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This book is dedicated to my wife, Rosalynn, who has shared all kinds of faith with me for more than seventy years. 



AUTHOR’S NOTE

These are some people of faith whose works I reviewed before writing this book. I do not claim to understand all their theological or philosophical premises, but over the years I have jotted down and retained excerpts from their voluminous works with which I agree. Their quotes in this book will help us understand their basic beliefs.

My admiration for Reinhold Niebuhr (1892–1971) is well known. I quoted him in 1975, in Why Not the Best?, my first book. He was an unusual theologian, who, through his writings, exerted a great influence on American public affairs. He certainly had a powerful effect on my attitudes toward politics.

Reinhold’s brother H. Richard Niebuhr (1894–1962) engaged less in public affairs, but he also was a distinguished American theologian and ethicist. His book, Faith on Earth: An Inquiry into the Structure of Human Faith, was given to me by his son, Richard, when it was published posthumously in 1989. It was especially helpful for this book.

Two American Christian thinkers and activists, whom I knew personally, were William Sloane Coffin (1924–2006) and Clarence Jordan (1912–1969). Both were controversial. Coffin had supported the civil rights movement, but he became best known as a leader of the peace movement during the Vietnam War. He served as chaplain at Yale, and later became senior minister at Riverside Church in New York, where he invited me to speak. He wrote a popular book, The Heart Is a Little to the Left: Essays on Public Morality.

Clarence Jordan was a fellow Georgian. In fact, his nephew, Hamilton Jordan, was one of my closest aides and became my White House chief of staff. Clarence Jordan was a New Testament Greek scholar who translated New Testament books into “Cotton Patch” versions, using Southern colloquial language. His book of Matthew was adapted into The Cotton Patch Gospel, an off-Broadway musical. A collection of his sermons has been published as The Substance of Faith: And Other Cotton Patch Sermons. I contributed the foreword. In 1942, Jordan founded Koinonia, a racially integrated religious community in southwest Georgia near Plains. As the civil rights movement advanced in the 1950s, Koinonia was perceived as a threat and suffered boycotts and violence. To me, Jordan was a model of courage and faith.

I studied two influential Swiss theologians, Karl Barth (1886–1968) and Emil Brunner (1889–1966). Barth often has been described as the most important theologian of the twentieth century. As a professor at German universities, he opposed Hitler and the Nazis. Of all the theologians I have read, Barth has been the most difficult for me to understand. His discussions of election, or predestination, have been enlightening if I understand his writings: that Jesus was predestined to be born as divine, but that God does not decide in advance which persons are destined to be saved or condemned. Brunner also has had an international impact. He respected but disagreed with certain teachings of Barth. I was especially interested in his discussion of the divine aspects of Jesus’ life.

Three German theologians whom I read were Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945), Rudolf Karl Bultmann (1884–1976), and Jürgen Moltmann (b. 1926). Like Barth, Bonhoeffer was a theologian and founding member of the German Confessing Church, which opposed the Nazis. However, he remained in Germany during the war, was arrested, and executed. The knowledge of Bonhoeffer’s personal courage has made me feel inadequate in my Christian life but has been inspirational in its impact.

Bultmann also supported the Confessing Church, but he did not directly oppose the Nazis. As a scholar, he critically analyzed the Gospel writings. He came to the conclusion that Christian faith is not about the historical Jesus, but about the transcendent Christ. What is important to faith is the resurrection and the proclamation of the New Testament. The explanations of Bultmann about the truly significant aspects of Christ have been helpful to me in dealing with arguments about the historical Jesus.

I had the opportunity to meet Jürgen Moltmann at Emory University, where I have been University Distinguished Professor since 1982, and Moltmann was a Distinguished Visiting Professor of Systematic Theology from 1983 to 1993. He is known for his theology of hope. He believes that God suffers through humanity, while also promising humanity a better future through the hope of the resurrection. This premise strengthens my own belief that God has eventual plans for a world of peace and harmony.

Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) was a Danish philosopher and theologian who is considered a major influence on existentialism and modern Protestant theology. He was a critic of organized religion, particularly the Church of Denmark. His emphasis is on one’s personal relationship with God, which comes through faith. Much of his work deals with Christian love, and I quote him quite frequently in my Bible classes.

The final two thinkers I want to mention might not seem to fit the description of people of faith. Both Immanuel Kant (1774–1804) and Stephen Jay Gould (1941–2002) rejected traditional religion. Kant, a German philosopher, helped to shape almost every philosophical movement that followed him. I was especially interested in his explanation of the relationship between a person’s ability to think and to reason and then to decide that an ethical and moral life is best. Gould, an American paleontologist and Harvard University professor, became known for popular writing about science. He especially focused on evolutionary theory, which reflected his scholarly work as well. Many of his books are in my library. I questioned him on some of his writings, and he usually responded to my criticisms in his next book. His writings helped to convince me that there cannot be any conflicts between scientific knowledge and religious beliefs.

In this book, I quote extensively from the Bible, particularly from the New Testament. Although I published The NIV Lessons from Life Bible: Personal Reflections with Jimmy Carter, and think well of it, I did not limit myself to the NIV translation for this book. During my life, I have used many translations, beginning with the King James Version. The theologians I consulted also used a variety of translations. The quotes in the book reflect notes I have taken over many years.

Some of the books in my library that I have consulted in writing this text:

Courage to Change: An Introduction to the Life and Thought of Reinhold Niebuhr—June Bingham

Ethics—Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Buber and Barth: Subject and Object in Modern Theology—James Brown

The Philosophy of Schopenhauer—Irwin Edman

Rocks of Ages: Science and Religion in the Fullness of Life—Stephen Jay Gould

A Layman’s Guide to Protestant Theology—William Hordern

The Substance of Faith: And Other Cotton Patch Sermons—Clarence Jordan

The Primacy of Faith—Richard Kroner

On Being a Christian—Hans Küng

Human Destiny—Pierre Lecomte du Noüy

On Human Dignity: Political Theology and Ethics—Jürgen Moltmann

Theology of Hope—Jürgen Moltmann

Justice & Mercy—Reinhold Niebuhr

Faith on Earth: An Inquiry into the Structure of Human Faith—H. Richard Niebuhr (edited by Richard R. Niebuhr)

Reinhold Niebuhr on Politics: His Political Philosophy and Its Application to Our Age as Expressed in His Writings—(edited by Harry R. Davis and Robert C. Good)

Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity—Karl Rahner

An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith—Barbara Brown Taylor

Building the Earth—Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

The Eternal Now—Paul Tillich



INTRODUCTION

Living faith always involves love. —Richard Niebuhr

Faith without works is not faith at all, but a simple lack of obedience to God. —Dietrich Bonhoeffer

The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. —Galatians 5:6

The issue of faith arises in almost every area of human existence, so it is important to understand its multiple meanings. For many of us, a question that needs to be answered is “Am I a person of faith?” The answer is almost always affirmative. In this book, my primary goal is to explore the broader meaning of faith, its far-reaching effect on our lives, and its relationship to past, present, and future events in America and around the world. I also emphasize the religious aspects of faith since this is how the word is most often used, and I have included a description of the ways my own faith has guided and sustained me, as well as how it has challenged and driven me to seek a closer and better relationship with people and with God. Faith, in both its religious and broader dimensions, influences our individual and communal lives, our lives in religion, and our lives in government and in secular affairs.

The most important element of faith ever imposed on me, and on another person simultaneously, involved the threat of the total elimination of human life on earth by a nuclear war with the Soviet Union. My ultimate responsibility as President of the United States was to defend my country against a military attack, and I learned soon after my election that we and the Soviets had enough atomic weapons in our arsenals to destroy each other and that the resulting radiation and other collateral damage would kill most of the rest of the world’s population. This was a constant haunting realization that dominated my conscious hours during my term in office—and I shared the responsibility with Leonid Brezhnev, President of the Soviet Union. Our common goal, of course, was to avoid a nuclear war. Brezhnev and I had to have faith in ourselves, and in each other. Every decision I made was affected by this threat, and it still exists, as the same responsibility is passed on from one president to the next.

We face many issues within which religion, politics, and private matters tend to mix, sometimes explosively, creating sharp divisions among us, in our private and public lives and between and within religious denominations. It is increasingly difficult to keep issues of religion and government separate, as even the purely religious issues are routinely addressed by politicians—and vice versa. I have confronted the separation of government and religion from both directions. I think often of the strong reaction of our visiting revival preacher in my mother’s home when I decided to run for the state senate back in 1962. He asked me, “How can you, as a Christian, a deacon, and a Sunday School teacher, become involved in the dirty business of politics?” Without thinking, I gave him a smart-aleck response: “I will have 75,000 people in my senate district. How would you like to have a congregation that big?”

I believe now, more than then, that Christians are called to plunge into the life of the world, and to inject the moral and ethical values of our faith into the processes of governing. At the same time, there must be an absolute prohibition against granting any control by government over our religious freedoms. More recently, since our years in the White House, I have tended to move away from politics and toward religion, but the two are still related. There is no doubt that my having been a national political leader is what attracts most visitors to my Bible classes, and it is clear to me that many of these worshippers are eager to help shape our nation’s political agenda.

In a speech to my fellow Baptists in 1978, I tried to explain the duality of my personal responsibilities as a president and a Christian:

Thomas Jefferson, in the original days of our country, said he was fearful that the church might influence the state to take away human liberty. Roger Williams, who created the first Baptist church in America, was afraid that the church might be corrupted by the state. These concerns led to our Constitution’s First Amendment, which prohibits the establishment of any official state religion and, in the same sentence, prohibits the passing of any laws that might interfere with religious freedom.

Separation is specified in the law, but for a religious person, there is nothing wrong with bringing these two together, because you can’t divorce religious beliefs from public service. At the same time, of course, in public office you cannot impose your own religious beliefs on others.

In my office at the White House I have to deal with many domestic and international problems: peace, freedom, nuclear explosives, the sale of weapons, terrorism, rapidly expanding populations without adequate food. But this is more than a list of political problems. These are also moral problems for you and me, because they violate the very precepts of God in which we believe.

I want our country to be strong enough in all elements, military and otherwise, so we never have to prove we are strong.

Reinhold Niebuhr, in his book Moral Man and Immoral Society, pointed out the difference between a society and a people. The expectations from a person are a much higher standard. A person should have as our goal complete agape (self-sacrificial love). The most we can expect from a society is to institute simple justice.

So, we as people have to do better, particularly if we are blessed with the opportunity to demonstrate our worth. Leaders also must be careful not to be too timid. . . .

A country will have authority and influence because of moral factors, not its military strength; because it can be humble and not blatant and arrogant; because our people and our country want to serve others and not dominate others. And a nation without morality will soon lose its influence around the world.

What are the goals of a person or a denomination or a country? They are all remarkably the same: a desire for peace; a need for humility, for examining one’s faults and turning away from them; a commitment to human rights in the broadest sense of the words, based on a moral society concerned with the alleviation of suffering because of deprivation or hatred or hunger or physical affliction; and a willingness, even an eagerness, to share one’s ideals, one’s faith with others, to translate love in a person to justice.

I was brought up in a family that was stable, cohesive, and remarkably isolated from the outside world, except for the small community of Plains, Georgia. Home was our unchangeable haven, in times of pain or pleasure. There was no doubt that my father made the final decisions, but we all knew that Mama’s influence and opinions were always major factors in the management of our family. There were certain aspects of life, particularly in the running of the household and the raising of my sisters, that were almost exclusively my mother’s purview. Together, our parents were dominant, and we children respected and obeyed them. In fact, I never deliberately disobeyed either of them. It was my mother, then my father, in whom I had absolute faith.

Nowadays, most Americans move around frequently and are exposed to many influences, and our environments and customs are multifaceted. But for me as a child, there were just a few sources of knowledge about myself or any other people. Our contacts with the world beyond our community were limited. We didn’t have running water or electricity in our house, so time on the battery radio was restricted, even on the rare evenings when we stayed up after dark. On special nights, keeping our eyes fixed on the radio, we listened as a family to The Lone Ranger, Little Orphan Annie, Fibber McGee and Molly, and Amos ’n’ Andy. My parents would sometimes let me stay up until 8:00 P.M. to hear Glenn Miller’s band playing the current musical hits for fifteen minutes. That was all the outside world I knew. In addition to my family and our close neighbors, all African-American, I encountered other people just through school and the church in Plains. Our prom parties, which parents would support for entertainment and primarily to let boys and girls get acquainted in preparation for future marriages, were orchestrated by the church.

Sunday mornings were for Sunday School and preaching at Plains Baptist Church, where Daddy was a teacher and a deacon. I remember vividly that after church we always had the best meal of the week, usually fried chicken, mashed potatoes, hot biscuits, and vegetables from our big garden, followed by pies made from sweet potatoes or fruits of the season. Afterward, our activities were severely limited. There were no stores open, movies in the county seat were out of the question, and shooting a gun or playing cards was prohibited. Fishing in the nearby creek or pond was a close call, but eventually it came to be permitted if done discreetly. It would not have been appropriate, however, to walk down a public road with a fishing pole. My mother and father played cards, mostly bridge, but certainly not on Sunday. At the age of twelve, when I was deemed old enough to drive a car by myself, my sisters and I went back to the church on Sunday evenings for meetings of the Baptist Young People’s Union (BYPU). This was very important, because it was the BYPU that sponsored most of the teenage social events. I need not go on, since the picture is fairly clear. It was a simple, family-centered, deeply religious, working existence, with interracial labor and play on the farm with my black neighbors. All the farmwork was done by humans or mules, and we grew corn as the common fuel for both. I imagine that, except for the radio, automobile, and a hand-cranked telephone, our lives were quite similar to those of our great-grandparents.

During those early years, I witnessed the racial discrimination that still survived almost a hundred years after the end of the Civil War. Mandatory segregation of black and white citizens was supported and enforced, at least in the Southeastern United States, by state and federal laws, and was not questioned by anyone of influence that I knew. The only person who paid no attention to these racial customs was my mother, and she treated everyone the same because, I presumed, she was a registered nurse and a member of the medical profession. When I was a child, all my friends and playmates were African-American, and the one who was preeminent at any time was whoever had caught the biggest fish, killed the most rabbits, or could run faster, jump higher, or pick the most cotton in a day. When I rode to our county seat with one of my playmates, we always sat in different railroad cars and at separate levels in the movie theater, attended different schools and churches, and I knew that white students rode in buses and black students walked to and from school. I do not remember knowing that only white adults were permitted to vote and to serve on juries.

My first awareness of how segregation affected me and my friends was when my playmates and I were about twelve years old, when we were leaving the field and approaching the barn through what we called the “pasture gate.” The two black boys stood back to let me pass, and I presumed there was a trip wire there or some other reason for them to want me to go through first. Only much later did I realize that their parents had probably told them it was time for them to defer to me in some way. In a poem I wrote as an adult, I said,

We only saw it vaguely then,

but we were transformed at that place.

A silent line was drawn between

friend and friend, race and race.

The next event that affected me directly was when I was a submarine officer and President Harry Truman ordained as commander in chief that all our military forces and the U.S. Civil Service end racial segregation. There was no trouble in implementing this command, and all of us on the ship saw the advantages gained by both black and white members of the crew. When our family returned home from the navy in 1953, this commitment to racial equality had become a part of our lives.

My father taught me that there should be a strict divide between religion and politics, and he also resented very deeply any intrusion of state or federal laws into our private affairs. I remember that Daddy opposed changing our clocks from “God’s sun time” to “daylight saving time,” and although a staunch Democrat in other elections, he never voted for Franklin D. Roosevelt after 1932, because the New Deal agricultural program provided, to stabilize farm prices, that half-grown pigs (shoats) should be slaughtered and that part of our growing crops of cotton and peanuts had to be plowed up. For many years afterward, Daddy recalled how difficult it was to force a trained mule to walk on top of a planted row to plow it up instead of in the middle to cultivate. I guess that today he would be known as a libertarian.

When I look back on my life, I can see how startling the changes have been. Eric Hoffer (1902–1983), the self-educated longshoreman and philosopher, described the years during my childhood as a time of hope, and the time of my adulthood as a time of desire. I knew the Great Depression years to be a time of hope, when the economic situation in America was so bad that everyone believed it could only improve; when things became plentiful, we tended to want not only what we already had but also what everyone else had.

Both at my presidential inauguration and when receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, I quoted my favorite teacher, Miss Julia Coleman, who summarized her advice on how to accommodate the uncertainties in our future: “We must welcome changing times, but cling to principles that never change.” I would say that “cling to” meant “have faith in.” I have thought often about Miss Julia’s advice over the years, and especially during some of the most trying times of my life, when I had to decide which enduring principles should be applied to a particular event or situation, and sometimes I use it in my church and college classes and in counseling people who are distressed about current crises that we have to face.

Today, of course, family life even in the small Plains community is quite different. Some activities that were once strictly concealed in our “proper” society are probably no more prevalent but are now out in the open. Divorce has become acceptable, even for active church members. Without trying to analyze it too deeply, I see that one of the most significant changes is the relationship between young people and their parents. My siblings and I had an intimate and subservient relationship with our parents until we left home, but now the ties are substantially broken during the early teen years, no matter how much parents want to retain a strong influence over their growing children. The outside world is a much more powerful factor in life, with the availability of rapid transportation, television, social media, and particularly a broader circle of friends (and possibly rivals or adversaries), whose influence often exceeds that of immediate families. But perhaps just as many in today’s world would still like to have certain faith in a core of principles that do not change. Where do we turn now when there is a moral question to be answered? What things in the twenty-first century are the same as they were eighty years ago? We still need a permanent foundation on which our lives can be fashioned. Without a central core of beliefs or standards in which to have faith and by which to live, we may never experience the challenge and excitement of seeking a greater life. We will have ceased to grow, like Jesus, “strong; he was, filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was on him” (Luke 2:40).

We must accommodate life’s challenges, some welcome and others quite painful, but we don’t want the verities of our lives to change. We need to have something unshakable in which to have faith, like a mother’s love—something that can’t be changed or destroyed by war, political events, the loss of a loved one, lack of success in business, a serious illness, or failure to realize our own ambitions. We need some foundation on which we can build a predictable and dependable existence.

This cannot always be found in either our nation’s laws or our social customs. I would like to say as an American who has been president that the cherished values of our country are constant, but they are not. There are always powerful forces that work against the idealistic principles of peace, truthfulness, equality, justice, and even hospitality, freedom, and friendship. There is a lot of secret maneuvering that is never understood or even known by the public, and a great deal of unpublicized change in the interpretation of laws or the passage of new ones. Some laws violate what seem to be accepted principles and create serious divisions within our society. Also, almost every major religious faith—Catholic, Jewish, Protestant, Islamic—is divided over controversial secular issues like abortion, gay rights, the role of women in society, or even female clothing. But despite the confusion and controversy in secular affairs and among religious organizations, the basic principles I’ve just mentioned have never changed. These are the foundation for our faith.

People have always tried to improve their own lives, through communal living and the evolution of secular laws and rules considered to be beneficial, at least to a dominant portion of them. So far as I know, a concerted worldwide effort to encapsulate high ideals into a common agreement has been made only once, and included the nations who had been victorious, or at least neutral, in World War II. This common agreement is known as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. I remember that I followed the United Nations proceedings in San Francisco very closely as a member of the U.S. Navy, either as a midshipman at Annapolis or from a battleship in the Atlantic Ocean. The key nations that founded the U.N. in October 1945 were the “Big Four”—China, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and the United States—and they were joined by forty-seven others. The overriding objective was to prevent further armed conflicts after more than 60 million people had been killed in the war, and to agree on a set of peace incentives that could prevent warfare among future potential disputants. For many complex reasons, the United Nations’s primary goal of preserving peace has not been reached.
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