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PREFACE

An October Invitation from Mount Vernon

A glorious October moon still lit up the sky long after dusk, and under it a grand curve of the Potomac River lay silver in the valley below. The pillars of the portico were illuminated by candles on the laden table. Next to me, speaking in eighteenth-century turns of phrase, was a tall white-haired actor, the spitting image of a Gilbert Stuart portrait of George Washington. He was, as Washington is reputed to have been, an amiable, reserved, and kindly man, slow and sober and yet quite warm in his responses to my questions. Across the table, at its head, sat James Rees, the careful, scholarly, yet bold leader of Mount Vernon. He had said earlier he had a question for me at the end of our elegant dinner, which was attended by just over a dozen guests. Meanwhile, the conversation was lively, the Virginia wine light and tasty, and the October air balmy, fresh, and exceedingly soft upon our faces. One felt a little of the thankfulness George Washington must have felt as he sat on this very patio with his friends, two hundred years before, a glass of port in his hand.

Inside, each of the brilliantly painted walls of the mansion had been meticulously matched with the colors found on bits of ancient paint carefully uncovered during the recent restoration. As we walked through, admiringly, the question Mr. Rees at last put to me was this: He had been looking for an author to write a book on the  religious life of George Washington, and having read On Two Wings: Humble Faith and Common Sense at the American Founding (Encounter Books, 2002), he wondered if I might do it. He pointed out the resources that Mount Vernon offered and asked me to contact Mary Thompson, a researcher in the archives there, who was assiduously digging into the background of this very subject.

I promised Mr. Rees to think the project over but told him I was already committed to several years of work on other books; so the answer would probably be no, but I would consider it. Nearly a week later, I felt differently. My daughter Jana promised to help me with the research and writing. If I could postpone the project for two years or so, enough to assign summer interns and my regular assistant, in his free time, to begin gathering materials, maybe it could be done. The more I thought about the debt my family and I owed to George Washington for the freedoms we enjoy, and the high national standard he set for us, the more the task seemed like an obligation, not simply a pleasure. So Jana and I began the buying of books and the building of files, based upon our systematic reading plan. And I telephoned in our willingness.

Mr. Rees told me that Mount Vernon receives more than a million visitors a year and, with its new Visitors Center already under construction, was making ready for many more. One of the most frequent requests he received from visitors, he said, was for a book on George Washington’s religion. The subject is a delicate one, for there has been a great deal of controversy about that subject, much of it quite passionate. Some claim that Washington asked for, and received, baptism by immersion in the Delaware River at the hands of a Baptist preacher; a few even claim improbably that, due to his closeness to the Catholic Carroll family of Maryland, Washington came to admire Catholicism and asked to be baptized by a priest from Georgetown in his last days. There are untrustworthy stories about Washington in prayer at Valley Forge, as well as one about his leaving behind hand-written copies of prayers for each day of  the week, taken from an official-sounding Christian prayer book. Meanwhile, as a whole, most historians of the twentieth century appeared to be rather uninterested in religion and had more-or-less exhausted the subject by putting Washington down as a deist, at best a tepid Anglican, and little more than a practical eighteenth-century rationalist.

In fact, those who were most insistent on this last interpretation—and it was the preponderant view—maintained three distinct theses:1. Washington was a deist.

2. In a lukewarm fashion, he kept up the appearances of being a Christian, more for public consumption than out of conviction. Essentially, he was not a Christian, or was only barely so.

3. Although he spoke often of “Providence,” he meant something more like fate or destiny—an impersonal force—than like the biblical God of the Hebrews and Christians, whose Providence might act in history both in ordinary and in miraculous ways.



 



In short, they posited, Washington was more like a modern secular believer than like an authentic Christian.

In this book, my daughter Jana and I try to take Washington’s words about God seriously. We try to understand just who Washington’s God is. Our findings on all three points, we will admit, are almost the reverse of the conventional wisdom. Washington cannot be said to be a deist. He was a serious Christian, perceived to be so by many quite close to him, less clearly so in the documentary record. And as he explained to the Hebrew Congregation in Savannah after he became president, his idea of Providence was the God Jehovah, who had so often guided and blessed Israel of old.

We have written this book for the average visitor to Mount Vernon, who comes physically by the million or so every year, to enjoy the beautiful home and grounds left to posterity. (Nowadays, we must add, under the protection of the incredibly dynamic and visionary  Mount Vernon Ladies Association—which was founded in 1853 by a woman distraught over the condition of the mansion, and which originally saved the crumbling estate by purchasing it in 1858—Mount Vernon has been wonderfully restored to its original appearance, and its amenities are being constantly improved.) But we write also for those who can journey only in thought, to learn more about the man who more than any other won the independence of the United States and taught the American people by his example and leadership how one lives, if one would contribute to the vitality of a free republic.

We write for ordinary people rather than for scholars, although we admit that the subject matter requires us occasionally to haul in some twenty-five-cent theological terms, such as natural theology and theodicy and secondary causes—but we promise to explain these quickly, in ordinary language. For example, theodicy is a name for the college course whose subject is God’s actions in human history, particularly as regards evil in the world. The term secondary causes points to all those causes that are not divine (since God is the First Cause, who brings the secondary causes into being), such as the actions of human beings and other created things, including the weather, climate, hurricanes, diseases, and so on.

We are very fortunate to have, in the late stages of our own writing, the profoundly helpful new manuscript by Mary Thompson, “In the Hands of a Good Providence” (publication forthcoming). Ms. Thompson has been exceedingly kind and helpful to us from the beginning of our work. The tremendous detail she has unearthed has changed Washington scholarship on these matters for generations to come. We are lucky to be the first to have her text at hand as we conclude our own work.

We consider, not in as much detail as Ms. Thompson, the faith of Washington’s parents and ancestors, as well as the faith of his stepgrandchildren, nieces and nephews, and their families (it was an abiding sorrow of his that he was unable to have children of his own). He was not alone in his faith; he was part of a great chain of  tradition. We look, too, at his personal correspondence and such witnesses of his personal life as history has allowed to come down to us.

One thing we discovered—a matter of great importance—is that his private life and public life were all of a piece, seamlessly connected. What he said in public about religion he also said in private about his own life. Sadly, after his death his wife, Martha, his closest confidante on matters of religion as on all else, destroyed all the many letters they had exchanged over the years. Since the two were known to be extremely close to one another—Martha followed him despite the rigors of military life to such camp sites as she could during the War of Independence—we might have expected from that correspondence a luminous revelation of their inner life, such as one finds in the letters of Abigail and John Adams. Reserved and private to the end, clearly the Washingtons did not wish that to happen. This reticence was of a piece with the General’s earlier care to be known for his public, not his private, life. He wished the focus to be on the future republic for which he had risked his life, his fortune, and his sacred honor. (How the British would have loved to hang him, the leading traitor in the insurrection.)

We attend especially, then, to Washington’s public declarations, orders, and messages. We do so because these are still of most weight to the public life of the United States. They set an official precedent for all commanders of the armed forces and all presidents to follow. They themselves constitute part of the official record of the basic religious expressions, rituals, and collective religious actions of the United States, particularly in its most formative stage. Many of Washington’s actions established precedents to which Washington had given deliberate and careful forethought, since in most cases the Constitution and the laws allowed the discretion to him. He cared mightily that the sacrifices from which his men had suffered so much not be wasted by inattention or carelessness.

As Thomas Jefferson testified, Washington was sometimes slow to decide, but unusually thorough and attentive to alternative chains  of future consequences before deciding. Had Washington wished to set forth a purely secular, Enlightenment vision of public life, for example, he could have done so. Instead, he mixed the secular and the Judeo-Christian style, in an almost perfect balance.




A NOTE ON METHOD 

Writing this book was like writing a detective story. We began with certain facts that had caught our eye—for example, the warm and convincing prayers embodied in several of Washington’s public documents as general and as president. Against these facts, we knew well the existing theory of the case: that Washington did not intend those prayers in the way a truly believing Christian might, since he was actually a deist, not really a Christian at all. The existing theory of the case also admits that Washington paid homage many times to the “interpositions” of “Providence” into the course of the American War of Independence. But conventional wisdom devalues these prayers because it posits that Washington really meant by Providence nothing more than what the Greeks meant by fate, fortune, or destiny. We suspected that the existing theory is forcing the facts, like a blanket on a boy’s bed unsuccessfully hiding his favorite things.

When a detective begins to disbelieve the existing theory of the case, common practice is to go back again to the facts, as Sherlock Holmes often advises his sidekick, Dr. Watson, to do. “The facts,” Holmes will insist. “First the facts.” And then, “Logic, Dr. Watson. Logic.” This insistence by Holmes on “logic” has often puzzled readers of Conan Doyle. For Sherlock Holmes does not exactly employ deductive logic—trying to reason from a general principle to a fact. On the contrary, he begins with facts. But he isn’t really using inductive logic, either—building up from a series of facts to a general principle. Holmes often discovers a single slender clue, overlooked by everybody else—and then what? He employs a logic peculiar to detectives. It is a type of logic that until a hundred years ago or so did not even have a name.

The great American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce of Harvard was the first logician to invent for this unique logic a special name: abductive logic. It is the logic of working from often quite tiny concrete facts, overlooked by other investigators, until a brilliant sleuth can imagine a narrative that conclusively accounts for all of these facts. It is the sort of logic relied upon by detectives, investigators into art frauds, and wilderness guides.

For example, in James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking tales, one of the Deerslayer’s Mohican companions comes upon the clear imprint of a forest animal at the edge of a lake. From trained observation, he “reads” many features of the “story” that lies behind the making of that footprint. He can tell how long ago the print was made, by which sort of animal, of which particular weight and height, at what time of day, and in which probable circumstances. From his general knowledge of forest life, his imagination is fertile in conjuring up possibilities and eliminating all but a very few.

Something like this happens in solving historical riddles, too. Mason Locke “Parson” Weems tells the story of General Washington slipping away into the trees for a silent prayer at Valley Forge. Weems cites as evidence for this tale the witness of a Quaker resident from nearby, a pacifist at first opposed to the war. So moved is the Quaker from watching the piety of the general at prayer, according to Weems, that he changes his mind and contemplates enlisting in the army. This is the “story” that Weems presents, and it lies behind one of the most popularly displayed of Washington portraits (see the first page of the photo insert). The story is so vivid that it at first persuades us that the story is founded upon the account of an actual eyewitness.

Later historians, however, such as Frank Grizzard, have looked into the records of the Quaker mentioned by Weems and found that he did, indeed, exist at the required time, but that he did not just then live in the nearby cottage in which Weems places him, in the year of Washington’s prayer.1 This discovery does not completely  disprove the Weems story, but it does cast considerable doubt upon it, at least as Weems tells it. Since no further corroborating witness of this story is found, historians are inclined to set the whole story aside as unfounded.

A number of other witnesses during the war years, however, did testify that Washington set aside a number of hours each week (varying as to the time of day) for private time. Part of this time, some added, was for private prayer. That testimony may tend to corroborate the plausibility of the Weems tale, if not its story about the Quaker witness. There is a second consideration to address. If Washington did not in fact pray in private, he was a hypocrite. For he urged his officers and his men to beseech Providence in prayer, that the cause of freedom might be furthered by the “Almighty disposer of all human events.” If he himself did not lead the way by his own personal prayers, he would have shown a grave lack of integrity.

In brief, it is by attention to such small details that an authentic narrative is arrived at, that is, a narrative that makes sense of all the known facts about a man. It is important for such a narrative to display the man’s character and habits as witnesses showed them to have been. The new solution must also avoid the anomalies occasioned by the inadequate narratives it replaces. In other words, the special logic of detectives begins with the close observation of certain facts, especially facts that others have so far missed. Next, it draws upon its large experience of the world to come up with a human narrative that makes sense of these facts. It is a movement from the keen observation of known facts to an explanatory narrative. That new narrative must simultaneously satisfy all that one knows about the character and actions of the subject of investigation and also expose the inadequacies of rival narratives, point by point. That is what one means by the special logic of detectives (and certain other kinds of investigators into concrete matters). It is not necessary to remember the technical name abductive logic in order to appreciate it as a type of logic as  important and useful in its way as deductive and inductive logic in philosophy and the sciences.

There is one further and related point about our method that may help some readers to see what we are doing, although perhaps not all readers.

An artist and historian of art well known to the authors (mother of one, wife of the other) has pointed out to them how the fourteenth-century painter Giotto discovered the role of perspective in painting: He rendered objects farther away in the painting smaller, just as they appear to the eye. Because of Giotto’s discoveries in technique, painting ceased being “flat” (like ancient icons) and acquired “depth.” In this and other ways, Giotto changed the course of Western painting forever; and yet, Giotto’s own discovery was only partial. In one painting, for example, the perspective he used to paint a bed runs in one direction, but the perspective he used in painting the walls of the surrounding room runs in another, and the perspectives used in painting the exterior gardens and the far-off orchards on the hills are different yet again. Only a while later did painters come to recognize the importance of the single-point reference that is natural to the human eye. In a painting itself, this single point is invisible, in the sense that nothing in particular may mark it. But by studying the way all the lines of the painting point, as well as the depths of perspective within it, one may imagine that point lying in space somewhere “behind” the entire painting. It is the point from which every line in the painting receives its orientation. If it is missing, the eye is puzzled and restless, for something in the painting is really amiss. Now there is something like this “single-point perspective” in a biographical study, too. If the interpretation is true, everything must point in the same direction.

For most historians in recent generations, it appears, the organizing point of reference for George Washington has been that he was not a Christian, except perhaps in some perfunctory sense, but a vague sort of “deist.” He is said to have been a believer in a god who does not act in history, a god that does not favor one side in  human affairs over another, a god that does not perform “miracles,” or even great and wondrous deeds, a god that is indifferent to human events.

Unlike the atheist, the deist does believe in some great and “divine” force of life or energy, driving through all things. But the deist holds that the divine force in things is impersonal and, on the whole, indifferent to human life. To such a god, who is rather like nature itself, there is really no point in praying, or making sacrifice, or performing fasts and other acts of humiliation and petition. To a deist, such acts seem irrational and unworthy of persons of common sense.

Yet these are exactly the sorts of acts in which George Washington did participate, at Anglican services throughout his whole life, and in the most solemn way with his troops during the war, and with his fellow citizens on many formal occasions during his presidency. The conventional point of reference for Washington’s life, therefore, seems to leave out important facts, and to falsify important aspects of his behavior.

By contrast, our own single point of reference, giving perspective to every point of our narrative, is that George Washington was a man of integrity, who meant what he said, and did what he asked others to do, and acted seamlessly between his private life and his public life. We do not believe that he was a hypocrite. We do not expect that he commended religion to the public only in the service of a “political religion” or “civil religion,” in which he was for his own part too sophisticated to believe. This is, at least, our hypothesis, the point of departure at which we begin, the point of view we adopt provisionally.

A historian might well begin a study of Thomas Jefferson from the opposite point of reference, since Jefferson gave many fairly visible signs of his disbelief in orthodox Christianity, at the same time as he very publicly, marching down Pennsylvania Avenue with his red prayer book under his arm, took part in Christian services at the Capitol building in Washington.2 (He even ordered  the Marine Band to provide the music, at government expense. Where was the ACLU when we needed it, right at the beginning?) These services in the Capitol building were, during the Jefferson administration, the largest Christian services in the nation, and Jefferson quite prominently took part in them. Nonetheless, Jefferson practically admitted that he took part from a sense of duty, not from faith.

One cannot, we think, begin with the assumption that Jefferson’s double vision about religion (public versus private) was also operative in George Washington. Our method, at least, was to begin with trust in Washington’s integrity. All the facts fall far better into place if we expect to find integrity of public and private in Washington’s views and actions regarding Providence and Christian faith. Washington’s virtually universal reputation for integrity among those who knew him seems to confirm what we found.




CONCLUSION 

In short, the adventure of writing this book was intensely fascinating. The research was extraordinarily absorbing. It might seem impossible to come away from a study of the details of his life with an even higher estimation of Washington than when we began, since the mythic dimensions of his public image already seem too good to be believed. The truth is that the more one meets him as a human being like oneself, the closer one comes to being stunned by his sheer achievement, and not just in the public sphere, but just as much in the private sphere. How, for example, can one not admire his lifelong battle to master his own violent temper, and to lighten around the dinner table his own reserved and serious nature? From both his father and his mother, not to mention the older brother he idolized, he learned always to want to be better. As a boy, he even wrote out in his own hand 110 maxims by which he could measure his own self-improvements, if he so chose. And so, it seems, he did choose.

Washington did not lose himself in public life. He did not fly from his own interior struggles. He loved his private life even more than his extensive service to the public. The integrity, the wholeness, of his life is perhaps its most impressive feature.

 




Michael Novak 
Jana Novak 
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Part One

THE MAN


If in the execution of an arduous Office I have been so happy as to discharge my duty to the Public with fidelity and success, and to obtain the good opinion of my fellow Soldiers  and fellow Citizens; I attribute all the glory to that Supreme Being, who hath caused the several parts, which have been employed in the production of the wonderful Events we now contemplate, to harmonize in the most perfect  manner, and who was able by the humblest instruments as well as by the most powerful means to establish and secure  the liberty and happiness of these United States.


—Letter to the Inhabitants of Princeton, August 25, 1783



 



 



If my Conduct throughout the War has merited the confidence of my fellow Citizens, and has been instrumental in obtaining for my Country the blessings of Peace and Freedom, I owe it to that Supreme being who guides the hearts of all; who has so signally interposed his aid in every Stage of the Contest and who has graciously been pleased to bestow on me the greatest of Earthly rewards: the approbation and affections of a free people.


—Letter to the Mayor, Recorder, Aldermen, and Common Council of Annapolis, December 22, 1783






Chapter 1

GEORGE WASHINGTON, THE MAN

No man ever lived, more deservedly beloved and Respected.

—Abigail Adams, December 22, 17991


 



 



 



 




Since the integrity of George Washington is an impressive feature of his life, and even critical to understanding his religious beliefs, our first duty is to savor at least a little of his life, and to gain, as it were, an overview of the man. It would be unsatisfying to pronounce on whether he was a deist or anything more than a weak and watery Christian without seeing the totality of his personality and his life.




THE MAN 

The women of his generation were invariably excited to meet General George Washington in person. He was tall—some accounts say six feet four. His demeanor was grave but extremely courteous, and with the ladies, gallant. His blue-gray eyes seemed to gaze deeply into the eyes of those he met, and he took women seriously. With his men, Washington stood like a Roman warrior in his dignity, serenity, and sense of purpose. His build was tall and strong, as well a warrior’s might be; his arms were long, and his grip was forceful. He was reputed to be one of the best horsemen in Virginia, and his movements  struck witnesses as unusually lithe and graceful. Those who in various cities along the route from Virginia to Philadelphia, New York, and Boston saw him ride into town, usually on a white stallion, behind a troop of honor guards understood what the saying meant, “A man born to the saddle.” The general was plainly also a man born to lead other men, a man intended by Providence to lead men into battle and out again, a man intended to be honored, admired, trusted, followed.

Such was the effect George Washington had upon his contemporaries. There was never any dispute about it, even among the very smart and ambitious men who chose him as their leader. In his favorite blue coat, white waistcoat, and buff trousers, the tall horseman among them, or the suave, usually silent, mild conversationalist, George Washington knew he was a man to be reckoned with. But he was also without pretense. Although he was a complicated man, of many turbulent passions (nearly always kept under control), and of a much-remarked reserve and sense of privacy, what you saw, for the most part, was what you got. To those he addressed, he seemed fully present, and his manner was unfeigned. Most who met him found him quite impressive, even moving, and therefore to become a loyal follower of Washington—and to want to be his friend—seemed not at all difficult.

Captain George Mercer, an aide to Colonel Washington in the Virginia militia, wrote of him in 1760 (when Washington was not yet thirty): “In conversation he looks you full in the face, is deliberate, deferential, and engaging. His demeanor at all times composed and even dignified.”2 Just months before Washington’s death in 1799, while her husband John was serving as the nation’s second president, Abigail Adams—who could be quite critical of other males around her, especially Thomas Jefferson, to whom at times she was particularly hostile—wrote in a private letter to her sister what she had come to think of Washington, now that she had come to know him so closely, and after so long a period of time: 




No man ever lived, more deservedly beloved and Respected. The praise and I may say adulation which followed his administration  for several years, never made him forget that he was a Man, subject to the weakness and frailty attached to human Nature. He never grew giddy, but ever maintained a modest diffidence of his own talents, and if that was an error, it was of the amiable and engaging kind, tho it might lead sometimes to want of some decisions in some great Emergencys. Possesst of power, possesst of an extensive influence, he never used it but for the benefit of his Country. Witness his retirement to private Life when Peace closed the scenes of War; when call’d by the unanimous suffrages of the People to the chief Majestracy of the Nation, he acquitted himself to the satisfaction and applause of all Good Men. When assailed by faction, when reviled by Party, he suffered with dignity, and Retired from his exalted station with a Character which malice would not wound, nor envy tarnish. If we look through the whole tenor of his Life, History will not produce to us a Parallel.3






 



These words seem all the more significant in that, early in their careers, John Adams had openly announced in the Continental Congress that he considered himself Washington’s superior. Adams had even said (outrageously, and over the top): “That Washington was not a scholar is certain. That he was too illiterate, unlearned and unread for his station and reputation, is equally beyond dispute.” Adams had even once stooped to such pettiness as this: “Would Washington ever have been Commander of the Revolutionary Army or President of the United States if he had not married the rich widow of Mr. Custis?”4 Before Washington had married, of course, he was actually far wealthier in land than John Adams. On the other hand, Adams had earlier praised Washington very highly to Abigail, as far back as 1774, before Abigail had ever met the Virginian, when Washington and Adams both attended the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia. And his praise of Washington, in the name of the Senate, when Washington accepted the presidency, was of a very high order.5 Both John and Abigail could be witheringly frank in their assessments of others, especially of rivals of John  for international fame, and as a consequence their praise, being rarer, has higher value than most.

But it is not only his countrymen who admired Washington. King George III himself, on hearing that Washington laid down his sword after the British armies at last left the United States, and retired to private life on his farm, said with some wonderment that this act “placed him in a light the most distinguished of any man living. . . . The greatest character of the age.”6 Some years later, in 1794, the English statesman Charles James Fox wrote of Washington: “It must, indeed, create astonishment, that placed in circumstances so critical, and filling for a series of years a station so conspicuous, his character should never once have been called in question, that he should in no one instance have been accused either of improper insolence, or of mean submission, in his transactions with foreign nations. For him, it has been reserved to run the race of glory, without experiencing the smallest interruption to the brilliancy of his career.”7


Rarely in the annals of history have as many diverse persons testified so freely to a leader’s merit and praised his steady display of virtue. What was the source of his steadfastness under most bitter adversity—military reversal after military reversal, illness sweeping his troops, lack of promised funds to pay them, dejection, and low morale? What was the source of his ability to resist temptations of power and might that have turned the heads of nearly every successful savior/general in history? What kept his keel so even? These are questions we must often come back to in this study. They are the questions that logically flow out of the years of historians dismissing Washington as a deist and proclaiming him not a Christian, or at least not a strong Christian. For where did Washington himself pinpoint the source of his strength? Whom did he thank?

Of course, many were the words of criticism launched at Washington during his lifetime. He was forced to be quite self-conscious about his lack of learning. While he had attended some years of schooling as a boy, he did not receive the normal full complement.  Later, his “university” training—unlike that of John Adams at Harvard, James Madison at Princeton, and Alexander Hamilton at Columbia—consisted of four rugged expeditions into the backwoods of the Monongahela, seeking out representatives of the French and Indians, once for peace and the other times in war, when he was in his early twenties. So his only higher education consisted of the lessons he took in surveying, which was considered a prestigious career at the time, and so he was able to satisfy his own ambition and put in his possession a useful trade. On the other hand, during his lifetime he accumulated, mostly by deliberate purchase, a library of more than seven hundred books, a great many of which he perused or even studied closely. He was no dummy, and his extemporaneous writing style, although simple and direct by the standards of the time (but complex by today’s standards), is often quite moving.

Well before he married Martha Custis, Washington was engaged in as much buying of land as he could afford—fifteen hundred acres in one great transaction—and he surveyed many of his new purchases himself. He earned hundreds of acres through his surveying and some timely purchases that it led to, and he received thousands of other acres from his multiple services at Monongahela. In the end, added to what he inherited of his own near Mount Vernon (some twenty-two hundred acres), his holdings, some ten thousand acres even before he married Mrs. Custis, were quite large. Although many good historians don’t seem much to admire Washington’s enterprise or his agricultural and commercial skills, these deserve detailed attention. Washington was one of the great business leaders in Virginia. His land holdings were vast, and his whiskey still at Mount Vernon was the largest for several states around (he produced eleven thousand gallons of alcohol in 1798).8 Without any doubt, his skills in enterprise exceeded those of Jefferson, Madison, Adams, and most of the other famous men of his generation. His achievements in business would have made him notable even apart from his military and political exploits. He loved to discover the practical secrets of these domestic crafts and studied them assiduously.




HIS MORAL EDUCATION 

Washington had been born into a Virginia family of moderate wealth (roughly the equivalent of today’s upper middle class) and the traditional faith of the Church of England. In England, George’s great-great-grandfather had been an Anglican pastor. The family, although not overly devout or outwardly demonstrative, was faithful: lessons in religion, regular prayers, reverence for the Almighty, observant attendance at Sunday services at least once a month. The branch of the church they belonged to was latitudinarian—rather than strictly biblical. George was a third son, and even though his father died when he was only eleven, his father paid shrewd attention to him, ensuring that he would grow up into a good, smart, and honest man. Indeed, this was the point of the famous (apocryphal) story about the young boy cutting down the cherry tree. As told by the colorful hagiographer Parson Weems, whose poetic/mythical biography of Washington sold out edition after edition, the nub of the story was that a son’s truth telling is a treasure for a father’s heart much more valuable than a cherry tree.9


As a young man, George copied out in his own handwriting 110 maxims of the moral life codified by sixteenth-century Jesuits for the worldly guidance of French aristocrats. As he had a lifelong love of maxims (and often coined his own, later in life), this task must have pricked his mind. The last of these maxims read as follows: 




#110 Labour to keep alive in your breast 
that little spark of celestial fire called conscience.





 



Washington’s family believed in the idea that all were constantly under God’s watchful, benevolent eye. This divine attention—at times harsh, probing, and testing, and sometimes benevolent—he was taught to call Providence. He referred to himself, a recent study suggests, as “in the hands of a good Providence.”10


That hand became almost physically visible in his life when, at the age of twenty-two, he escaped from a very hot battle near what is today Pittsburgh, with four bullet holes in his coat, two horses shot out from under him, and men falling to his right and left; yet he had emerged intact, without a scratch. Even into old age, George Washington recalled those events and thanked Providence. Similar events befell him all through the War of Independence, much to the wonderment, fear, and delight of his fiercely devoted soldiers. Washington’s early trust in a kind Providence was never to fail him, no matter how tested he was by hardship.

There is another apocryphal story about a lesson Augustine Washington taught his son. The father planted cabbage seeds in a plot near their house, in a pattern spelling out G-E-O-R-G-E. He had George water the plot, all unknowing, and much enjoyed the boy’s delight when at last the pattern became visible. “How did that happen?” the boy wondered. “Do you think it was by chance?” the father asked him, leaving the boy to muse. This is a great thing, the father concluded, “which I want you to understand. I want, my son, to introduce you to your true father.” In Weems’s telling, it is the father who is the center of the story, instructing his son’s head and heart at the same time.11


When he became a man, Washington’s morals seemed visible to others in his countenance and in his bearing. For those who gazed into Washington’s face, the grown man’s clear eyes flashed with candor and good grace. His nose was long, in an almost straight line from his forehead, like the countenance of a Roman Caesar or of Cincinnatus abandoning his plow. The skin of his face was faintly marked by youthful smallpox, as though to add to his face masculine toughness. His natural hair—he did not wear a powdered wig—betrayed a slight reddishness (it was sometimes brown, sometimes reddish-brown), although in his later years it turned prematurely white. That white hair added dignity and wisdom to his appearance. It also gave substance to the admiring words of his officers, that he had grown gray in the defense of the republic. Here is how Captain Mercer described his young commander: 
A large and straight rather than prominent nose; blue gray penetrating eyes which are widely separated and overhung by a heavy brow. His face is long rather than broad, with high round cheek bones, and terminates in a good firm chin. He has clear though rather colorless pale skin which burns with the sun. A pleasing and benevolent though commanding countenance, dark brown hair which he wears in a cue. . . . His features are regular and placid with all the muscles of his face under perfect control, though flexible and expressive of deep feeling when moved by emotions.12






 



Washington spoke gravely, others also testify, a little slowly, but with warmth and wit. He treasured parlor conversation as well as dinner conversation and treated them as arts a gentleman ought to enjoy—and help his fellow travelers to enjoy along with him. He had made it one of his rules ever since his teens to try to say no unkind or distressing word at mealtime, but only graceful and cheerful things—banter, really, especially with the ladies: 




#62 Speak not of doleful things in a time of mirth or at the table; speak not of melancholy things as death and wounds, and if others mention them, change if you can the discourse. Tell not your dreams, but to your intimate friend.





 



He was, by all reports, a considerate host, friend, and companion. A man’s man—and also a lady’s man, at the proper time. Ever since he had been a boy, he had tried to show respect to all with whom he engaged in conversation: 




#1 Every action done in company ought to be done with some sign of respect to those that are present.





 



As for his outward bearing, Captain Mercer’s eyewitness account describes him as “straight as an Indian, measuring six feet two  inches in his stockings and weighing 175 pounds.” At his death, Washington was measured at six feet three and one-half inches, and of course in boots he would have seemed even taller. Since in those days, most men were about five feet six inches or so, and women rather shorter, Washington was easy to pick out in most drawing rooms or even meeting halls. Mercer went on: “His frame is padded with well-developed muscles, indicating great strength. His bones and joints are large, as are his hands and feet. He is wide shouldered but has not a deep or round chest; is neat waisted, but is broad across the hips and has rather long legs and arms.”13


The painter Charles Willson Peale left us a story about Washington’s legendary arm strength, based on observing him in the throwing of a long heavy bar, in a game Peale was engaged in at Mount Vernon while waiting to paint Washington’s portrait. This was before the War of Independence: 




One afternoon, several young gentle men, visitors at Mount Vernon, and myself were engaged in pitching the bar, one of the athletic sports common in those times, when suddenly the Colonel appeared among us. He requested to be shown the pegs that marked the bounds of our effort; then, smiling, and without putting off his coat, held out his hand for the missile. No sooner did the heavy iron bar feel the grasp of his mighty hand than it lost the power of gravitation, and whizzed through the air, striking the ground far, very far, beyond our utmost limits. We were indeed amazed, as we stood around all stripped to the buff, with shirt sleeves rolled up, and having thought ourselves very clever fellows, while the Colonel, on retiring, pleasantly observed, “When you beat my pitch, young gentlemen, I’ll try again.”14









THE INNER MAN 

On the inward side, another characteristic of the man was a prudent reserve about his private opinions, personal judgments, and deepest  convictions. He was especially, but for an Anglican not untypically, silent about his religious convictions. Yet, as with most people, this does not imply he did not have any. Like many Anglicans of his class and time, George Washington believed strongly in the sanctity of private opinions and felt it to be rude of one person to inflict his personal views upon others, since strongly held opinions, especially in matters of politics and religion, can swiftly disrupt otherwise amicable discussions, at dinner, in the parlor, and at peaceable meetings set aside for business, civic, or purely social matters.

With respect to religion, however, there was for Washington even more to his reserve than custom and class. His excellent recent biographer, Joseph Ellis, quipped that Washington was a “lukewarm Episcopalian and a quasi-deist.”15 Yet in this context, “lukewarm” is not so fatal an epithet;16 for an eighteenth-century Virginia Anglican (and perhaps even today) it is almost redundant. The Anglican “way” requires eschewing “enthusiasm” and avoiding outward displays of piety in favor of understatement and even taciturnity. Anglican manners recommend the “middle way,” that is, a relatively cool, commonsensical, practical way of putting things and, moreover, a way that is not divisive but aims for a maximal degree of common ground. One overriding purpose is not to give offense. Another is to keep the peace. A third is to preserve maximal space for shared sentiments. In a gentleman, “devoutness” would seem showy, even boastful; the truly devout man ought to hide his devotion.

In this framework, a gentleman tells his deepest convictions only to the closest and most intimate of friends. Indeed, even with friends—even one’s spouse—a gentleman might maintain sober reserve, preferring judicious circumlocution and allusion.

Washington knew that he would have to proceed carefully step by step, taking care not to narrow his appeal in a time of controversy. He also knew well that religious passions were just then rising along the Virginia frontier (not at all far from Mount Vernon), since by 1750 more and more Baptist and Methodist itinerant preachers  were lighting the fires of evangelicalism in central, southern, and western Virginia.

Washington, ever the quiet observer, noted how broad a range of religious passions and convictions were active in American life. Unitarians were regarded by Baptists as hardly Christian at all, because they did not accept the divinity of Jesus Christ. Presbyterians seemed to Anglicans a bit severe, whereas to Presbyterians Anglicans seemed lax, broad-minded, weather-vane-driven. The grave and prosperous Quaker pacifists of Philadelphia—opposed to war and, for that reason, to declaring independence—were not deeply admired by those ardent patrons of independence who were ready for war, such as John Adams and General Washington. In such an environment, Unitarians hardly respected Trinitarians, and evangelical Christians were almost as despairing of Anglicans as of Roman Catholics. There were good reasons why Washington thought it more prudent to avoid a confessional way of speaking of God.

A work of art that helped Washington to do that was one of his favorites, Joseph Addison’s Cato, a play that Washington not only frequented many times during his life, but even had performed for his troops at Valley Forge. Addison’s text of Cato bore the following inscription (from Seneca) as its frontispiece. This text from a Roman pagan philosopher helps us to understand how easily Washington could put together the ancient Stoic idea of God with his Christian way of thinking: 




But lo! here is a spectacle worthy of the regard of God as he contemplates his works; lo! here is a contest worthy of God,—a brave man matched against ill-fortune, and doubly so if his also was the challenge. I do not know, I say, what nobler sight the Lord of Heaven could find on earth, should he wish to turn his attention there, than the spectacle of Cato, after his cause had already been shattered more than once, nevertheless standing erect amid the ruins of the commonwealth.17






George Washington, like other leaders of the country’s founding, understood that the new republic faced a critical problem regarding an inherently proper and yet widely acceptable religious language for public use. They remembered one political touchstone of the New Testament, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” (Mark 12:17). From this text, they learned that many matters of government—the whole U.S. Constitution, for instance, setting forth the three branches of government—can be couched in the language of Caesar. There is no need to clothe such matters in religious language.

Not at all shirking those duties that individuals (and even nations) owe to God, nonetheless, Washington, like the other Founders, insisted on speaking openly of God. They kept the functions of state and church independent of each other, but they announced clearly that republics are not likely to survive without lively and healthy religions to invigorate the mores and customs of the people. This sharp difference between the institutional issue (church and state) and the issue of moral ecology (religion and public life) confronted them with a novel problem. George Washington was the first to face it, in 1775, as general of the Continental Army. When duties of gratitude and petition require men to speak of God, the problem is how to speak of God in a way that unites—rather than divides—a religiously pluralistic people. Some individual states, which had their own established churches, did not have to confront this problem with the same urgency that the whole new nation did, and Washington first of all.

Washington’s solution lay in developing a special kind of philosophical language, which used terms derived both from the philosophers and also from the biblical story of creation and the biblical conception of God—a God who is Spirit, and who wishes to be worshiped in spirit and in truth (more on this in Chapter 6). Indeed, Washington preferred philosophical words impregnated with biblical (usually Hebrew) content.

Before the War of Independence, he had purchased from London a beautifully printed thin Book of Psalms to carry in his coat pocket, and many of its descriptions of the Creator and Divine Architect seeped into his imagery. The psalms of David describe a God who acts in history. Washington and his men publicly prayed that God would act on their behalf, as he had done on behalf of the first Israel. Puritan preachers sometimes referred to America as “God’s second Israel.”

In brief, Washington’s writings, as his remarks to the Hebrew Congregation of Savannah illustrate (see the epigraph to this book), show that his vision of God was in good measure that of the Hebrew prophets and the psalmist. There are many direct allusions in George Washington’s writings to the Book of Amos, to Proverbs, to Ecclesiastes, and to the Psalms.18 His was a richly informed biblical mind—informed, perhaps, by the Anglican Book of Common Prayer (which is itself saturated with biblical references), which he knew from childhood on.

We have already seen that, as he was concerning many other intimate matters, George Washington was quite taciturn about his personal religion, even in his private correspondence. In public, he spoke very often and emphatically about religion, referring to it as “an indispensable support” for republican government, a “vital” support for his armies in the field, and a primary “duty” of individuals and nations alike. He helped to create a public philosophy of American religion, a public language that on the surface combined the strengths of Cicero, Seneca, Aristotle, and other sources of public law with the vigorous manliness of the Hebrew prophets and the psalmist.




HOW HE APPEARED TO OTHERS 

After first meeting him in 1774, John Adams praised Washington more than once in letters to Abigail, yet not excessively. She was in  any case primed to have a good impression of him but did not finally meet him until 1775, when John was in Philadelphia. Abigail, much to her own surprise, was blown away. She wrote to John: “You had prepared me to entertain a favorable opinion of him, but I thought the one half was not told me!” She broke out into lines from John Dryden: 





Mark his Majestick fabrick! He’s a temple 
Sacred by birth, and built by hands divine. 
His souls the deity that lodges there. 
Nor is the pile unworthy of the God.19






 



Taking into account how acerbic Abigail’s pen could be, this swoon quite stands out in her accounts of the men of her time. Moreover, she was not alone in seeing the virtual nimbus that seemed to move with George Washington. Here is his aide George Mercer again, describing the same sorts of features that Abigail discerned on her first meeting: “His demeanor [is] at all times composed and dignified. His movements and gestures are graceful, his walk majestic, and he is a splendid horseman.”20


And Mrs. Horace Bland, wife of a colonel who was serving with Washington, wrote to a friend of hers: “Now let me speak of our noble and agreeable commander, for he commands both sexes, one by his excellent skill in military matters, the other by his ability, politeness, and attention.” Washington was generally busy in the forenoon, but “from dinner till night he is free for all company. His worthy lady seems to be in perfect felicity when she is by the side of her Old Man as she calls him. We often make parties on horseback.” Then “General Washington throws off the hero and takes on the chatty, agreeable companion. He can be downright impudent sometimes—such impudence, Fanny, as you and I like.”21


Despite all this praise, it is well to recall that for nearly a decade of Washington’s life the nation was in a life-and-death battle to win  its independence. Its adversary commanded the largest naval power in the world, and its army may also have been the most powerful. By comparison, the Continental Army was puny, ill equipped, virtually without uniforms, short on boots, and most often hungry, unpaid, and in large proportions too sick to march or fight. The representatives of Great Britain entertained for many years a quite low opinion of the American foe, and even of their commander. The British diplomat Edward Thornton wrote back to an undersecretary of the British Foreign Office this “description of the President of the United States”: 




His person is tall and sufficiently graceful, his face well-formed, his complexion rather pale, with a mild and philosophic gravity in the expression of it. In his air and manner he displays much natural dignity, in his address he is cold, reserved and even phlegmatic, though without the least appearance of haughtiness and ill nature; it is the effect I imagine of constitutional diffidence.





 



Hazarding this hypothesis, the diplomat gathers his thoughts, then resumes: 




That caution and circumspection which form so striking and well-known a feature in his military and indeed in his political character, is [sic] very strongly marked in his countenance: for his eyes retire inward (do you understand me?) and have nothing of fire, of animation or openness in their expression. If this circumspection is accompanied by discernment and penetration, as I am informed it is, and as I should be inclined to believe from the judicious choice he has generally made of persons to fill public stations, he possesses the two great requisites of a statesman, the faculty of concealing his own sentiments, and of discovering those of other men.





 



But now he seems to be praising Washington too much and draws back a little: 
A certain degree of indecision however, a want of vigour and energy may be observed in some of his actions, and are indeed the obvious result of too refined caution. He is a man of great but secret ambition, and has sometimes, I think condescended to use little arts, and those too very shallow ones, to secure the object of that ambition.

 



A little more balance now!

 



He is, I am told, indefatigable in business and extremely clear and systematic in the arrangement of it; his time is regularly divided into certain portions, and the business allotted to any one portion rigidly attended to.





 



Before settling in for his summation, the diplomat recalls for himself the person he is writing to and what he will want to hear—and need to hear. Then he sails in for his summation: 




Of his private character, I can say very little positive; I have never heard of any truly noble, generous or disinterested action of his; he has very few, who are on intimate and unreserved friendship; and what is worse, he is less beloved in his own state (Virginia) than in any part of the United States. After all, he is a great man; circumstances have made him so; but I cannot help thinking that the misconduct of our commanders has given him a principal part of that greatness. It does not resemble (to conclude this description with a simile) that of the mid-day sun, of which we form a magnificent idea from its own irresistible brightness and invigorating heat; but it is that of a setting sun, whose magnitude is increased from the confused and misty atmosphere that surrounds it.22






 



Washington did not lack for critics. Yet it is astonishing how many virtues and claims to greatness his critics conceded to the man. The low-level diplomat Edward Thornton, just quoted, no doubt contributed to His Majesty’s government’s consistent underestimating of their American challenger. Yet even he paid many compliments: “natural dignity,” “caution and circumspection” (the opposite of “hothead” and “reckless”), “discernment and penetration,” “indefatigible in business and extremely clever and systematic in his arrangement of it,” and “after all, a great man.” Thomas Jefferson, an ideological rival of Washington and a rival for international acclaim, nonetheless had wise praise for Washington, even while taking care to point out his lesser educational attainments: 




His mind was great and powerful, without being of the very first order; his penetration strong, though not as acute as that of a Newton, Bacon or Locke; and as far as he saw, no judgment was ever sounder. It was slow in operation, being little aided by invention or imagination, but sure in conclusion. . . . He was incapable of fear, meeting personal dangers with the calmest unconcern. His integrity was most pure, his justice the most inflexible I have ever known.

. . . He was indeed, in every sense of the words, a wise, a good, and a great man.23
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