americans of Jackson’s day still shared the founding generation’s commitment to a republican form of government, but they now largely rejected the Founders’ qualms about its inescapable imperfections. The man they elected president in 1828 embodied their new optimism. As Andrew Jackson saw things, the solution to effective government couldn’t be simpler. “I have great confidence in the virtue of a great majority of the people,” he explained to a correspondent on the eve of his election. “As long as the government heeds the popular will, the republic is safe.”33


But if our ultimate goal is to think more deeply about American democracy, it’s not enough merely to observe Americans’ newly optimistic understanding of human nature and their insistence on the supremacy of the people’s will. In part three, we’ll observe Jacksonian democracy in action by exploring two of the most dramatic, and revealing, episodes of Andrew Jackson’s presidency: the removal of the Cherokee Nation from their ancestral homeland and Jackson’s battle against the largest corporation of his day, the Second Bank of the United States.


Both episodes were fraught with moral significance, and each in its own way raises important questions of palpable relevance to our own democratic, deeply divided age. The removal of the Cherokees is a classic example of what Alexis de Tocqueville called the “tyranny of the majority.” It reminds us that, even today, democracy can be authoritarian and unjust as well as egalitarian and liberating. And at a time when populism is surging in both Europe and the United States, the “Bank War” both highlights how Andrew Jackson created the original template for a powerful populist and points to our willingness to devalue the rule of law when a strong leader seems to be fighting for our interests.


But the most revealing message of the Jacksonian era was always its relentless defense of democracy on what C. S. Lewis identified as “false, romantic” grounds. This is the democratic gospel, the good news that, in the political sphere, at least, “we the people” aren’t fallen at all. We’re individually good and collectively wise, and whenever a majority of us agree, our preferences acquire an unassailable moral authority. In the words of George Bancroft, the country’s foremost historian at the time, “the Spirit of God breathes through the combined intelligence of the people.”34


When he wasn’t trumpeting the nation’s glorious “manifest destiny,” journalist John O’Sullivan was preaching a similar democratic dogma. In the very first issue of his influential Democratic Review, the editor hailed the “high and holy democratic principle” of confidence in the “sound minds and honest hearts” of the people. Any creed that distrusted human nature was “degrading” and “absurd.” “Long enough have we been skeptics with regard to ourselves,” echoed the central character in Herman Melville’s novel White-Jacket. The glorious revelation was that “the political Messiah had come,” and “he has come in us.”35


Alexis de Tocqueville—the “wise philosopher” who did not comment that “America is great because she is good”—quickly noticed such assumptions when he visited the United States during Andrew Jackson’s first term as president. “The vast majority understands republican principles in the most democratic sense,” Tocqueville wrote to a cousin two months into his tour of the country. Their faith in democracy rested squarely on their “faith in man’s good sense and wisdom” and “in the doctrine of human perfectibility.”36


In part four, we’ll invite one of the most penetrating commentators of this newly democratic age to share with us his fears and hopes for the future of the United States. Tocqueville rejected the positive view of human nature that Americans were coming to see as self-evident, and because of this, he could never wholly embrace Americans’ faith in democracy. The rise of democracy was inevitable—of that he had no doubt—but he was equally certain that democracy itself is morally indeterminate.


Like human nature generally, as Tocqueville reckoned it, democracy will invariably reflect both “good instincts” and “wicked inclinations.” This meant that, although the gradual transition from aristocracy to democracy in the Western world was certain, its consequences were not. The transformation could be a blessing or a curse. It could lead to “servitude or liberty.”37


And so Tocqueville wrote with fervor, and his words are sometimes hard. “People do not receive the truth from their enemies, and their friends seldom offer it,” Tocqueville reminds the readers of Democracy in America. “That is why I have told it as I see it.”38 We need to listen carefully to this Frenchman, and we’ll invite him to speak to us at length. He has much to say to us, provided we have ears to hear.
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But what particularly do we need to hear, now, and why? Before closing, we’ll take the time to wrestle with these questions, and in the book’s concluding section I’ll be bold to offer some pointed answers. Because that’s where we’re headed, I think it makes sense, even now, to be candid with you about my own commitments and convictions.


First, you should know that I am an American who loves his country. I’m proud to say that my grandfather served in the US Army in World War I, my father was a “tin can sailor” in the US Navy during World War II, and my son is a veteran of the US Marine Corps. I am thankful for the many ways that God has blessed the land of my birth, and I pray that the Lord will continue to bless and guide this nation.


But I am also, and above all, a Christian. I will hasten to add that, if you are a person of a different faith, or of no faith at all, I’m delighted that you’ve picked up this book, and I hope you’ll continue reading. Although they meant well, the culture warriors of the last generation distorted the concept of “Christian history.” Pastors and popularizers who looked to the past more for ammunition than enlightenment, they offered tendentious accounts of America’s Christian heritage that were amateurish, triumphalist, and unabashedly partisan. This is not that kind of book.


But I will not deny that I have a deep burden for the American church. Because I’m convinced that faithful remembering is critical to faithful living, I’m distressed by the “historylessness” that generally characterizes American Christians. Among its other costs, our historical amnesia contributes directly to our dysfunctional engagement with contemporary politics, a pattern distinguished chiefly by its worldly pragmatism and shallowness. I fear we are giving the culture reason to view followers of Christ as simply one more interest group, one more strategically savvy voting bloc willing to trade political support for political influence.


We Americans who seek to follow Jesus need desperately to think more Christianly about our political values, but it’s hard to think Christianly about values that we have taken for granted for so long that we’re no longer even aware of them. This is where historical knowledge becomes invaluable. At its best, our engagement with the past can help us to see the present—and ourselves—with new eyes.


Alexis de Tocqueville never wrote that “America is great because she is good.” He did, however, conclude that “the organization and establishment of democracy among Christians is the great political problem of our time.”39 Two centuries later, the problem has evolved from establishing to perpetuating democracy, but the underlying challenges for American Christians remain unchanged: to think Christianly about democracy, respond rightly to it, and live faithfully within it.
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      Washington Presiding at the Constitutional Convention in 1787


    


  












  


  

  Part One


  Governing a Fallen People


  The Founders, the Constitution, and Human Nature


  


  

  IF JAMES MADISON WERE IN COLLEGE TODAY, a conscientious career counselor would break it to our fourth president that he had no future in politics. How would he ever sway voters? Not in person, certainly. Plagued by real and imaginary physical maladies, Madison was uncomfortable in crowds, disliked speaking in public, and detested the thought of appealing for votes. We can’t imagine him kissing babies, eating a hot dog at the state fair, or working the crowd into a frenzy at a partisan rally. Even friends described him as “timid” and “stiff,” “cold” and “gloomy.”1


  He would fare no better on television. The camera wouldn’t be kind to him, not because he was ugly, exactly, but because he was so utterly, relentlessly unimpressive. “Madison at first glance appeared not to merit a second glance” is how a modern historian puts it. “Little and ordinary” was a common verdict among contemporaries. “Little Jemmy” was short and scrawny, and a sympathetic acquaintance tactfully acknowledged that his “form, features, and manner were not commanding.”2 Can you imagine how Donald Trump would skewer him?


  Nor would social media be an effective platform. Madison struck many who met him as a “book politician.” He was given to “rather too much theory,” a sympathetic critic observed, a scholar as much as a statesman. He read widely in multiple languages. He knew the history of the Achaean League, the Helvetic System, and the Amphyctionic Confederacy. He could spell Amphyctionic. The world as Madison understood it was complicated, and its serious political problems demanded extended reflection and systematic study, not knee-jerk pronouncements in 280-character increments. Twitter would have appalled him.3
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      James Madison


    


  


  Today, I’d advise such a student to forget about politics and apply to graduate school. But two and a half centuries ago, intellectualism and politics weren’t the matter and antimatter that they are today, and a bookish introvert like James Madison could go on to play an indispensable role in the formation and ratification of the US Constitution. The secret of his unmatched influence—why later generations would remember him as the “Father of the Constitution”—was his ability to meld theory and practice, to enlist the best scholarship of his day in the service of practical problems.


  Like most of the fifty-four other delegates to the Constitutional Convention, Madison went to Philadelphia in 1787 with a sense of urgency. The consensus was that something had to be done, and done quickly, to save the infant United States from collapse. The intentionally weak Articles of Confederation, erected in wartime, were proving inadequate to the problems of peace. A combination of commercial chaos, financial disarray, local irresponsibility, and internal upheaval threatened to bring down the “frail and tottering edifice,” as Alexander Hamilton put it. “It certainly is tottering!” George Washington agreed from Mount Vernon. And should the “fabrick” finally fall, “what a triumph for the advocates of despotism to find that we are incapable of governing ourselves.”4


  But creating “a more perfect union,” Madison realized, would require more than simply endowing the central government with sufficient power to address pressing problems. It wasn’t enough to clothe the federal government with new authority: the power to tax, to regulate commerce, to raise an army and navy. That was the easy part. The real challenge would be figuring out how to delegate such authority without jeopardizing liberty. This was true because any governmental power necessary to advance the public good could also be perverted “to the public detriment.” Granted, the impotence of the central government under the Articles of Confederation invited anarchy, but strengthening its powers would increase “the danger of oppression.”5


  This meant that the structure of the new government would be as critical as the powers that it wielded. And so Madison ransacked history, systematically reviewing “ancient and modern confederacies” for lessons that might apply to America. He grappled with the leading theorists of the Enlightenment, poring over crates of dense treatises imported from England, Scotland, and France. The key, he concluded after much study, would be to devise a governmental framework that could compensate for the shortage of virtue among both the people and their leaders. “It may be a reflection on human nature, that such devices should be necessary,” Madison later conceded during the debate over the proposed Constitution. “But what is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no government should be necessary.”6
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  Asking Different Questions
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    It’s a story that American Christians have long enjoyed repeating—most of it, anyway—and it’s not hard to see why. It’s packed with drama, it boldly declares Christian truth, and it’s not even fabricated—a trait we’ve learned not to take for granted. See if you recognize it:


    It’s a sweltering Thursday afternoon in the summer of 1787, and the statesmen gathered behind closed doors in the Pennsylvania State House are discouraged. They have come to Philadelphia on a mission to save the country, but conflicting interests—between North and South, large states and small states, agriculture and commerce—have repeatedly thwarted compromise. Time is running out, tempers are short, and the unthinkable is now increasingly likely: barring a breakthrough, the delegates will have to admit defeat and head home. It is, as James Madison will later recall, a “period of gloom.” In the opinion of New York delegate Gouverneur Morris, “the fate of America [is] suspended by a hair.”1


    And then, at this “awful and critical moment,” the Constitutional Convention’s oldest member asks for permission to address the fractured assembly.2 At first glance, Benjamin Franklin is apt to disappoint. A delegate who has met him for the first time this summer describes him as “a short, fat, trenched old man,” but Franklin has devoted more than half of his long life to public service, and he commands respect.3 In Europe, he is hands down the best known and most highly regarded of all Americans. At home, he is second only to George Washington in the prestige and acclaim he enjoys.


    But in his eighty-second year, Franklin is long past taking an active role in the convention. Although his mind is still sharp, he is a “physical wreck,” plagued by gallstones and gout, and he will address the convention but a handful of times throughout the summer.4 When he does so, he frequently writes out his remarks in advance and enlists another member of the Pennsylvania delegation to read them on his behalf. He has done so today. There is nothing spontaneous about his comments. They are premeditated and serious, devoid of the witticisms for which he is famous. 
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        Benjamin Franklin


      


    


    Acknowledging the “small progress” of the past month, Franklin observes that the convention is “groping, as it were, in the dark, to find political truth.” “How has it happened,” he asks, “that we have not hitherto once thought of humbly applying to the Father of lights to illuminate our understandings? . . . The longer I live, the more convincing proofs I see of this truth—that GOD governs in the affairs of men. And if a sparrow cannot fall to the ground without his notice, is it probable that an empire can rise without his aid?”


    During the Revolutionary War the Second Continental Congress prayed regularly for “divine protection,” Franklin goes on to remind his audience, and a “kind Providence” heard and answered their prayers. “Have we now forgotten that powerful Friend?” he asks. “Do we imagine we no longer need its assistance?” If so, their undertaking is doomed. “Except the Lord build the House, they labor in vain that build it,” he observes, quoting Psalm 127. Pressing home his point, the venerable patriot concludes with a recommendation: henceforth, the convention should begin each day with prayer “imploring the assistance of heaven, and its blessing on our deliberations.”5


    It was at this point in the drama that the rest of the cast forgot their lines. Franklin’s motion was supposed to be the cue for his fellow delegates to experience deep conviction. Cut to the heart, they were supposed to express remorse and embrace the call to prayer. Instead, they froze or went off script. A handful voiced tepid support. A few raised unconvincing objections. Most sat in silence.


    In the end, according to James Madison’s meticulous notes of the proceedings, the convention adjourned without even voting on Franklin’s motion for prayer. This was a polite way for the delegates to defeat the measure without explicitly rejecting it. Franklin’s own summation of the awkward affair was terse and unsparing: “The Convention, except three or four persons, thought Prayers unnecessary.”6 No one mentioned it again.
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    If we want to understand the rise of American democracy—to see it more clearly and think about it more deeply—then we’re going to have to ask different questions about the Constitution. For too long, Christians interested in America’s past have been preoccupied with one overarching question: Was the United States founded as a Christian country?7 Concerning the Constitution specifically, we’ve wanted to know whether the Framers were Christian men, guided by Christian principles, and determined to establish a Christian government. Not much else has seemed to matter.


    There’s a logic to our fixation. The questions go to the very heart of how we understand our country and our place within it as people of faith; that makes them integral to our identity. They also promise insight into the Framers’ original intent concerning the relationship of church and state. Given the centrality of Supreme Court rulings to religious liberty disputes today, that makes them hugely relevant to public policy. But we need to recognize how difficult these questions are to answer as well as the damage—I use the term advisedly—they can inflict on us when we become obsessed with them.


    We always confront two obstacles when we try to make sense of the past. The first is a problem of evidence: there’s almost never enough of it.8 When it comes to the Constitution, for example, we need to recognize just how hard it is to prove that the document was shaped by Christian thinking or even that the men who crafted it were orthodox believers. Either is a tall order.


    Establishing intellectual causation may be the most difficult task a historian ever undertakes. We know from their correspondence, diaries, and libraries that many of the Framers were extraordinarily well read. They were students of theology as well as history, philosophy, science, and ancient literature. They were also practical men of the world with practical concerns about profit and power. Unraveling the interwoven threads of intellectual influence to identify a single strand as paramount is almost impossible.


    We should also be leery of the implication that it is a simple thing to substantiate the authentic religious beliefs of figures from more than two centuries ago. “For what man knows the things of a man except the spirit of the man which is in him?” the apostle Paul asks.9 Compounding the problem is that the Framers typically held their religious views close to the vest. When it came time to fashion a new framework of government in 1787, they produced a document that never refers to God and is silent concerning the religious questions that so divide Americans today. Throughout the convention they abstained from making explicitly religious arguments, and they showed the same reticence during the ratification debates that followed.10


    Surely this is one reason why Christians have found the story of Franklin’s call for prayer so seductive. Right up until its disappointing ending, it seems to constitute the one moment during the Constitutional Convention when the Framers abandoned their reticence and unequivocally declared their faith in God. If the other delegates had only embraced Franklin’s recommendation, we could confidently point to the episode as irrefutable evidence of the Framers’ faith—perhaps even as a tantalizing hint at God’s plan for the United States.


    That we have so often remembered the story incorrectly calls our attention to the other major obstacle that interferes with our efforts to understand the past. If the first is a problem of evidence, the second is the “problem of the historian” —the biases or prejudices that we inescapably bring along on our excursions into the past.11 Our faulty memory of Franklin’s call for prayer reminds us of the temptations that lurk whenever we convince ourselves that the future of American Christianity depends on the history of Christianity in America. The results can sometimes be embarrassing, as the recurring efforts to salvage the “miracle at Philadelphia” amply illustrate.


    When Franklin made his plea, almost no Americans were aware of it, and the episode would remain largely unknown for many years after 1787. The delegates had sworn themselves to secrecy during the convention itself, and James Madison, the only delegate to keep a systematic record of the proceedings, chose not to make his notes public until after his death, which didn’t occur until nearly a half-century later, in 1836. The first reasonably comprehensive American edition of Franklin’s private papers was published as early as 1818, however.12 Although few Americans would have had access to the expensive, six-volume set, rumors that the Constitutional Convention had “thought prayers unnecessary” eventually began to circulate.


    For a country swept up at the time in the spiritual fervor of the Second Great Awakening, the news could be disconcerting. In 1821, for example, a New Hampshire correspondent wrote to John Adams to inquire whether the former president knew anything about the alleged incident. (Adams was not a delegate to the convention and had been in England at the time.) An account of Franklin’s call for prayer had recently appeared in the London Quarterly Review, of all places, and the writer was distressed to find that the supposed rebuff of Franklin’s proposal had become the grounds for English claims that Americans “profess a liberal indifference whether there be any religion in the country, or none.”13


    “Not so!” American Christians insisted, and the easiest way to set the record straight was to substitute a different ending to this story about the country’s past. By the middle of the 1820s, newspapers and religious periodicals had begun to circulate a new account of Franklin’s proposal based on secondhand testimony first recorded thirty-eight years after the Constitutional Convention.


    The source was a relative unknown named William Steele, who claimed to have heard what really happened in a conversation some ten years earlier with a convention delegate who had since conveniently died. In Steele’s version, Franklin’s proposal “was instantly seconded and carried,” and the only delegate “impious” enough to question its wisdom was received with “a mixture of surprise and indignation.”14


    We can excuse early nineteenth-century believers for seizing hold of this comforting ending. Franklin’s postscript to the affair was buried in a multivolume collection of his papers that almost no one could afford. Madison’s record of the convention had yet to see the light of day. Almost none of the behind-the-scenes correspondence of key delegates was publicly available. In the absence of evidence to the contrary, Steele’s secondhand testimony recorded nearly four decades after the fact could be taken seriously, although it never should have been accepted uncritically.


    In sum, we can’t fault the Christians who swallowed Steele’s testimony for not knowing that Franklin himself directly contradicted it. They also had no way of knowing what Madison’s record would make clear when it was published: that the mood among delegates grew worse, not better, for days after Franklin’s June 28 speech. Nor could they have been aware that George Washington wrote to Alexander Hamilton nearly two weeks after Franklin’s plea to complain that affairs were, “if possible, in a worse train than ever.”15


    It’s hard to be as charitable toward the numerous modern-day apologists who continue to recycle the myth and insist that Franklin’s call for prayer saved the convention and, by extension, the United States. Authors Peter Marshall and David Manuel set the pattern a half-century ago in their fabulously successful interpretation of “God’s plan for America,” The Light and the Glory. After reprinting Franklin’s speech in its entirety, Marshall and Manuel skipped the convention’s response but insisted (without offering any supporting evidence) that Franklin’s plea “marked the turning point” in the convention.16


    In the intervening decades a host of preachers and media celebrities have echoed this conclusion, including prominent pastor and writer Tim LaHaye, Wallbuilders founder David Barton, popular Christian author Eric Metaxas, and radio host and film critic Michael Medved. Passing over the extensive evidence to the contrary, they insist that Franklin’s speech “made a profound impact on the delegates,” who viewed his heartfelt plea as “the intrusion of the Almighty” on the country’s behalf.17


    My point is not that the Framers rejected the value of prayer or were hostile to Christianity. Nor am I remotely suggesting that an accurate remembering of Franklin’s motion somehow proves that they meant to create a “godless Constitution.”18 But I do want us to see that secular liberals aren’t the only ones prone to revise America’s past. Desperate to score points against academics who understate Christianity’s role in the Founding, all too often Christians have cried “revisionist!” and then jumped into the other ditch, uncritically accepting unverified claims or stretching the evidence to find irrefutable proof of the Founders’ born-again convictions. God doesn’t need our exaggerations to accomplish his work.
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    There are good ways and bad ways to pay attention to the past, and the debate over America’s Christian roots brings out the very worst. The wonder is that we learn anything at all from it. Because so much seems to be at stake in the debate, because we’re convinced that we have to win it, we end up turning history into an arsenal, a storehouse not of wisdom but of weapons—quotes and anecdotes that we draw like revolvers in a shootout with secular opponents.


    Whenever someone at church asks me about the relationship between Christianity and the Constitution, I’m always tempted to reply, “Why do you want to know?” It’s a lot like those campaign ads that grow so tiresome before Election Day. Too often what we really want is for the Framers to make a cameo at the end and announce, “We’re the Founding Fathers and we approve this message.”


    I call this the history-as-ammunition approach to the past, and its effects are insidious. Once we set out to prove that the United States was founded as a Christian country, the temptation to refashion the Founders in our own image becomes irresistible. This doesn’t have to be conscious or premeditated. The historical figures that we encounter always resemble us in some ways and differ from us in others, and we quite naturally pick up on the former better than the latter. The history-as-ammunition approach just magnifies this natural tendency.


    The result is that, instead of encountering figures from the past who might challenge and change us, we meet our clones in powdered wigs. Sure, they dressed oddly, but deep down the Founders as we imagine them thought as we think, valued what we value, and—not to put too fine a point on it—would vote as we vote. This makes the past politically useful to us, but at a great cost: we learn nothing from it. How could we? The historical figures we’ve imagined already agree with us in all the ways that matter.


    We would be much better served to set aside the question of whether the Framers were Christian and focus instead on thinking Christianly about the framework of government they constructed.19 In the rest of this chapter and the next, we’ll turn our attention from the Framers’ theology to their anthropology—from what they thought about God to what they thought about us. In essence, we’ll take our cue from James Madison, recognizing that our Constitution is, among other things, an extended commentary on human nature.


    This means that we’ll step away from the politically charged, dichotomous questions at the heart of the Christian America debate: Were the Framers of the Constitution Christians? Were they guided by Christian principles? Was their goal to create a Christian nation? In their stead, we’ll ask the following: What were the Framers’ views on human nature? How did their views inform the document they bequeathed to us? To what degree were their beliefs about human nature consistent with Christian teaching?


    Notice several key features of the questions we’ll be pursuing: First, although they shift the focus away from theology to anthropology—from the Framers’ beliefs about God to their understanding of humanity—these questions are still fundamentally religious. Our faith is never confined solely to what we believe about God; it is also defined by our understanding of human nature and the human condition.


    The questions are undoubtedly historically crucial as well. If our goal is to understand the rise of American democracy in historical context, as well as to think more Christianly about it in our contemporary context, it’s hard to imagine a more fruitful line of questioning. Beyond this, observe that the questions are open-ended rather than dichotomous (yes/no questions always promote oversimplification). They also ask us to think in terms of correlation or compatibility (which can logically be demonstrated) rather than causation (which is almost impossible to prove).


    Finally, these questions invite us to focus on a subject on which the historical record is rich. While it can be exceedingly difficult to pinpoint the Framers’ beliefs about God, they spoke and wrote at length concerning their views of human nature. The reason for this is clear. As the infant United States teetered on the brink of collapse by the mid-1780s, the statesmen who would eventually gather in Philadelphia to “form a more perfect union” had no doubt that their country was in the grips of a moral crisis. Taught to believe that a republic required “virtue” to survive, they were convinced that the American people weren’t virtuous.
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    In making a case for moral reform in our own day, well-meaning Christian writers often tell the story of the United States as a story of decline from a time when Americans were characterized by a civic-minded commitment to the common good. Eric Metaxas, for example, writes that it was because of this once widespread quality that the Framers of the Constitution could place “tremendous trust in the people.” Bemoaning the individualism and selfishness rampant today, Metaxas exhorts us to become again “the America we were at first.”20


    This would have bewildered the Founders. By the mid-1780s they feared that the country was on the verge of “national humiliation,” as one hero of the Revolution put it, and they were convinced that the root cause of that catastrophe was moral. “We are going and doing wrong,” lamented future Supreme Court Justice John Jay a year before the Constitutional Convention. “Evils and calamities” would be the result. “We are far gone in every thing ignoble & bad,” George Washington echoed in a letter written the day after Christmas 1786. Without decisive action, the country would “sink into the lowest state of humiliation & contempt, & become a byword in all the earth.”21


    That same month, Mercy Otis Warren, arguably the leading female intellectual in revolutionary America, fumed in a letter to John Adams that their fellow countrymen were undeserving of liberty. Pulling no punches, she reckoned that “the imbecility of human nature” then on display in the United States was as strong “as perhaps may be found in any page of history.” Adams could only agree. “Our country men,” he concluded to Mercy’s husband, James, “have never merited the character of very exalted virtue.”22


    The key word in Adams’s assessment was the last one. Virtue meant different things in different contexts in Revolutionary America. Most broadly, it could mean any positive trait, as when Washington wondered whether marl “possesses any virtue as a manure” or when a correspondent informed Thomas Jefferson about the “virtues” of Chinese tea.23 When applied to women, the term often carried the connotation of sexual chastity or modesty. When men aspired to “domestic” virtue, they sought to behave with industry, frugality, and integrity in their homes, businesses, or professions.


    But when observers in the 1780s linked the distressing state of the country with a shortage of virtue, they had yet another definition in mind. The virtue they alluded to was a public ideal, not unlike patriotism, embodied in “the willingness of the individual to sacrifice his private interests for the good of the community.” As defined by the French philosopher Montesquieu—one of their favorite Enlightenment thinkers—virtue is a “continuous preference of the public interest over one’s own.” In the words of John Adams, a virtuous patriot lived by the principle that “all things must give way to the public.”24 Conventional wisdom taught that this sort of virtue was essential for a republic to thrive.


    And so the Revolutionary generation emphasized it, constantly, making virtue “one of the most revered political concepts of the 18th century.”25 Both before and after the creation of the Constitution, the leading Founders exalted virtue, looked for ways to encourage virtue, and underscored the importance of virtue to the infant republic.


    Virtue “is a necessary spring of popular government,” Washington would remind the country in his last public address. “Only a virtuous people are capable of freedom,” Benjamin Franklin agreed. “Virtue is the only foundation of republics,” John Adams postulated. Without it, Framer David Ramsay told his state’s ratifying convention, “our growing numbers will soon degenerate into barbarism.”26


    The American who failed to exhibit virtue, Framer William Livingston maintained, “is not only a bad Citizen, but a real Enemy to his country.” “When individuals consider their interests” as opposed to the common good, Framer John Dickinson echoed, “a people is traveling fast to destruction.” It followed that public schools must promote virtue, as the prominent physician Benjamin Rush insisted. “Let our pupil be taught that he does not belong to himself,” this signer of the Declaration of Independence wrote in 1786. He must forsake all “when the welfare of his country requires it.” To the schoolhouse, the Founders added town meetings, militia drills, and religious services as other venues where “the virtues and talents of the people” could be formed.27


    From across the generations, the Founders’ emphasis on self-denial and the common good is rare and refreshing, a stark contrast to today’s “naked public square” in which individuals and interest groups look out for number one.28 But before we conclude that we’ve discovered a lost golden age, we must realize that the Founders underscored the importance of virtue in part because they found it to be lacking. As they surveyed the state of the country by the mid-1780s, they were convinced that Americans didn’t have it, or at least not enough of it.


    Observations like these were legion: “There doth not appear to be virtue enough among the people to preserve a perfect republican government.” “The people have not wisdom or virtue enough to govern themselves.” “It is to be greatly lamented, that there is no more genuine virtue & patriotism among the inhabitants.” Virtue “certainly is a principle of too whimsical a nature to be relied on.” “Too much has been expected from the virtue and good sense of the people.” “There has been an astonishing decay of public virtue among us.” “Virtue . . . has an influence only on a chosen few.” “We are in the high road to have no virtues left.” “The virtue of the people are [sic] vanished.” “Virtue . . . has, in a great degree, taken its departure from our land.” Americans “do not exhibit the virtue that is necessary to support a republican government.”29


    In sum, the Founders widely believed that self-denial in the service of the common good was in short supply. For evidence, they pointed to the sad state of public affairs.
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    When advocates of governmental reform insisted that something drastic must be done to save the republic, they regularly pointed to three distressing features of public life. First, because the central government under the Articles of Confederation lacked the power to regulate commerce with foreign nations or to command compliance with international treaties, a coherent foreign policy coordinating the actions of thirteen independent sovereignties was utterly impossible.


    Second, because the central government was denied the power to tax, it was staggering financially, unable to honor its debts either to private citizens or foreign governments. Third, there was growing popular resistance to state taxation, and by the winter of 1786–1787 angry citizens across New England were intimidating tax collectors and shutting down county courts in order to forestall tax sales and foreclosures. Anarchy loomed.


    Almost everyone who supported the call for the Philadelphia Convention condemned the weakness of the central government under the Articles of Confederation, but it’s important not to miss their more fundamental diagnosis. Although each of the concerns listed above could be blamed on defects in the Articles of Confederation, at a more fundamental level each could be understood as resulting from defects in human nature. The core problem, critics contended, was that neither state governments nor private citizens could be trusted to promote the common good without compulsion. If the apparent failure of the Articles proved anything, it was “the melancholy proof that mankind are not competent to their own government without the means of coercion in the sovereign.”30


    In the realm of foreign relations, the weakness of the central government under the Articles required both states and private citizens to sacrifice their immediate interests voluntarily in the service of the public good. As often as not, they refused. Instead, as John Jay explained to George Washington in the summer of 1786, “personal rather than national interests have become the great objects of attention.”31


    As Secretary of Foreign Affairs under the Articles, Jay was in the process of compiling a report for Congress on the states’ compliance with the stipulations of the Treaty of Paris, the agreement with Great Britain that had ended the American Revolutionary War. The gist of Jay’s findings was simple: the states weren’t complying. Washington was grieved and ashamed. His explanation of their behavior was telling: “We have probably had too good an opinion of human nature in forming our confederation.”32


    Among the least popular provisions of the Treaty of Paris were requirements that the former colonists honor prewar debts owed to English citizens and restore property confiscated during the war from American loyalists. Showing no regard for public honor, state legislatures regularly ignored both obligations, as lawmakers were unwilling to press measures that might upset their constituents. As Jay would later report concerning the treaty, “There has not been a single day since it took effect, on which it has not been violated in America, by one or the other of the states.” Because the Articles stipulated that “each state retains its sovereignty, freedom, and independence,” the central government could do nothing but stand by and watch.33


    Critics discerned a similar shortage of virtue underlying the government’s dismal financial condition. Given that the Articles of Confederation were created during a war sparked by resentment of British tax policy, it’s not surprising that the men who erected that framework were hesitant to clothe their own revolutionary government with broad taxing authority. Yet, from our twenty-first-century perspective, the mechanism that the Articles envisioned for generating revenue is comical.


    Rather than authorizing taxation, the Articles of Confederation invited the central government to make “requisitions” of the states. After determining its annual needs, the Congress would inform the states of the amount of money each needed to donate in order for the government to stay afloat. In theory, each state would then voluntarily comply. It was like a PBS telethon without the commemorative tote bags.


    The arrangement worked about as well as you’d expect. By 1786 the central government was reduced to begging. The so-called United States—exposed as a loose association of petty independent republics—teetered on the brink of bankruptcy. Thirteen “independent, disunited states” made requisitions “a perfect nihility,” Washington lamented, “little better than a jest and a bye word through out the land.” The reason this “system of imbecility” failed so miserably, Alexander Hamilton explained, was that the states regularly ignored the common good and yielded to “the persuasive voice of immediate interest or convenience.” In sum, they lacked virtue.34


    The same could be said about the alarming “commotions” plaguing New England by 1786. Contemporaries differed about the “respectability or contemptibility” of the insurgents who were shutting down local courts. Sympathetic observers said that “taxes have been assessed too high and collected too rigidly,” and they noted that a shortage of hard money in the countryside made the burden especially heavy on rural taxpayers.


    For the most part, this was not the view of future “federalists”—that is, individuals who would soon rally to support a new Constitution. (Opponents of ratification would come to be known as “anti-federalists.”) Henry Knox was extreme in characterizing the insurgents as “desperate & unprincipled men” determined to “annihilate all debts” and wage war against “the principles of all government.” But probably most future federalists would have echoed the Virginian who discerned in “the disturbances to the North-ward . . . the sure proof of a want of virtue.”35


    From his vantage point in the Confederation Congress in New York, James Madison found the state legislatures as deficient in virtue as the people they represented. In several states, legislators were cravenly capitulating to angry constituents, passing laws postponing the payment of debts or accepting depreciated paper currency as legal tender. For Madison, the “injustice” of such laws called into question “the fundamental principle of republican government, that the majority . . . are the safest guardians both of public good and of private rights.”36
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    All of this suggests that, if America had ever basked in a golden age of civic virtue, that time was long past when leading statesmen began calling for a convention to revise or replace the Articles of Confederation. It is more accurate to say, as one historian has concluded, that “the U. S. Constitution emerged from a crisis of virtue.”37


    But if the diagnosis was clear, the prescription was not. Logically, one solution would be to increase virtue across the land, infusing public life with a widespread commitment to self-sacrifice for the common good. Another answer, less idealistic, would be to make virtue less necessary by reconfiguring the structure of government itself. Os Guinness helpfully distinguishes between these responses. He labels the first an emphasis on the “informal spirit of liberty,” the second an attention to the “formal structures of liberty.”38


    Guinness insists that the Founders embraced both strategies, and in a sense he is right. Beyond their sincere efforts to promote a virtuous citizenry, many also clearly hoped that the new Constitution would make it easier to place virtuous statesmen into office. “The aim of every political Constitution,” James Madison observed, “is or ought to be first to obtain for rulers, men who possess most wisdom to discern, and most virtue to pursue the common good of the society.” It was Washington’s “wish that none but the most disinterested, able and virtuous men may be appointed to either house of Congress.” Madison rallied support for the Constitution by suggesting that the Congress under the new government would function as “a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom may best discern the true interest of their country, and whose patriotism and love of justice will be least likely to sacrifice it to temporary or partial considerations.”39


    Yet, for all their praise of virtue, the Founders were realists. They exhorted Americans to revere and practice virtue. They didn’t expect it. When it comes to gauging their reading of human nature, we must see that they thought of virtue as, quite literally, artificial. It doesn’t occur naturally in our species. Montesquieu had equated it with a “renunciation of oneself, which is always a very painful thing.”40 It goes against the grain of human nature, and the only way to develop it, the Founders assumed, is through a heroic regimen of prolonged and arduous discipline that few mortals are up to.


    Thomas Jefferson, for example—whose view of human nature was rosier than most of his peers—instructed his nephew that virtue was like a muscle that will only “gain strength by exercise.” Less optimistic in her outlook, and more representative of her generation, Abigail Adams instructed her son Thomas to think of virtue as “like the stone of Sysiphus.” According to Greek myth, Sisyphus was a crafty king who was punished for his deceitfulness by being made to roll a boulder repeatedly up a steep hill for all eternity. Given that human nature is “infirm & liable to err as daily experience proves,” Abigail explained to her son, “virtue . . . has a continual tendency to roll down hill & requires to be forced up again by the never ceasing efforts of succeeding moralists.”41 It wasn’t an encouraging metaphor.


    In actuality, it was defenders of the Articles of Confederation, not proponents of a new constitution, who hoped that the country’s problems could be lessened by an increase of virtue. A Massachusetts statesman, for example, wrote to John Adams to condemn those who “vainly” supposed that a stronger central government was essential to the country’s happiness. The proper course, he proposed instead, was renewed cultivation of “the love of our country, and attention to the social virtues.”42


    Similarly, a Virginian wrote to James Madison to voice his disagreement with nationalists (like Madison) who were calling for a decided shift of power toward the central government and away from the states. “Is there not much less difficulty, and far less danger,” he asked Madison, to implement more modest structural changes “and then make an effort, in good earnest, to give purity of manners, and morals, [and] of course public virtue, a prevalence?”43


    The answer, federalists agreed, was “no.” It was all well and good to imagine a day when Americans would be exempt from the “weaknesses and evils” intrinsic to human society, Alexander Hamilton would later note in defending the Constitution, but such fantasies were no basis for effective government. “Is it not time to awake from the deceitful dream of a golden age?” he asked. Americans should “adopt as a practical maxim for the direction of our political conduct, that we, as well as the other inhabitants of the globe, are yet remote from the happy empire of perfect wisdom and perfect virtue.”44 To federalists, the primary lesson of the Articles of Confederation was that the country had expected too much of human nature, not that an elevation of morals could cure the country’s woes.
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        Alexander Hamilton


      


    


    Although we may not like to hear it, proponents of the Constitution repeatedly insisted that, when it comes to our character, Americans aren’t exceptional. Hamilton was characteristically blunt: “We have no reason to think ourselves wiser or better than other men,” he averred. “We imagined that the mildness of our government and the virtue of the people were so correspondent, that we were not as other nations,” echoed Henry Knox in a letter to George Washington. “But we find that we are men, actual men, possessing all the turbulent passions belonging to that animal.”45


    A Connecticut correspondent aptly distilled this view in a letter to General Washington. “We are already nearly ruined by believing too much—We have believed that the citizens of the United States were better than the rest of the world.”46 Americans weren’t unique, these writers insisted. They were human, with all that entails.


    And so although they exalted virtue, the Framers of the Constitution didn’t convene in Philadelphia to exhort Americans to become again “the America they were at first.” Rather, they arrived convinced that government under the Articles of Confederation was failing in large part because it rested on an utterly unrealistic, even utopian understanding of human nature. Whatever steps they might propose, they agreed that their necessary starting point must be a more realistic assessment of the raw material of the republic. The key was to understand human nature rightly.
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