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Ralph Reed is an articulate advocate for faith and freedom, and this book makes a compelling case for why, even though they are under attack, liberty and belief in God will not only survive but prosper. If you want to understand why Ralph has played such an important role in American politics, then read this book. It will encourage and challenge you.


– Senator Rand Paul


America’s greatness is rooted in faith, hard work, freedom, personal responsibility, and family. Ralph Reed captures the importance of these values, how they drew my parents and the forebears of other Americans to these shores, and why they are worth preserving.


– Senator Marco Rubio


This book shows why Ralph Reed is one of the most effective and respected impact players in American politics. He demonstrates that what looked like a secular liberal renaissance may in fact be the prelude to a spiritual awakening and a conservative resurgence. I think he’s right, and I highly recommend this book.


– Sean Hannity
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Foreword by Mike Huckabee


Ever since I was a teenager in Hope, Arkansas, I have believed that the United States is a great nation because it’s a special nation. And I believe the United States is a special nation because it was founded by people who were first on their knees before they were on their feet.


We are a nation rooted in our faith.


The progressives, libertarians, or libertines may not like me saying that, but I don’t care. After two decades of a successful political career, I care more about my country’s future than about being accepted by the liberal elite.


I know Ralph Reed feels the same, and that’s why he’s written this intelligent and perceptive book. Awakening is an urgently needed critique of a culture that is fast abandoning its guiding principles, which are rooted in the Holy Bible and written into its U.S. Constitution.


There is no doubt in my mind that the United States needs political change—and fast. But there also is no doubt in my mind that there is something more crucial than civic engagement or policy change.


Our politics will only reflect truth if and when we get back on our knees and experience a spiritual awakening. The ultimate answer to what ails America isn’t found in politics but in repentance and moral renewal.


That’s what Awakening is calling us to.


I’ve known Ralph since the 1990s when, as the prodigy executive director of the Christian Coalition, he built one of the most effective public policy organizations in recent political history. Not even his detractors can question his gifts as a political strategist. Ralph has helped elect U.S. senators, members of Congress, governors, and presidents. As one who has traveled the sawdust trail myself, I recognize political wisdom when I see it.


But Ralph did not write this book because he thinks we need another grassroots primer for activism. Yes, Christians should and must be involved in politics. Jesus called us to be salt and light in every area of life, and that includes government. If we refuse that calling, then we should not be surprised if our culture does a one-eighty and abandons our founding principles. We won’t be able to blame liberals or cable news networks or President Obama. We’ll have only ourselves to blame.


But I don’t think that’s going to happen. Why? Because of God’s mercy as seen in the spiritual cycle Ralph writes about in Awakening.


With his brilliant perspective as both an academically trained historian and an experienced political operative, Ralph shows us the pattern of obedience, affluence, rebellion, moral decline, and then spiritual revival that has occurred in our magnificent country repeatedly since its founding.


And God, in His mercy, has always blessed a recommitment to our first principles of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.


I believe He will again.


Remember the promise of 2 Chronicles 7:14? It says, “If my people, which are called by my name, shall humble themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their land” (KJV).


I invite you to dig deep into Awakening and then spread its message. Let’s humble ourselves, pray, seek God’s face, and turn from our wicked ways.


Our future demands it.





Preface


I wrote much of this book while on a working vacation in Europe with my wife, Jo Anne, and our daughters, Brittany and Nicole. Each morning I rose at dawn and worked until the early afternoon, spurred by the urgency of its message. The rest of the day I played tourist with my family, even as I sometimes wrote in the car or at a roadside café, inspired by my setting.


In Italy we visited the ruins of Roman civilization, walking through remains of ancient cities, amphitheaters, citadels, and waterworks that were the pride of an empire. Nations rise and fall, and Rome was certainly no exception. As I reflected on its demise, I wondered, Is the United States experiencing its own decline and fall?


On a side trip to Amsterdam, we were only a short train ride from Leiden, where four hundred years earlier members of a Puritan congregation departed for America aboard the Mayflower. John Adams spent time in Amsterdam during the American Revolution, pleading with Dutch bankers for aid to the United States. The Dutch Republic was once the leading maritime and trading power in the world, while Amsterdam was the busiest port and the wealthiest city on earth. Today it is more famous for its red-light district, where prostitutes display themselves in shop windows alongside hash bars and sex shops. Like Rome, Holland’s majesty slipped away—the victim of pride, immorality, and corruption.


America is not immune to this cycle. In our time the U.S. is experiencing economic and moral decay that some believe foreshadows a descent to the status of a second-rate power. More than [image: image]16 trillion in U.S. wealth evaporated during the Great Recession. The economy has recovered at the sluggish rate of only around 1 percent a year since, due almost entirely to the “stimulus” of a [image: image]1 trillion federal deficit and the Federal Reserve inflating the money supply. When not paralyzed by partisanship and dysfunction, Washington is taking over the health-care system, with disastrous results. Our culture is fraying at the seams, with four out of every ten children in the U.S. born out of wedlock, an epidemic of crime and drugs fueling the highest incarceration rate in the world, and the redefinition of marriage threatening the most important and enduring social institution in the history of civilization.


Nevertheless, this book is not a doomsday warning to a dying nation. In spite of what ails us, I believe America’s best days are still ahead. Why? First, because I hope in God. And God, throughout history, has heard the prayers of the faithful and intervened in human affairs to stop this downward spiral by sparking a spiritual and moral awakening among His people.


Second, I believe America’s best days are ahead because our nation has in its DNA a bright and enduring strand of faith; we have been blessed by God because we believed in God. The United States has experienced untold abundance, leading to pride and self-sufficiency, with consequences that have forced the faithful to their knees asking for God’s forgiveness. Throughout history this repentance has sparked spiritual awakenings and spawned social and political movements that reformed society, leading to greater obedience to God’s laws, defending the poor and the downtrodden, and thereby creating a more perfect union. In this spiritual cycle, the circle of inclusion has always grown wider, embracing the marginalized and improving the American experiment.


Such an awakening can happen today. Some might think that in our postmodern world, this notion is quaint and old-fashioned. Sociologists point to the rise of the “nones,” people who profess no religious affiliation at all and now make up almost one out of five Americans. But even many of the “nones” profess faith in God and say they pray regularly. They are turned off by organized religion, not by the things of God, and they remain spiritually hungry.


In any case, this spiritual awakening will not require a majority vote. It only requires men and women of faith to repent, pray, and act with moral courage, as well as leaders to inspire and mobilize the faithful. And it will occur only if the Holy Spirit covers our efforts with blessing, protection, and humility.


I have written this book to encourage those of us who are concerned about our country and worry that it has lost its way. It is my prayer that Awakening provides a road map we can follow to restore our nation from moral, economic, and political destruction back to God’s blessing.


Jesus warned us not to be like the man invited to a wedding feast who showed up without the proper clothes and was thrown out (Matthew 22:11–13). When the awakening comes and shakes America to its foundations, we must be prepared and equipped. I trust these pages will prepare us for these challenging and exciting times.


—Ralph Reed
Atlanta, Georgia
October 29, 2013





Part 1


In Motion





CHAPTER 1


The Spiritual Cycle


Are we watching our nation commit suicide?


The United States of America was founded on the principles of limited government, individual liberty, and personal responsibility based on faith in God. Yet it seems we have abandoned those principles to such an extent that it may be too late for this beacon of faith and freedom to turn around.


Is America, like a crumbling modern-day Roman Empire, doomed to inevitable decline and demise?


This is the central question of our time. While things aren’t always as they appear (more on that later), the trends are not encouraging.


“If the Foundations Are Destroyed . . .”


Edward Gibbon argued in The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire that Rome fell not because of military foes but because of its own corruption. Similarly in America, the most lethal threat to freedom today comes not from a foreign military opponent. It comes from within.


Consider the following facts that define our time:


• A United States president passed government-run health care that includes taxpayer-funded abortion and regulations that force Christian charities to pay for services that violate their religious beliefs. He also is the first major-party presidential candidate to support same-sex marriage. Yet despite taking these extreme positions, Barack Obama was easily reelected.


• Twelve years after the United States declared war on terrorism, the Middle East is in flames and the forces of terror are on the offensive. The sole priority of U.S. foreign policy since 2009 has been the withdrawal of American troops from Iraq and Afghanistan. Israel is surrounded by hostile nations. Egypt fell to radical Islam, then descended into chaos and bloodshed. Terrorists murdered a U.S. ambassador in Libya as our own government stood by helplessly. Iran, the leading state sponsor of terrorism in the world, stands on the threshold of a nuclear weapon. America now leads from behind, an oxymoron for any global power.


• The longest economic slowdown since the Great Depression has left many countries in the European Union on the verge of default, threatening the global economy.1 The U.S. suffers from high unemployment, a low labor participation rate, ballooning public debt, anemic growth, and swelling welfare rolls.


• In 1960, the federal budget was [image: image]92 billion, and the federal government ran a surplus of [image: image]300 million. In 2013, the federal budget skyrocketed to [image: image]3.8 trillion, and the federal government ran a deficit of [image: image]900 billion. The national debt stood at [image: image]17 trillion, 37 percent of which had been run up since 2009.2


Historian Niall Ferguson argues that the U.S. and Western Europe are suffering because of a “Great Degeneration.” Throughout history, the West’s contributions to humanity have been representative government, free markets, the rule of law, and a vibrant civil society. As these four civilizational institutions have withered and decayed, Ferguson contends, Western economies have stagnated and the culture that made prosperity possible has lost its way.3


The Bible puts it this way: “If the foundations are destroyed, what can the righteous do?” (Psalm 11:3). Is there anything we, as concerned citizens who love our country, can do to slow or reverse this trend and restore America to moral greatness before it’s too late? I believe there is, and the foundations of a society—including our own—can be rebuilt.


Alarming Social Trends


Leading U.S. cultural indicators also flash urgent warning signs.


Opinion elites treat abortion-on-demand as the civil rights issue of our time, ignoring the unborn child’s competing claim to life. Cecile Richards, president of Planned Parenthood, took a leave of absence from the pro-abortion group in 2012 to promote Barack Obama’s reelection. Obama showed his gratitude in 2013 when he became the first sitting president to address Planned Parenthood, proclaiming to cheers, “No matter how great the challenge, no matter how fierce the opposition, if there’s one thing the past few years have shown, it’s that Planned Parenthood is not going anywhere.”4 The not-so-subtle message is that people who advocate abortion-on-demand are considered acceptable, while those who take the opposite view are labeled intolerant or misogynist.5


Marriage defined as the union between a man and a woman has been supported by presidential hopefuls of both parties throughout U.S. history and as recently as 2008. Barack Obama changed his position in 2012 to energize his base and, according to blogger Andrew Sullivan, to raise more campaign funds from the gay community.6 The New York Times celebrated Obama’s flip-flop as the dawn of a new era of tolerance.7 Nor was the Times alone in its liberal bias. When the Supreme Court took up the California Proposition 8 marriage case in 2013, one study found that media coverage favored the pro-same-sex marriage argument by a factor of five to one.8 Little wonder that the first public statement Hillary Clinton made after stepping down as secretary of state was in support of same-sex marriage.


Signs of America’s cultural decline extend far beyond the push for abortion and same-sex marriage. Consider these alarming social trends:


• In 2010 the out-of-wedlock birthrate reached 40 percent of all births, 50 percent of all Hispanic births, and 70 percent of all African-American babies born in the United States.9


• After declining during the administration of George W. Bush, drug use is back on the rise. Fully 25 percent of all eighteen- to twenty-four-year-old Americans are categorized as regular users of marijuana or other illegal substances. After Colorado and Washington State legalized marijuana at the ballot box in 2012 and in direct violation of federal law, the Justice Department declined to enforce the law, announcing it would not prosecute those who grew or distributed pot.10


• Pornography is a [image: image]97-billion-a-year industry; its U.S. revenues rival the film industry’s annual box-office take. Forty million Americans regularly visit porn websites, and 10 percent of the U.S. adult population is addicted to pornography. Though treated by our society as a benign source of entertainment, pornography wrecks marriages and encourages the sexual exploitation of children.11


• Human trafficking generates an estimated [image: image]9.5 billion a year in the United States, and the FBI estimates that up to three hundred thousand children annually are at risk of commercial sexual exploitation. Many are forced into prostitution between the ages of thirteen and fourteen years. Cybersex slavery thrives on the Internet, which has surpassed brothels and strip joints as a marketing tool for pimps and organized crime.12


• Legalized gambling is a national epidemic, boasting [image: image]93 billion in annual revenues. Today forty-eight states have some form of legal gambling, and eighty-two casinos have opened in the past decade. There are an estimated six million compulsive gamblers in the U.S.13


• Violence, foul language, and sexually explicit material that once shocked sensibilities and sparked societal resistance no longer even raise eyebrows. Popular late-night comics like Comedy Central’s Jon Stewart have their profanity bleeped with a knowing wink to younger viewers in case parents are watching. Others, like Bill Maher, refuse to make even that concession to decency. At the Video Music Awards in 2013, Miley Cyrus stripped to latex underwear and began “twerking,” a fad best described as dance simulating sex. Previous performances on the same show by Lady Gaga and Britney Spears were no less explicit.


Not Hearing or Understanding


We are living in a time of moral, social, and economic decline. But people of faith have always lived among the sinful and rebellious. That is nothing new. Still, God does not abandon the faithful. Throughout the Bible, God promises men and women of faith that we will be granted insight into the mysteries of His kingdom, and thus we can know and understand our times in ways that elude others.


In ancient Judea, when asked by His followers why He spoke in parables, Jesus replied, “To you it has been granted to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been granted. . . . Therefore I speak to them in parables; because while seeing they do not see, and while hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand” (Matthew 13:11, 13).


While seeing they do not see, and while hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand. This is an extraordinary statement. Jesus told His disciples He used parables to obscure the truth from those whose hearts God had hardened so they would not grasp that the kingdom of God was at hand. Conversely, to those of faith God had granted the right to know the “mysteries of the kingdom” so they could be effective and faithful followers themselves.


As believers, then, it is possible for us to know the mysteries of an unseen world, the truths of a kingdom that is both here now and is yet to come—but we must seek and understand this knowledge. As we learn the things of God’s kingdom, we will see the realities of our world more clearly and understand what we must do as believers and citizens to ignite a moral renewal that will restore our nation to its founding faith.


City of God, City of Man


As Augustine put it in City of God, his stirring defense of Christianity after Rome’s decline, there are two worlds: one visible and the other invisible. The visible world is of the flesh, while the invisible world is of the Spirit.


This Augustine classic was one of the most influential books in history, shaping Western thought for millennia. In it Augustine calls the unseen world the City of God. He calls the seen world the City of Man. To Augustine, the City of Man is just a temporary way station on the path to eternal life where believers are to work for the creation of a just and virtuous society.


As he defends Christianity against the critics who blamed it for Rome’s decline, Augustine builds a larger argument that the counsel of God governs the affairs of nations and that the celestial kingdom of God makes superior claims on us. The Roman state’s pagan gods had failed it, he pointedly observed, while the heavenly City of God remained safe and secure because “it is preserved (or rather purchased) by faith” of believers.14


This distinction between the temporal and the eternal has special relevance today as we begin to examine our own nation—and our world. As people of faith, we desire to be effective as citizens of both the City of God and the City of Man. We may experience setbacks and defeats in our political and social efforts here on earth, but the kingdom of God is eternal and transcendent. This is our hope, and we must never give up.


The Spiritual Cycle


Taking a historical view, we notice that political systems—for example, fascism, Soviet communism, and modern liberalism—seem to collapse at the peak of their influence and power. Why is that?


The answer is the spiritual cycle: the tendency of human societies to move from faith to prosperity to pride to destruction, and then regeneration.


This was true of ancient Israel, and it has been the case in the United States, which may be thought of as a kind of New Jerusalem whose history imitates that of Israel.15 (The concept will be fleshed out in chapter 2.)


The spiritual cycle moves through a series of six stages:


• Faith leading to obedience to God’s laws


• Obedience creating abundance


• Abundance leading to pride


• Pride leading to apostasy


• Apostasy leading to defeat and judgment


• Repentance leading back to faith


Unlike Marxism’s view of the stages of history, though, the spiritual cycle is not set in stone. Free will, leadership, and individual choices still affect human events. We are not mere cogs trapped in a fatalistic machine. We can affect our destiny through our own choices. If we, as men and women of faith, repent and call out to God, we can see America return to faith and obedience, bringing her back to the fullness of His blessing and protection.


Good and Evil


What causes the spiritual cycle? Ultimately the Fall, which introduced evil into the world. Sin and evil have produced conflict, brokenness and violence in human affairs since the Garden of Eden.


Consider the parable of the wheat and tares, which can be seen as Jesus’ view of history. Jesus taught that evil would always exist but would not ultimately triumph:


The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man who sowed good seed in his field. But while his men were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed tares among the wheat, and went away. But when the wheat sprouted and bore grain, then the tares became evident also. . . . And [the landowner] said to [the slaves], “An enemy has done this!” The slaves said to him, “Do you want us, then, to go and gather them up?” But he said, “No; for while you are gathering up the tares, you may uproot the wheat with them. Allow both to grow together until the harvest; and in the time of the harvest I will say to the reapers, ‘First gather up the tares and bind them in bundles to burn them up; but gather the wheat into my barn.’ ” (Matthew 13:24–30)


In Christ’s parable, the landowner is our heavenly Father, the enemy is Satan, the wheat is the saints, and the tares are the sinners. Jesus makes it clear that God has allowed the wheat and the tares to grow together according to His sovereign will and in order to fulfill His purpose. Until the final ingathering, neither good nor evil will completely triumph.


The French Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain cited this parable to argue that “good is not divided from evil in history—they grow together.”16 The saints follow Jesus, engage in works of charity and goodwill, and are bound for heaven. The sinners follow the enemy, engage in evil, and are headed for hell. Both engage in the conflict inherent in their earthly journeys. People of faith will experience triumph and defeat—incremental advances followed by crushing and perplexing setbacks—but they are not to lose heart or quit, for their compass points ultimately to heaven.


Until we get to heaven, good and evil will coexist in this world. We will see miraculous medical breakthroughs occurring side by side with acts of genocide; millions coming to faith in Christ even as dictators oppress their people and persecute Christians and Jews; amazing technological advances coexisting with the threat of nuclear annihilation. Here on earth we are to contend with evil, seek justice, advance virtue, and trust God in the process.


Ronald Reagan underscored this idea in his 1983 address to the National Association of Evangelicals, in which he called believers to resist evil and tyranny and trust God for the outcome. “There is sin and evil in the world, and we’re enjoined by Scripture and the Lord Jesus to oppose it with all our might,” Reagan said. Critics denounced him as a simpleton for holding to this view. Nevertheless he urged evangelicals to resist the temptation to label each side in the Cold War equally at fault “and thereby remove yourself from the struggle between right and wrong and good and evil.” In that struggle, Reagan asserted:


Communism is another sad, bizarre chapter in human history whose last pages even now are being written. I believe this because the source of our strength in the quest for human freedom is not material, but spiritual. And because it knows no limitation, it must terrify and ultimately triumph over those who would enslave their fellow man.17


How Evil Empires Perish


Reagan was right. The spiritual cycle turned, and he and a resurgent West helped bring about the downfall of the “evil empire.” How were communism’s last pages written?


Throughout the Cold War the Soviet Union aggressively expanded, tightened its grip on eastern and central Europe, gained satellite nations in Latin America and the Middle East, and built a formidable nuclear arsenal. The West, checkered by self-doubt and plagued by weak political leadership, was in retreat. After suffering defeat in Vietnam, the U.S. slashed its military spending, delayed or terminated critical weapons systems, and, through a combination of cooperation and appeasement, failed to rise to the Soviet challenge.


The Soviets, meanwhile, pursued a strategy of small wars, training and arming guerrilla forces, and seeing country after country fall to communism in the 1960s and 1970s. Motivated by a Marxist-Leninist ideology of global domination, the Soviets deployed missiles in Europe, engaged in covert disinformation campaigns, and toppled pro-Western governments across the globe.


Yet just when the Soviets appeared to be at the pinnacle of their power, in the blink of an eye, communism came crashing down. The Berlin Wall fell, the Warsaw Pact disbanded, the Soviet Union disintegrated, former Soviet republics declared their independence, and the liberation of Eastern Europe lifted 250 million people out from beneath the iron boot of Soviet oppression.


As the American novelist John Dos Passos, a convert from communism to Christianity, observed, “Often things you think are just beginning are coming to an end.”18 The Soviet dissolution was the most stunning and sudden collapse of a state in history, and few saw it coming.


One of the most influential books in the early 1980s among conservatives was Jean-François Revel’s How Democracies Perish, which reached the chilling conclusion that Western democracies were incapable of defeating communism. Revel believed the very things that made Western democracies so virtuous—pluralism, openness, tolerance, basic freedom of speech and association—made them vulnerable. “Clearly, a civilization that feels guilty for everything it is and does and thinks will lack the energy and conviction to defend itself when its existence is threatened,” Revel concluded.19


But this theory failed to account for the willingness of free people to defend their freedom, for free will and the counsel of God, or for the difference leaders make. Those leaders included Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, Pope John Paul II, Lech Walesa in Poland, Vaclav Havel in Czechoslovakia, and dissidents like Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Andrei Sakharov, who changed the course of history and won the Cold War.


The lesson of the Cold War is that political and economic systems that deny God’s law contain the seeds of their own destruction. At the threshold of realizing their goals, they collapse under their own weight, especially when pushed by the prayers and deeds of the faithful and courageous. Once the spiritual cycle turned in the U.S. and the West, the Soviets faced a formidable adversary and lost one of the most consequential struggles in human history. These leaders made a difference in their time, and so can we. With God, all things are possible. With faith and moral courage, we can spark an awakening in our time and see the spiritual cycle turn until America is once again restored to greatness.


Destined to Decay—or Ready for Awakening?


So how does this lesson from the Cold War relate to our question of whether America is like a modern-day Rome? Some contend the United States is just another civilization like all the rest, destined to decay and perish. But such an analysis ignores how different America is from ancient Rome and previous civilizations.


Unlike America, Rome had no Constitution or Bill of Rights, no right to freedom of the press and speech and religion, and no right to keep and bear arms to resist tyranny. Also, whereas Christianity in the United States is a mass movement, with more than fifty million Bible-believing evangelicals and faithful Roman Catholics, Christianity in the Roman Empire was an underground movement of a small band of believers combined with a top-down movement of elites. The pagan gods that Romans worshipped prevented a true embrace of Christianity; Jews were systematically persecuted. The moral rot, political corruption, military repression and brutality, and overextended empire that brought Rome to its knees had no faith-based constituency to reverse its decline.


However, there is no denying that the United States, like Rome, is experiencing the downward spiral of the spiritual cycle today. As Americans have sought pleasure and comfort, they have rejected God and His law and substituted the twin idols of self-gratification and government.


A society oriented in this direction cannot long endure, but it need not perish. We can reverse this decay, renew our country, and see God heal our land.


There have been times in U.S. history when immorality was followed by repentance and social renewal. The spiritual cycle turned. There is reason to hope that the current state of social decay in America will lead to an awakening that sparks spiritual searching, revival, and a rediscovery of the principles found in the Bible, the Declaration of Independence, and the U.S. Constitution. As long as there is a faithful remnant who repents and seeks forgiveness, and as long as God’s character remains constant in granting forgiveness to those who seek it (and it will), societies can and do regenerate. Like the dry bones prophesied over by Ezekiel, we can see this sleeping giant— our nation—rise again.


In the spiritual cycle, like the weather pattern or the business cycle, the momentum in one direction can produce a turn in the opposite direction. So we must keep the faith, for spiritual darkness does not necessarily portend hopelessness; it can be a prelude to a new dawn and a spiritual awakening.


Throughout our history America has frequently moved through these cycles of national apostasy, chastening, repentance, and restoration. There is nothing especially unique about the current sad state of affairs. The victories of the secular liberal agenda, like the City of Man, are temporary, while the City of God transcends all human systems and will ultimately triumph.


Some saw in the reelection of Barack Obama the final and irreversible victory of the radical, secular progressive agenda, signified by bigger and more intrusive government. But as Obamacare has creaked under its own weight, and as the multiplying failures of his agenda become clear, the opposite is occurring. Instead of signaling its triumph, Obama’s second term is beginning to look more like a disaster for secular progressivism.


So take courage! America will not perish as long as faithful men and women repent and humble themselves before God, call the nation back to its founding principles, and fight to restore the moral foundations of our society.


But as we move forward in faith to spark an awakening in our nation, we must be “shrewd as serpents” as well as “innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16). In other words, our spiritually wise response must be based on a full knowledge of the reality we face—starting with understanding the present from the vantage point of the past.




Action Points


1. Read Matthew 13:24–30. What does this parable say about our call to resist evil in our own time?


2. What are the six stages of the spiritual cycle? At what stage do you think the United States finds itself today? Why did you choose that stage?


3. Read Ronald Reagan’s 1983 remarks to the National Association of Evangelicals, often called the “evil empire” speech.20 In what ways do Reagan’s themes apply to us today? Be specific.








CHAPTER 2


Launching a New Jerusalem


At a G-20 summit in April 2009, a reporter asked President Obama if America is an exceptional nation with a unique role in the world. Obama replied, “I believe in American exceptionalism, just as I suspect the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism.”


Obama went on to say that America’s contributions do not “lessen my interest in recognizing the value and wonderful qualities of other countries.” He also acknowledged “that we’re not always going to be right, or that other people may have good ideas, or that in order for us to work collectively, all parties have to compromise and that includes us.”1


Obama’s backhanded slap at his own country sought to obscure with empty flattery (other countries are special too!) and a dodge (we must all work together and get along!) his sentiment that America is not really that special.


The founders of America would disagree.


As we will see in this chapter, the spiritual cycle identified in chapter 1 is ingrained in our character because we, as Americans, see ourselves as a people set apart. This idea is in our DNA, forged—alongside our commitment to personal liberty, our passion for the right to bear arms, and our rugged individualism—in the early Americans’ encounter with the New World.


Most importantly, the founders saw America as a “New Jerusalem,” a society signaling a glorious new beginning for the human race; a civilization birthed and blessed by God; an experiment in self-government, human rights, and righteousness so compelling that other nations would emulate it. This notion molded America’s character, and more than anything else explains why the spiritual cycle—from prosperity to pride to downfall to repentance—has repeated itself in the American story.



Errand in the Wilderness


Upon arriving in America, the Pilgrims saw themselves as sojourners in a strange land, building a holy society. Contrary to popular belief, the Separatists who boarded the Mayflower in 1620 for the New World were not fleeing religious persecution; they had done that when they fled to Holland in 1608 and established a congregation in the town of Leiden. Of the roughly four hundred members of their tight-knit congregation, only about fifty of them made the journey across the Atlantic. Their purpose was to build, in John Winthrop’s phrase, “a city upon a hill.”2 Historian Perry Miller called this sentiment an “errand in the wilderness,” in which God sent the first Americans to build a society that would be a model for the rest of the world.3


This noble errand drove the Pilgrims deep into an untamed wilderness to bring something back to the civilized world—namely, a renewed England. Their hope was not to break from England but rather to save it through the power of their example. William Bradford, who led the Pilgrims’ journey to the New World, equated their trek to “Moses and the Israelites when they went out of Egypt. . . . Our fathers were Englishmen which came over this great ocean, and [like the Israelites] were ready to perish in the wilderness, but they cried unto the Lord, and he heard their voice.”4


The Pilgrims sought to build a society that reflected biblical precepts. Separated from the Anglican Church and its bishops by a vast ocean, they ordered church and civic life according to Puritan theology. Historian Nathaniel Philbrick labeled Puritan society a “virtual laboratory experiment” of how to organize a congregation of believers and enforce discipline against sin, slothfulness, and heresy. As Bradford put it, “as one small candle may light a thousand, so the light here kindled hath shone unto many, yea in some part to our whole nation; let the glorious name of Jehovah have all the praise.”5


But it was not to be. By the second generation of Puritans, it became painfully clear that few in England were paying much attention to the society being built an ocean away, much less emulating it. The British government saw the colonies as an outpost of its empire and a market for obtaining raw materials (cotton, tobacco) and selling finished English goods, nothing more. This response by the British created a crisis of identity for the Christians who settled America, and they gradually began to see America as a distinct and separate society that would play a redemptive role in the future of human civilization.


This conviction became an article of faith during the First Great Awakening (1740–1760), led by the famous evangelists George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards, whose stirring sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” left crowds rapturous. Revivalism sent some into paroxysms of shouting, hymn singing, and rolling around in the grass, and the sermons enjoyed a huge popular following. During 1739–41, over half of all the books published by Benjamin Franklin were by or about George Whitefield.6 The preachers they inspired constituted a “black regiment” that planted the seeds of rebellion in the minds of colonists while adherents of revivalism became the grassroots support for rebellion.


By the time the conflict with Great Britain began, the colonists had reached the reluctant conclusion that Europe was a lost cause. Boston minister Jonathan Mayhew saw it sinking into “luxury, debauchery, venality, intestine quarrels, or other vices.”7 They saw Europe going the way of the Roman Empire, plagued by corruption and moral depravity, the church having lost its soul, incapable of leading a spiritual renewal. In a letter to Alexander Hamilton, Samuel Seabury wondered whether England had become “an old, wrinkled, withered, worn-out hag.”8 All this led John Adams to hope that America, by “design in providence,” would become God’s instrument “for the illumination of the ignorant and the emancipation of the slavish part of mankind all over the earth.”9


“All Things New”


This concept of America as the New Jerusalem shaped the thinking of the colonists. When Thomas Paine published Common Sense in 1776, he cast American colonists as the spiritual heirs to the ancient Israelites who had asked God for a king and blamed Satan for introducing a monarchy to the world.


“Government by kings was first introduced into the world by the heathens, from whom the children of Israel copied the custom,” argued Paine. “It was the most prosperous invention the Devil ever set on foot for the promotion of idolatry.” Though Paine would later become a religious skeptic, he used stark religious language to appeal to the colonists: “But where say some is the King of America? I’ll tell you, Friend, he reigns above.”10 Paine compared England’s King George III to the Bible’s King Saul and other failed kings. During the rebellion many church pulpits thundered with the demand, “No king but King Jesus!”


Paine was not alone in seeing the colonists as Israelites fleeing a contemporary Egypt. Presbyterian minister George Duffield preached that the new nation was the “American Zion,” a land of promise in which George Washington was Joshua and King Louis XVI of France was Cyrus, the Persian ruler who permitted the Israelite exiles to return to Jerusalem from Babylon.11


The colonists saw themselves as a chosen people and a holy nation. And why not? How else to explain the stunning defeat of the greatest military power on earth by a ragtag band of farmers, artisans, and merchants?


To the colonists, America was not only a New Jerusalem in the sense of exile, liberation, and return, but also in a millennial sense, the place where God would establish His kingdom on earth. The United States would become “the foundation of a great and mighty empire, the largest the world ever saw to be founded on such principles of liberty and freedom, both civil and religious . . . [and] which shall be the principal seat of that glorious kingdom which Christ shall erect in the latter days.”12


This was not an uncommon theme. Historian Paul Johnson has observed that the key text of the American Revolution was the promise of a coming kingdom in Revelation 21:5 (“Behold, I make all things new” [KJV]), which he described as “the text for the American experience as a whole.”13


Whether this view was rooted in reality is less important than the hold it had over the American mind. It is impossible to separate this religious enthusiasm from the revolutionary impulse. The colonists broke from Great Britain fitfully, reluctantly, but irrevocably, believing the Crown had violated their God-given rights. “We claim them from a higher source,” asserted Pennsylvania lawyer John Dickinson, “from the King of kings and Lord of all the earth. They are not annexed to us by parchments or seals. They are created in us by the decrees of Providence, which establish the laws of nature.”14


God-Given Liberty


At a time when the civilized world still believed in the divine right of kings, claiming God-given rights was a radical idea, one that would find its penultimate expression in the Declaration of Independence. The colonists believed their God-given rights trumped any kings, including the king of England. Once this idea gained acceptance, the logic of rebellion was irresistible. As one Baptist preacher put it, the colonists had “as just a right, before God and man, to oppose King, ministry, Lords, and Commons of England when they violate their rights as Americans as they have to oppose any foreign enemy . . . now present invading the land.”15


This radical belief in God-given liberty provided the raw material for resistance to British rule. The Bible became the handbook of many patriots. As the Stamp Act controversy raged, Jonathan Mayhew preached from Galatians 5:12–13: “I would they were even cut off which trouble you. For, brethren, ye have been called unto liberty” (KJV). Equally popular during the American Revolution was Galatians 5:1: “Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be not entangled again with the yoke of bondage” (KJV).


Royal governors, Loyalists, Tories, and more than a few British ministers blamed the rebellion on preachers who whipped their flocks into frenzied opposition to the Crown. Others saw God’s chastening in the conflict with Great Britain. John Hancock urged “this people to humble themselves before God on account of their sins, for He hath been pleased in his righteous judgment to suffer a great calamity to befall us, as the present controversy between Great Britain and the colonies.”16


But God’s deliverance did not come without bloodshed. Once the battle had been joined, there was no turning back. “Resistance to tyranny becomes the Christian and social duty of each individual,” declared the Massachusetts Provincial Congress in 1775. “Continue steadfast, and with proper sense of your dependence upon God, nobly defend those rights which heaven gave, and no man ought take from us.”17


A Miraculous Constitution


Another aspect of the New Jerusalem was the colonists’ belief in God’s hand in the affairs of America, guiding it from independence to the Constitution and Bill of Rights. George Washington wrote to Lafayette that the Constitution was a “miracle.”18


James Madison, the primary author of the Constitution, agreed. “It is impossible for the man of pious reflection not to perceive in [the Constitution] a finger of that Almighty hand which has been so frequently and signally extended to our relief in the critical stages of the revolution,” he declared in Federalist No. 37. At a particularly tense moment at the Constitutional Convention when all hope of compromise appeared lost, Ben Franklin urged the delegates to pray. Franklin’s motion for daily prayer was replaced by a July 4 sermon preached to the delegates, at which solemn prayers for their deliberations were offered. This episode, which came after five weeks of fruitless debate, marked a turning point, and the founders considered it a reminder that God’s hand had guided America from rebellion to revolution, to independence, and finally to victory over Great Britain.19


John Adams, who was not present at the convention but supported the Constitution, claimed it embodied the double helix of civil liberty and self-restraint, with the appetite of the people chained by religion and morality. “Our constitution was made only for a moral and religious people,” observed Adams. “It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.”20


A government that was limited to specific powers, had no standing army or police force, was prohibited by the Bill of Rights from passing any law infringing the people’s liberties, and was without the power to levy a direct tax—this was a system that required what the founders called a “virtuous citizenry,” a people animated by an internalized moral code of conduct.


The necessity of virtue and morality to the success of the American experiment was an obsession to the founders. “Only a virtuous people are capable of freedom,” remarked Franklin, a statement intended as much as a warning as a compliment. Or, as Washington put it in his farewell address, “Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports.”21


Disestablishment of the Church


Foremost among the defining characteristics of American democracy was freedom of religion. Long before the First Amendment was ratified along with the rest of the Bill of Rights in 1791, disestablishment of the church had become the colonists’ practice. America simply did not offer fertile soil for transplanting the established European church.


During the Great Awakening, Baptists in Virginia protested and some refused to pay taxes to maintain Anglican meeting houses and support Episcopal priests, petitioning the Virginia House of Burgesses for relief. Separation of church and state was an idea designed to protect believers from being forced to fund the efforts of a religious doctrine they abhorred. Its purpose was to protect the church from the state, not the other way around.


Thus America evolved into a society where religion held unrivaled sway. Alexis de Tocqueville remarked in Democracy in America that, upon arriving in the United States, “it was the religious aspect that first struck my eyes.” Whereas in Europe “the spirit of religion and the spirit of liberty march almost always in opposite directions,” in America they were “intimately joined the one to the other; they reigned together over the same country.” Indeed, liberty “considers religion as the safeguard of morality, and morality as the best security of law and the surest pledge of the duration of freedom.” The reason was due “principally to the complete separation of Church and State.”22


Priests and pastors largely operated in the spiritual sphere, not in public office, keeping government and church separate while guaranteeing freedom of religion. This did not in any way diminish religion’s influence over society and the government—it enhanced it. Tocqueville noted:


Religion in America takes no direct part in the government of society, but it must be regarded as the first of their political institutions; for if it does not impart a taste for freedom, it facilitates the use of it. Indeed, it is in this same point of view that the inhabitants of the United States themselves look upon religious belief. I do not know whether all Americans have a sincere faith in their religion—for who can search the human heart?—but I am certain that they hold it to be indispensable to the maintenance of republican institutions. This opinion is not peculiar to a class of citizens or to a party, but it belongs to the whole nation and to every rank of society.23


Tocqueville added, “Despotism may be govern without faith, but liberty cannot.” To those who argued otherwise, he asked the pointed question of “what can be done with a people who are their own masters if they are not submissive to the Deity?”24 This uniquely American belief—that faith and freedom were inextricably linked—explains the persistence of religious fervor in shaping the political debate in the U.S. over issues of public morality, from slavery and temperance in the nineteenth century to segregation and abortion to the present day.


Civilizing a Wilderness


Another aspect of the New Jerusalem was the wilderness that early Americans confronted, a frontier that needed to be cultivated, conquered, and tamed.


The wilderness became a character in the drama. Frederick Jackson Turner argued that the frontier shaped American democracy by presenting continual danger and continual opportunity.25 Far removed from theoretical expositions on liberty by Enlightenment thinkers or ancient philosophers, Americans built a democratic society with three practical tools: an ax, a plow, and a gun. The result was the emergence of a culture that stressed self-reliance, violence, a rejection of authority, a class-based society, and religious schism.26


Life in early America was dangerous. Smallpox, scurvy, and tuberculosis threatened to wipe out entire villages. Of the first five hundred English settlers who arrived in Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607, all but sixty were dead within three years.27 Roughly half of the 150 passengers and crew aboard the Mayflower died their first winter in the New World. Armed conflict with Native Americans raged intermittently for the better part of two centuries, destroying communities, disrupting trade and economic life, and killing tens of thousands.


The frontier also shaped Americans’ conception of themselves, not merely in the cultural icons of the cowboy, the rodeo, and the wagon train, but in a larger sense: they saw themselves as a special people chosen to overcome great challenges and subdue the land. California offered rich soil, gold, and freedom from the hierarchical social structure of the East. The Homestead Act of 1862 offered free 160-acre tracts of land to anyone who could lay claim and cultivate them, fueling the settlement of the frontier.


This impulse had a religious aspect as well. The rural idealism and social isolation of the frontier gave rise to revivalism, camp meetings, and, by necessity, the Methodist practice of itinerant preachers. Religious schisms, meanwhile, fueled western expansion as much as the thirst for freedom and wealth did. When the Second Great Awakening, a spiritual revival during the early 1800s, spawned unorthodox religious sects that were subjected to social ostracism, persecution, and occasional violence, their adherents sought refuge in the frontier. The Mormons left a trail of blood and tears from New York to Illinois and Missouri before finally settling on the banks of the Salt Lake in Utah.
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“The ultimate answer to what ails America.”

—from the Foreword by Gow. Mike Huckabee
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