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“By the Hand of Providence skillfully examines the faith-based core beliefs of the revolutionaries—and convincingly refutes the contention that George Washington was an uncommitted Christian or a deist.”


—Edward G. Longacre, historian, author of Cavalry of the Heartland and Worthy Opponents


“Fascinating.… Gragg shows the decisive importance that Americans of the 1770s and ’80s attributed to the providential intervention of God in the momentous events of the Revolution.”


—Dr. Steven Woodworth, author of This Great Struggle: America’s Civil War and While God Is Marching On: The Religious World of Civil War Soldiers


“Rod Gragg has done it again! A page-turner that reads like a novel! I found myself not only wanting to devour the next page, but praying for our nation, ‘O Lord, do it again.’”


—Dr. Harry Reeder III, senior pastor, Briarwood Presbyterian Church, Birmingham, Alabama, and author of The Leadership Dynamic
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The hand of Providence has been so conspicuous in all this, that he must be worse than an infidel that lacks faith, and more than wicked, that has not gratitude enough to acknowledge his obligations.…


—George Washington, 20 August 1778





INTRODUCTION
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George Washington hoped that Americans would never forget God’s role in the American Revolution. “I am sure there never was a people who had more reason to acknowledge a divine interposition in their affairs, than those of the United States,” he stated during his first term as president, “and I should be pained to believe that they have forgotten that agency, which was so often manifested during our Revolution, or that they failed to consider the omnipotence of that God who is alone able to protect them.” It was a theme that Washington stressed frequently during and after the Revolutionary War. Repeatedly, he believed, God had intervened to rescue the American cause—what he called “the sacred Cause of Freedom”—from disaster and defeat. American liberty and independence, he believed deeply and stated often, had been achieved by “the hand of Providence.”1


Washington was not alone in his thinking. When the Revolutionary War ended in an American triumph, there was a widespread belief among the American people and their leaders that God was responsible for the victory, and that the establishment of the United States of America was providential. When the Continental Congress received the news of the British surrender at Yorktown, which signaled an end to the war, they responded by assembling in a Philadelphia church for a worship service. Soon afterward, Congress officially recommended that Americans everywhere observe a nationwide day of “public thanksgiving and prayer” for the American victory. “Whereas,” the Congressional prayer day resolution declared, “it hath pleased Almighty God, father of mercies, remarkably to assist and support the United States of America in their important struggle for liberty against the long continued efforts of a powerful nation; it is the duty of all ranks to observe and thankfully acknowledge the interpositions of his Providence in their behalf. Through the whole of this contest, from its first rise to this time, the influence of divine Providence may be clearly perceived in many signal instances.…”2


Such public demonstrations of faith were routine for the Continental Congress, which regularly called for national days of “humiliation, fasting, and prayer” and days of “public thanksgiving and prayer” throughout the Revolution. As aptly observed by a twentieth-century Library of Congress historian, “both the legislators and the public considered it appropriate for the national government to promote a nondenominational, nonpolemical Christianity.” In doing so, Congress reflected the Judeo-Christian worldview on which Colonial America was established and which prevailed as the common consensus throughout America at the time of the Revolution. A Bible-based faith was not only the underlying foundation of eighteenth-century American thought and culture, it was also the motivation that propelled American Patriots into the Revolution and sustained them in its darkest days.3


A familiar slogan of the Revolution, which was preached from America’s pulpits, endlessly reprinted in newspapers and pamphlets and emblazoned on American battle flags, stated simply, “Resistance to Tyrants is Obedience to God.” It succinctly reflected the pervasive, deeply held belief in American culture that obedience to the Higher Law of God as revealed in the Bible took precedence over the law of man whenever the two conflicted. At the time of the Revolution, many Americans believed, the British King and Parliament were attempting to suppress the American people’s God-given or “inalienable” rights, and thus were also attempting to usurp the authority of God’s Higher Law. American pastor Abraham Keteltas spoke for countless American Patriots when he preached that the Revolution was, in reality, the “cause of heaven against hell—of the kind Parent of the universe against the prince of darkness.”4


Even the British recognized the faith-centered foundation of American resistance. In the opening days of warfare, a prominent member of Parliament who was sympathetic to America’s plight tried unsuccessfully to make his fellow parliamentarians understand that Americans generally saw their quest for freedom as righteous resistance to ungodly tyranny. “Religion, always a principle of energy, in this new people is no way worn out or impaired…,” he said. “The people are Protestants; and of that kind which is most adverse to all implicit submission of mind and opinion. This is a persuasion not only favorable to liberty, but built upon it.” Recognizing the powerful influence of American ministers in favor of independence—especially Presbyterians—another British statesman concluded, “Cousin America has run off with a Presbyterian parson.…”5


The heart of Revolutionary America was reflected in even more memorable comment by a veteran of the Revolution who was interviewed at age ninety-one. His name was Levi Preston. In 1775, he had been a “Minute Man”—a soldier in the Massachusetts militia—and had been engaged in the opening battle of the war. Although old and stooped when interviewed in 1842, his mind was sharp and his memories were vivid. At one point his youthful interviewer pressed him to explain American motivation for the Revolution. Why were Americans willing to fight for freedom and independence? Were they motivated by the democratic philosophers of the day—by “reading Harrington or Sidney and Locke about the eternal principles of liberty?” The ancient warrior looked up and replied, “Never heard of ’em. We read only the Bible, the Catechism, Watts’s Psalms and Hymns, and the Alma-nack.”6


The Continental Congress expressed that same faith-centered heart, when—in an open letter to the American people—it described the Revolution in biblical terms:


America, without arms, ammunition, discipline, revenue, government or ally, almost totally stript of commerce, and in the weakness of youth, as it were with a “staff and a sling” only, dared “in the name of the Lord of Hosts,” to engage a gigantic adversary, prepared at all points, boasting of his strength, and of whom even mighty warriors were greatly afraid.”


As did David in the biblical account of his battle with Goliath, America prevailed against the might of the British Empire to win its freedom and independence, and to become—in the words of George Washington—a place of refuge “for the oppressed and needy of the earth.” It did so firmly founded on the Judeo-Christian worldview—as a nation of people motivated, disciplined, and inspired by a Bible-based faith.7


It is a remarkable history, and it is uniquely American. Yet amid the distractions and clutter of the twenty-first century “information age,” it is largely neglected and generally unknown to modern Americans. Washington hoped, he wrote, that future generations would always look back to the American Revolution and see how the struggle, the triumph, and the birth of the United States of America were so critically influenced by faith. To do otherwise, he believed, was inconceivable. “The hand of Providence has been so conspicuous in all of this,” he concluded, “that he must be worse than an infidel that lacks faith, and more than wicked, that has not gratitude enough to acknowledge his obligations.…”8





CHAPTER ONE
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“By the Providence of Almighty God”


The red-coated regimental bands played “God Save the King” as the victorious British army marched into the conquered American capital. It was Friday morning, September 26, 1777, and Philadelphia had fallen to the enemy. Continental forces had engaged in valiant and bloody combat to defend the city, but had been unable to stop the British advance. Now the lead regiments of General William Howe’s fifteen-thousand-man army marched unopposed into Philadelphia on the same cobblestone streets recently abandoned by ragtag American troops. A week earlier, the delegates to the Continental Congress had packed up and left with as much dignity as possible, to reassemble first in Lancaster then farther away in York. Hosts of fearful Philadelphians had also fled—many with more haste than dignity. “Today many teams loaded with furniture and people [were] flying from Philadelphia,” penned an eyewitness. “Coaches, chaises and wagons loaded with fugitives [were] passing without intermission.” Wrote another: “Every face you see looks wild and pale with fear and amazement, and quite overwhelmed with distress.”1


Accompanied by their triumphant tunes, the British army filed through Philadelphia’s streets unopposed—as if on parade—its ranks broken only when a soldier here and there stepped aside to hurriedly gulp a cup of cider offered by Loyalist bystanders. Accompanying the red-coated British regulars were two battalions of German Hessians—mercenary troops hired by the British government to help suppress the Revolution. Although recognized on both sides as well-drilled troops, the Hessians were infamous for their brutality. Now they marched down Philadelphia’s streets “with the swing and swagger of an invading army.” The British army was experienced and well equipped—arguably the best military force in the world—and the victorious troops exuded confidence and discipline as they marched through Philadelphia, which was the largest city in America. Upon orders, they kept their battle flags encased and out of sight to avoid needlessly provoking the conquered Philadelphians. Such restraint appeared unnecessary, however: the city’s patriots were either gone or were staying indoors, and the files of British troops were met by crowds of cheering Loyalists. The American capital appeared thoroughly conquered.2


Two weeks earlier, at the Battle of Brandywine, this same British army had defeated a last-ditch American defense, inflicting almost twice as many casualties as it incurred. Soon afterward, at what would become known as the “Paoli Massacre,” the British army had demonstrated its deadly efficiency with a surprise nighttime bayonet assault on sleeping Continental troops near the town of Paoli, Pennsylvania. Scores of surprised and confused American soldiers had fallen to British bayonets. “[They] were running about, barefoot, and half-clothed, and in the light of their own fires,” a Hessian sergeant would later boast. “We killed three hundred of the rebels with the bayonet. I stuck them myself like so many pigs, one after another, until the blood ran out of the touch-hole of my musket.”3


Upon his capture of Philadelphia, General Howe established a huge camp at Germantown on the city’s outskirts, and posted troops in force throughout the city. Artillery batteries were erected on the city’s riverfront, and infantry were placed at key points. Among these sites was the Pennsylvania State House—“Independence Hall”—where little more than a year before, members of America’s Continental Congress had passed the Declaration of Independence. Now one of the delegates’ worst fears had become reality: the British had captured the seat of the new national government, including the building and chamber where American independence had been debated and declared. Independence Hall—the new nation’s landmark of freedom—would soon become a prison hospital for captured American soldiers. In distant Europe, monarchs and military commanders learned of the capture of the American capital and assumed that the Revolution was over. Great Britain, they believed, had won the war.4


They were wrong. Defying all odds, the American cause would survive. Repeatedly, American forces would suffer battlefield calamities that should have ended the Revolution in a British victory. General George Washington’s army was repeatedly forced to retreat. Other American armies were defeated and scattered. Principal American seaports and cities fell to the enemy. New York City was occupied by the British for seven years. The national capital was captured and Congress was forced to flee. At various times throughout the war, American forces teetered on the edge of disintegration—poorly armed, inadequately equipped, sometimes near starvation—while facing the military superpower of the day. Yet Continental forces repeatedly survived, and would eventually prevail against all odds.5


For generations to come, historians would continue to examine the War for Independence, reanalyzing the astonishing events leading to the American victory. Time after time, British leaders were perplexed by America’s unexpected survival, and were stunned by the eventual outcome. How did it happen? George Washington had an answer, which he continuously restated in letters and speeches during and after the war. The success of American arms, Washington believed, was due to nothing less than what he called the “astonishing interpositions of providence”—the sovereign intervention of Almighty God. “To the Great ruler of events, not to any exertions of mine, is to be ascribed the favorable termination of our late contest for liberty,” Washington would pronounce at war’s end. “I never considered the fortunate issue of any measure adopted by me in the progress of the Revolution in any other light than as the ordering of kind Providence.”6


Washington was not one to make such statements lightly. He was a Virginia low-church Anglican whose expressions of faith were generally quiet, reserved, and carefully reverent. “We must … place a confidence in that Providence, who rules great events,” he once observed in a typical commentary, “trusting that out of confusion he will produce order, and, notwithstanding the dark clouds, which may threaten at present, that right will ultimately be established.” The “dark clouds” that preceded the American Revolution had gathered largely during Washington’s lifetime, and he had been personally involved in a remarkable number of those critical events. They were extraordinary preparation for the singular role of leadership he would assume—and he did not consider the Revolution or his preparation for it to be accidental.7
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Washington’s faith in the sovereignty of God—“Providence” in the vernacular of his day—was a universal belief in eighteenth-century America. From Massachusetts to Georgia, “the idiom of religion penetrated all discourse, underlay all thought, marked all observances, gave meaning to every public and private crisis,” according to historian Patricia Bonomi, a twenty-first-century expert on Colonial America. American political thought at the time of the Revolution, twentieth-century Jewish historian Abraham I. Katsh would observe, reflected “the deeper meaning and higher purpose of a constant regard for principles and religious ideas, based on a profound sympathy for the Scriptures.…” The renowned historian Merle Curti would agree. “The Christian tradition,” he would note, “was the chief foundation stone of American intellectual development [in the Colonial era]. Whatever differences in ways of life and whatever conflicts of interest separated the country gentry and great merchants from the frontiersmen, poor farmers, artisans, and small shopkeepers, all nominally subscribed to Christian tenets and at least in theory accepted Christianity as their guide.”8


From the beginning, America was forged in faith—the Judeo-Christian worldview of the Bible. In 1607, when the first successful English colony in North America was established at Jamestown, Virginia, its royal charter declared the colony’s mission in part to be the “propagating of Christian Religion.” Although many of Jamestown’s early colonists showed more interest in gold than God, even rowdy Jamestown reflected a biblical faith. A chaplain held services in a crudely constructed church, and settlers were expected to attend prayer services twice daily, two worship services on the Lord’s Day and regular communion. When the colonists fell into near mutiny over Jamestown’s “Common Store” system—a socialistic policy that equally rewarded those who worked and those who loitered—Captain John Smith implemented a compulsory work program based on the New Testament admonition “if any would not work, neither should he eat.”9


A few years later, Virginia governor Thomas Dale enacted a code of laws founded on biblical principles: “I do strictly commaund and charge all Captaines and Officers … to have a care that the Almightie God bee duly and daily served, and that they call upon their people to heare Sermons, as that also they diligently frequent Morning and Evening praier themselves by their owne exemplar and daily life, and dutie herein, encouraging others thereunto.…” Although harshly enforced, Dale’s faith-based laws provided the discipline needed for the colony to survive. In 1619, Virginia’s newly established House of Burgesses—America’s first legislative assembly—established a precedent with faith-based self-government. The first session of the House of Burgesses was held in Jamestown’s log church, its first official act was an opening prayer, and among its first legislative actions were statutes requiring church attendance on the Lord’s Day, and mandating that Sundays be kept “in holy and religious order.” Two years later, Virginia’s constitution dedicated the colony to “the Advancement of the Honour and Service of God, and the Enlargement of His Kingdom.”10


Thirteen years after Jamestown was founded in Virginia, another English colony was established in America with an even stronger faith-based foundation. It was Plymouth Colony, established on the coast of modern Massachusetts by the people who would become known as the Pilgrims. The driving force of the one hundred–plus colonists who landed near Cape Cod in 1620 were thirty-five “Separatists”—so named because they had separated themselves from the Anglican Church of England, believing that every local church should be independent and self-governing. Early Separatist leaders had been executed in England, and sect members had suffered ridicule, threats, and persecution. After temporary self-exile in Holland, a group of Separatists put together a plan for a colony in the New World, obtained a charter, were joined by a larger group of non-Separatists, and set out across the Atlantic aboard the Mayflower—bound for the northern reaches of Virginia.11


They missed. Stormy weather drove them far to the north, and there—in what would become New England—they planted a faith-based colony in the wilderness. “Being thus arrived in a good harbor and brought safe to land,” Pilgrim leader William Bradford would report, “they fell upon their knees & blessed the God of heaven, who had brought them over the vast & furious ocean.…” They also immediately drafted a founding document for governing their colony—the Mayflower Compact. As the Virginians had done with the House of Burgesses, the Pilgrims based their government on biblical precepts. The opening line of the Mayflower Compact—“In the name of God, Amen”—acknowledged the God of the Bible as the authority for law and culture in the Pilgrims’ New World colony.12


The Compact stated the motivation that had driven the Plymouth colonists to risk all to establish a new life in a new land: “Having undertaken for the Glory of God, and Advancement of the Christian Faith, and the Honour of our King and Country, a Voyage to plant the first Colony in the northern Parts.…” Through this founding document, the Pilgrims pledged to “covenant and combine ourselves together into a civil Body Politick,” and to establish and obey “just and equal laws … for the general Good of the Colony.” It was a mighty precedent for the construction of American law and culture. While humbly acknowledging fidelity to king and country, the Mayflower Compact clearly recognized the biblical precept that all authority—even that of a king—was granted by the grace of God, and was subordinate to the “Higher Law” of Scripture.13


In 1630, shiploads of English Puritans followed the example set by their Pilgrim cousins and began arriving on the wooded shores of Massachusetts. The Puritans were so named because they wanted to purify the Church of England of what they deemed to be unbiblical doctrines and practices. By the early seventeenth century, England was officially Protestant, and so were most of its people. The Protestant Reformation had come to England during the reign of the mercurial King Henry VIII, who at first persecuted Protestants, then, when it suited his self-serving purposes, turned against the Catholics and established the Protestant Church of England—the Anglican Church.14


In 1517, a century before the Pilgrims’ journey, Martin Luther, a Roman Catholic priest in Germany, had sparked the Protestant Reformation by calling for the Church to return to key biblical doctrines many Christians believed had been distorted or abandoned in the early Middle Ages. He reaffirmed salvation by faith in Jesus Christ alone rather than by faith and works, and upheld the authority of Scripture over church tradition and church leadership, including papal authority. Church officials in Rome excommunicated Luther, but the Reformation flooded Western Europe with a Bible-centered revival—and a political transformation. With its emphasis on the authority of Scripture as the Higher Law, the Reformation persuaded countless commoners that every person, whether a prince or a pauper, was of equal value to God. It also spread the belief that God’s law, as revealed by Scripture, superseded man’s law—including the authority of princes, queens, and kings.15


The Reformation and its emphasis on the authority of Higher Law was suppressed by three of the four leading world powers—Spain, Portugal, and France. In England, however, the Reformation and its biblical doctrines took root and flourished. The first published translation of the Bible in English gave the common people of England personal access to the Scriptures—and the country was transformed. “The whole moral effect … was simply amazing,” English historian John Richard Green would later conclude. “The whole nation became a church.”16


By the early 1600s, many people in England weighed everything according to a biblical worldview—including government. Already, they cherished individual rights and a representative form of government—the legacy of the canon law of Christianity and the English Constitution it had inspired. The English Reformation inspired the English people with an even greater commitment to Higher Law and the God-given rights of the individual. Most committed of all were the Puritans, who believed in “covenant theology.” Scripture revealed that God had established covenants with his people through the ages, they believed, and government therefore should be a contract—a covenant—between the governing and the governed. Covenant theology held that even kings and queens were subject to God’s Higher Law and were biblically obligated to recognize the God-given right to individual life and liberty.17


Covenant theology and the Puritan desire to “purify” the Church of England—the official government denomination—were not popular with English monarchs. Neither was the Puritan belief that all people were equal before God. King James I vowed to “harry them out of the land, or else do worse,” and his son and successor, King Charles I, permitted Anglican officials to persecute them. Puritan preaching was restricted, their books and tracts were banned, and many Puritans were whipped, tortured, branded, or imprisoned. Facing increased persecution, scores of Puritans prayerfully chose to follow the Pilgrims to America. Between 1630 and 1640—in what became known as the Great Migration—more than twenty thousand Puritans immigrated to Massachusetts Bay Colony, bringing with them the seeds of Bible-based liberty.18


Although far from perfect, the Puritans’ Massachusetts Bay Colony was based on biblical principles and became an influential model for other colonies. Many of the fundamental rights that would be championed by America’s founding fathers, such as representative self-government, regular elections, and respect for private property, were inspired by the Puritans. The Judeo-Christian worldview became the foundation for American law and culture, as expressed, for example, in the 1643 Articles of Confederation of the United Colonies of New England: “Whereas we all came into these parts of America with one and the same end and aim, namely, to advance the Kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ and to enjoy the liberties of the Gospel in purity with peace.…”19


At times, some Colonial Americans appeared to forget the persecution they and their ancestors had suffered in the Old World and repeated the same sins in the New World. But the New was not the Old, and religious intolerance would not last in the Bible-based culture of Colonial America—too many colonists were unwilling to stand for it. Instead, gradually, steadily, there arose an American tradition of religious tolerance, based on the Gospel of Jesus Christ. It was advanced by such people of faith as Roger Williams in Rhode Island, William Penn in Pennsylvania, Cecilius Calvert in Maryland, and countless unnamed American colonists who rejected religious persecution. Colonial Americans eventually established laws and government that reflected biblical values and principles while allowing full freedom of faith and conscience for all. The foundation of American liberty was the Judeo-Christian worldview, and a keystone in that foundation was religious freedom.20


Colonial America was overwhelmingly Protestant. Jewish communities were sprinkled throughout the Thirteen Colonies, and a minority Catholic community was clustered in Maryland, but Colonial America was marked by a multitude of Protestant denominations. The Church of England was the official state church in Colonial America, but by the dawn of the eighteenth century, Anglicans were clearly outnumbered by members of the so-called dissenter denominations—Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Baptists, Lutherans, Dutch Reformed, Quakers, and others. Colonial America was distinguished by a variety of denominations, some of which were at times competitive, but it was overwhelmingly united by the commonly-shared Judeo-Christian worldview. With its unique combination of Bible-based faith and freedom, America was a land like no other.21


By the early 1700s, however, some feared America’s heritage of faith was growing dim. Biblical principles continued to shape American law and culture, but some feared America’s foundational faith was fading, undermined by prosperity in the cities and a scarcity of clergy and churches on the frontier. “Church discipline was neglected, and the growing laxness of morals was invading the churches,” reported a New England pastor. “The difference between the church and the world was vanishing.…”22


Then came an event that transformed Colonial America, restored its biblical foundation, united its people, and left the culture awash in faith on the eve of the Revolution. Known as the Great Awakening, it was an epic-sized revival of Christianity that swept floodlike through Colonial America. It began in full in the summer of 1743, with a solemn, unemotional sermon delivered by the Reverend Jonathan Edwards at a Congregationalist church in Enfield, Connecticut. A brilliant scholar and theologian who would later become president of Princeton University, Edwards preached a sobering call to salvation through Jesus Christ. A wave of conversions swept through the congregation, then through the region, all of New England, and eventually all of the Thirteen Colonies. It was further fueled by the preaching of English evangelist George Whitefield—the most famous preacher in the world at the time—whose Gospel message attracted crowds numbering in the thousands.23


As Colonial America approached the Revolution and nationhood, the hearts and minds of the American people were reinforced and molded by the biblical doctrines that were revived through the Great Awakening. Under its pervasive influence, they overwhelmingly rejected the humanistic worldview of Europe’s Age of Reason—the Enlightenment deism, rationalism, and atheism that was becoming faddish among some at the time. The Judeo-Christian worldview remained America’s consensus philosophy, and on that foundation America’s founding fathers would establish a new nation that was forged in faith. The Bible thus remained the guidebook for life, law, and government, and the local church became a “school of democracy,” teaching the biblical principle that life and liberty are intended as God’s gift of grace to all. Americans did not believe that God existed for America, but that America should exist for God.24


A citizen’s first responsibility, Colonial Americans generally believed, was to live righteously according to biblical standards of morality. A biblical faith was the foundation of responsible citizenship, they believed. “[He] who neglects his duty to his Maker,” observed Abigail Adams, the wife of John Adams, “may well be expected to be deficient and insincere in his duty towards the public.” A government’s first responsibility, Americans also believed, was to govern righteously according to the Word of God, for it was from God, not man, that genuine liberty originated. “They looked up to Heaven as the source of their rights, and claimed [those rights] not from the promises of kings, but from the parent of the Universe,” observed David Ramsay of South Carolina, who was a member and President pro tempore of the Continental Congress.25


Ramsay, who became a noted American historian, would later describe the political mind-set and motivation of the typical American at the time of the Revolution:


The political creed of an American colonist was short but substantial. He believed that God made all mankind originally equal: That he endowed them with the rights of life, property, and as much liberty as was consistent with the rights of others. That he had bestowed on his vast family of the human race, the earth for their support, and that all government was a political institution between men naturally equal, not for the aggrandizement of one, or a few, but for the general happiness of the whole community. Impressed with sentiments of this kind, they grew up, from their earliest infancy, with that confidence which is well calculated to inspire a love for liberty, and a prepossession in favor of independence.


On the eve of the Revolution, Americans generally respected the preeminence of God’s Higher Law, and expected those in authority to abide by it—even king and Parliament.26





CHAPTER TWO
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“For Such a Time as This”


Nineteen-year-old George Washington was deathly ill. It was November of 1751, and Washington lay bedridden at a plantation outside Bridgetown on the island of Barbados. He had traveled from Virginia to the Caribbean with his older half brother Lawrence, who was attempting to cure a serious case of tuberculosis with a sojourn in a warm climate. The long cruise and mild winter in Barbados had done nothing for Lawrence Washington’s health, and young George had contracted smallpox. It was the killer disease of his age—a scourge that took the life of twenty percent of its sufferers and left legions of survivors blind. For almost a month, he languished in bed, at one point near death, and appeared poised to disappear into history. Finally, the crisis passed. George Washington survived with nothing more than a few pockmarks and immunity to smallpox, which would protect him in the future as the disease felled his soldiers by the thousands. Washington’s recovery was one of numerous narrow escapes—all of which he would attribute, in his words, to “the miraculous care of Providence.”1


Washington, like other Americans of the eighteenth century, grew up in a culture founded and centered on the Judeo-Christian worldview. His great-great-grandfather was an Anglican minister—the Reverend Lawrence Washington—whose son John emigrated from England to America in 1656. John Washington settled in Westmoreland County, Virginia, on a peninsula between the Potomac and Rappahannock rivers. John’s grandson Augustine, or “Gus” as Washington’s father was known, was a moderately successful planter, land trader, and part owner of an iron furnace. He was a widower with three children when he married Mary Ball, who gave him six more—of whom Washington was the first. He was born in Westmoreland County, but as a small boy moved with his family to a modest plantation called Ferry Farm, which was located on the Rappahannock River opposite Fredericksburg, Virginia. Washington was living there at age eleven when his father unexpectedly died.2


After his father’s death, Washington divided his childhood between time at home with his mother at Ferry Farm, and long periods with his half brother Lawrence in Westmoreland County. Lawrence lived on a sprawling, pastoral plantation, Mount Vernon, which overlooked the Potomac River near Alexandria, Virginia. His father’s death ended plans for Washington to attend college in Great Britain like his older brothers. His education was limited to about seven years of tutoring and a brief stint under an Anglican minister at a small academy in Fredericksburg. Whatever educational limitation he experienced, however, was likely offset by his exposure to the privileged life of a gentleman planter at Mount Vernon. There, at an impressionable age, Washington was trained in “the courtly manners and customs of the best English culture.”3


Nor, apparently, was his spiritual training neglected. He was raised in churchgoing households, studied the Anglican Book of Common Prayer, and, judging by his frequent references to Scripture, developed a genuine familiarity with the Book of Books. “Washington, from his youth to the close of life, was a conscientious observer of the ‘Lord’s Day,’” observed an early biographer, “and considered it a duty, when at all practicable, to attend divine service on that day.” Given road conditions and travel distances in rural Virginia in his day, “when practicable” was seldom weekly on a consistent basis. His mother, however, habitually read to him from Biblically based books on character, and reportedly led him to memorize key passages from the Bible, including Mordecai’s momentous question to Esther: “Who knoweth whether God hath not given thee this reputation and esteem for such a time as this?”4


Young Washington also absorbed a series of maxims promoting character. “Associate yourself with Men of good Quality if you Esteem your own Reputation,” one such proverb advised, “for ’tis better to be alone than in bad company.” The advice came from a book titled Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior in Company and Conversation, which the youthful Washington apparently studied conscientiously—he meticulously copied it. Authored by Catholic Jesuits, it offered Biblically based counsel on developing good character. “A man ought not to value himself [because] of his Achievement or rare Qualities, his Riches, Titles, Virtue or Kindred,” the book advised. “Let your Conversation be without Malice or Envy,” it counseled, “and in all causes of Passion admit Reason to Govern.” Young Washington laboriously copied the admonitions, and sought to live by them—including one that became characteristic of his personality: “When you speak of God or His attributes, let it be seriously and [with] reverence.”5


In adulthood, George Washington emerged as a man whose personal theology, character, and actions were securely founded on a biblical faith. He was a sincere, low-church Anglican of Virginia’s plantation gentry. Unlike New England’s seventeenth-century Puritans, or the Presbyterians and Baptists of his day, he was reserved in his verbal declarations of faith, although his writings were consistently laced with biblical allusions and expressions of the Judeo-Christian worldview. According to those closest to him, Washington believed that actions, not words, were the most meaningful expressions of faith. “For no man,” he once wrote, “who is profligate in his morals, or a bad member of the civil community, can possibly be a true Christian.…” Observed his granddaughter Nelly Custis: “He was a silent, thoughtful man.… I never witnessed his private devotions. I never inquired about them. I should have thought it the greatest heresy to doubt his firm belief in Christianity. His life, his writings, prove that he was a Christian.”6


As an adult, he became increasingly active in church affairs, took to carrying a small copy of the book of Psalms in his coat pocket, and routinely recorded what he perceived as the work of God in his life. His principal biographer, Douglas Southall Freeman, concluded that Washington’s faith matured significantly with his years. “He indulged in no theological disquisition and he wrote no homilies,” Freeman wrote, “but as he served the church, he developed new reverence for its Head, and as he lengthened his own journey of life, he had to conclude that a Guide directed his path.” By the time of the Revolution, Freeman reported, “Washington was distinctly more religious … and he was more frequently mindful of Providence.”7


As a youth, Washington yearned to join the British navy, and the influential Lawrence tried to help him embark on a naval career while a teenager. Washington’s mother would not hear of it, depriving the British navy of a potential officer and sparing Washington for greater achievement. In 1748, when he was sixteen—tall, muscular, intelligent, and decisive—Washington joined a surveying team for a trek to Virginia’s rugged western frontier. As they felled trees and cut through thickets to make their surveys, Washington and his companions encountered an Indian war party returning from a raid. Although they outnumbered the surveyors, the warriors allowed the surveying team to continue on unharmed. On the same expedition, Washington survived a freak accident: his straw bedding caught fire while he was asleep. Before his clothing could become enflamed, one of the other surveyors awakened and doused the blaze. The close calls were among the first in an extraordinary number of narrow escapes Washington experienced throughout his life—escapes that he attributed to divine intervention.8


He returned from his 1748 surveying adventure filled with zeal for the rigors and adventures of outdoor life. So motivated, he plunged into survey books and, little more than a year later, was appointed a county surveyor while still in his teens. The job put him in the wilds of western Virginia, where he learned the ways of life in the field and acquired skills that would serve him well as a future military commander. It was during this period of his life that he also survived smallpox in Barbados. While the visit to the Caribbean left Washington immune to the disease, the trip did nothing to cure Lawrence, who died shortly after the brothers returned to Virginia.9


Lawrence’s death removed the second father figure from George’s life, but it also left him as the eventual inheritor of Mount Vernon—the plantation on the Potomac that he loved so deeply. All of his life, Washington would aspire to the planter’s life at Mount Vernon. Duty came first, however, and Washington would spend most of his life away from home, immersed in the highest levels of public service. In 1753, at age twenty-one, he was commissioned major and district adjutant of Virginia colonial troops by acting governor Robert Dinwiddie, filling a post that Lawrence had held. It placed him in a position of leadership, required him to teach himself military drill and tactics, and for the first time placed him in command of troops. More perilous events awaited him, and would train him for the future even as he repeatedly escaped their dangers.10


The first came in 1753. The French, old and bitter enemies of the British, were reportedly building military posts on the rim of the distant Ohio Country on lands claimed by Virginia. Washington was chosen by Virginia’s governor to lead a small party of frontiersmen to a French post on the faraway Ohio River. There he would present an official ultimatum to the French commander, advising him to withdraw his troops from lands claimed by Virginia. Washington successfully made the long and hazardous wintertime trek through the wilderness, then learned that to find the ranking French officer he had to go farther north—almost to Lake Erie. That done, he returned with the French officer’s reply, tramping through snow-covered forests, canoeing down icy rivers, and portaging around ice jams. He narrowly escaped death when a renegade Indian shot at him at close range, and barely escaped drowning and frostbite when he tumbled off a log raft into an ice-clogged river.11


A year later, the governor promoted the twenty-two-year-old Washington to lieutenant colonel in command of 150 Virginia volunteers, and sent him north again to reinforce a British frontier post on the Ohio River at modern-day Pittsburgh. As he led his troops through the rugged wilderness, he received word that the French had captured the British post and renamed it Fort Duquesne. Realizing his force was too small to recapture the post, Washington halted in the wilderness at a place called Great Meadows and established a small fortification that he named Fort Necessity. He planned to wait there until reinforcements arrived from Virginia, but he learned that a body of French troops was approaching through the forest. Assuming he was under attack, he led about forty men in a bold surprise assault on the French force, which turned out to be a thirty-five man reconnaissance party led by a French-Canadian officer named Joseph Coulon de Jumonville. In a fierce fifteen-minute battle, the French were defeated and Jumonville was killed.12


On July 3, 1754, a superior French force from Fort Duquesne attacked Washington’s troops at Fort Necessity. After a ten-hour battle, with his troops low on rations, Washington accepted French surrender terms that allowed him and his men to return to Virginia. He did not realize that the French-language surrender terms he signed claimed that he had “assassinated” the commander of the French reconnaissance force—a “confession” that the French would use to justify the French and Indian War. Back home in Virginia, he was not blamed for the defeat at Fort Necessity, and the colony’s legislature instead publicly praised him for “gallant and brave behaviour.” The young officer had survived a battlefield loss that could have ended his military career—and he learned valuable lessons about command.13


A year later, the government in distant London decided to make a forceful stand against the French on the American frontier as the French and Indian War unfolded. General Edward Braddock and fourteen hundred British regulars were dispatched to march against the French stronghold of Fort Duquesne. Washington meanwhile—exhausted from his Fort Necessity expedition and frustrated by a reorganization of Virginia’s military—had resigned his command and was trying to pursue the planter’s life at Mount Vernon. After seriously pondering his options, however, Washington petitioned the commanding general for a command in the campaign. Aware of Washington’s familiarity with the campaign’s area of operations, Braddock made the young officer an aide on his command staff. With this, Washington was rescued from obscurity and given an important position in events already shaping the future of America.14


General Braddock was a sixty-year-old desk officer with little field experience. Washington reportedly advised him to adopt frontier tactics on the march. If so, Braddock disregarded the advice. The British army lumbered through the dark forests with little or no reconnaissance for most of its march. On July 9, 1755, after an exhausting day’s march, Braddock’s army neared Fort Duquesne—and was ambushed by a force of French and Indians who fought frontier-style from cover. Cornered in the open road, Braddock’s army was slaughtered. More than nine hundred British troops were killed or wounded, making the battle of the Wilderness or Braddock’s Defeat, as the engagement came to be called, the worst defeat the British had ever suffered in North America. Washington tried to restore order amid the carnage, but the British ranks melted in bloody chaos.15


General Braddock was mortally wounded, and when his panicky British troops refused to assist their fallen commander, it was Washington who had the general moved to the rear. When Braddock died, Washington took charge of the burial. To prevent the enemy from discovering the grave site, Washington had his commander buried on the Wilderness Road and then marched the retreating British troops over the site to obliterate all traces of the grave. That night, before leaving, Washington took over for the wounded British army chaplain and conducted a funeral service for Braddock by lamplight. It was also Washington who led the retreat out of the wilderness and back to safety.16


Once more, George Washington had survived a deadly encounter unhurt. Two-thirds of the expedition’s officers had been killed or wounded, and Washington reported that he was the only officer in Braddock’s presence who escaped the battle unharmed. Two horses, however, had been shot out from under him, and he later counted four holes where bullets had passed through his clothing. Nothing less than an act of God had spared his life, Washington believed. At age twenty-three, he had now survived a freak fire, smallpox, Indian ambushes, battle with the French, near drowning—and the worst British defeat in North America to date. Others might attempt to explain Washington’s extraordinary survival as a combination of chance and circumstances. Not Washington. He was convinced then and for the rest of his life that he had been spared by God’s sovereign grace. “I now exist and appear in the land of the living,” he wrote his brother John, “by the miraculous care of Providence, that protected me beyond all human expectation.…”17


His military career had also survived potentially crippling blows—the surrender of his troops at Fort Necessity and his association with Braddock’s disastrous defeat. Instead of viewing Washington critically, however, his fellow Virginians proclaimed him a hero. So did Virginia’s governor and the colony’s legislature. At age twenty-three, he was promoted to colonel and given command of Virginia’s seven-hundred-man colonial militia. With such a huge responsibility, Washington learned much that would serve him as a military leader in the future. Like Washington, others now openly attributed his survival and achievements to the providence of God. The Reverend Samuel Davies, a future president of Princeton University and Virginia’s most prominent Presbyterian minister, made the point publicly. “As a remarkable instance of this,” he said in a sermon to Virginia militia troops, “I may point out to the public that heroic youth, Colonel Washington, whom I cannot but hope Providence has hitherto preserved in so signal a manner for some important service to his country.”18
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Washington spent the next two years strengthening Virginia’s militia and protecting the colony’s frontier from Indian raids. He also signed on for another campaign against distant Fort Duquesne in 1758. This time the campaign was commanded by an experienced British officer and 6,500 British and American troops—including George Washington, who was promoted to brigadier general of colonial troops. As the expedition neared Fort Duquesne, the French abandoned the post, bringing a measure of relief to the Virginia frontier. His duty in the French and Indian War provided invaluable experience for Washington. Through trial and error he had learned the principles of successful command, how to persevere when victory proved elusive, and how to make do with inadequate ammunition, equipment, rations, and troops. He had seen firsthand the disastrous results that could strike an under-strength army, improperly trained troops, and an incautious commander. He had also taken the measure of the British officer corps and found its members at times arrogant and impetuous. Likewise, he had learned that the British army was not invincible. At the battle of the Wilderness, he confided to a contemporary, the British regulars “broke and ran as Sheep before the Hounds.” He would not forget these lessons—he had repeatedly endured deadly conditions to learn them.19


In 1758, Washington concluded that his military duty was finally done and went home to marry Martha Dandridge Custis—whom Washington called “Patsy.” She was an attractive twenty-seven-year-old widow, whose late husband, Daniel Parke Custis, had been a prominent Virginia planter and landowner. The wedding took place on January 6, 1759. Martha brought two small children—a son and a daughter—to her new marriage, and Washington accepted them as his own. He would later adopt his step-granddaughter, Eleonor Parke “Nelly” Curtis and her brother, George Washington Parke Curtis, but he and Martha would have no biological children. For the next decade and a half, George Washington lived his ideal profession. The gentleman planter of Mount Vernon grew wheat, oats, corn, tobacco, and other crops, conducted scientific crop and livestock experiments, and practiced crop rotation and soil conservation methods that were advanced for his time.20


He was also a slave owner. Like other Virginia planters, he owned scores of slaves, and for much of his life was untroubled by the fact. Over time, however, like some other prominent slave owners of his day—Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, for instance—he developed misgivings about slavery. Eventually his attitude toward slavery shifted entirely, and he reportedly came to loathe the institution. Slavery was an unjust moral evil, he concluded, and his will granted freedom to his slaves when Martha died. One of his greatest desires, he would eventually declare, was “to see some plan adopted, by which slavery in this country may be abolished by slow, sure, and imperceptible degrees.” Throughout his lifetime, he attempted to improve Mount Vernon, adding to its acreage, and waging the planter’s ongoing struggle to keep the plantation profitable.21


His pleasures included the gentleman’s pastimes of fox hunting, fishing, billiards, and ballroom dancing. He also served as an Anglican vestryman in his local parish. Although his reserved nature did not lend itself to dinnertime theological discussions, Washington served as a church lay leader, collected published sermons, privately fasted at times, and in his letters made frequent references to his lifelong belief that God repeatedy intervened in his life and in the life of the nation—what he called the “astonishing interpositions of providence.” By his own admission, he believed that God had repeatedly spared him for a purpose, and that God also had a divine plan for America. Throughout his lifetime, Washington would continue to acknowledge his faith in the God of the Bible, and would consistently profess his dependence on the “blessings of His providence,” during dark and deadly days. As he pursued the life of a Virginia planter with his new family in the early 1760s, those dark days were rapidly approaching.22
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In 1763, the French and Indian War ended in a world-changing British victory. France was forced to cede Canada and all its territorial claims east of the Mississippi River to Great Britain, and Britain became the dominant power controlling North America. The war in America was an epic triumph for Great Britain, but it came at a great price: the British government was left deeply in debt. As Britain withdrew troops from the thirteen American colonies at war’s end, a bold Ottawa leader named Pontiac unleashed a deadly Indian uprising—Pontiac’s Rebellion—in the lightly protected Ohio Country. British military outposts on the faraway frontier were attacked, troops were massacred and American colonists on the frontier were endangered. The uprising was eventually suppressed, but London officials realized that huge numbers of British troops would be necessary to secure the American frontier. How could Britain’s financially strapped government raise the funds necessary to protect the frontiers of its American colonies?23


King and Parliament agreed on a solution: new laws would be imposed on the Americans to raise revenue for the London government. First, to eliminate the Indian threat in the Ohio Country—and the cost of fielding more troops—Parliament enacted a law that closed America’s western frontier to settlement. Known as the Proclamation of 1763, it prohibited Americans from moving west of the Appalachian Mountains, and settlers already living in the Ohio Country were ordered “forthwith to remove themselves.” Under the new British policy, America’s Indian tribes were to be left alone to fight one another for control of the frontier, instead of battling British troops, and colonists were advised to settle in Canada instead of Ohio. For the first time since 1607, America’s westward expansion was officially halted. To most Americans, the Proclamation of 1763 was a misguided attempt by the British Parliament to restrict the growth and influence of the American colonies. It reinforced the suspicion held by many Americans that the London government valued the Thirteen Colonies chiefly for their natural resources and as a market for English goods.24


A year later, Parliament imposed the American Revenue Act, known as the “Sugar Act” in the colonies. It placed duties on sugar and molasses, outlawed the importation of foreign wines and rum, and placed taxes on a variety of manufactured foreign wares that were commonly imported into America from countries other than Great Britain. Within a year came the Quartering Act, which required cities and towns in the American colonies to garrison and supply British troops as needed. British officers could commandeer inns, taverns, or unoccupied buildings to quarter troops, and the Colonial legislatures were ordered to pay for supplies, rum, and beer issued to those troops. As a result, discontent swelled in the Thirteen Colonies. The most controversial new law of all, however, was the Stamp Act of 1765.25


It was the first direct tax on the American colonies, which had no voice in the issue because they were not represented in Parliament. The Stamp Act levied taxes on a wide range of paper-related products used in America—newspapers, licenses, pamphlets, playing cards, almanacs, even college diplomas. Stamp Act officials were appointed to oversee taxation, and violators were threatened with prosecution. Such taxation without representation in Parliament was an attack on American freedom, many colonists believed. Many also suspected that the Stamp Act was merely the first in a series of direct taxes on Americans that would be imposed by the Mother Country without American representation in Parliament. The new laws, especially the Stamp Act, drove a giant wedge into what was already a widening fissure between Britain and the American colonies.26


The colonists were generally loyal to the Mother Country and its king, even though the vast majority had not been born in England and were decidedly more American than English. For generations, the Thirteen Colonies had been largely ignored by the British government; “happy neglect,” one historian would call it. Americans had come to view the colonies as almost autonomous—part of the British Empire, but quasi-independent, based on the royal charters granted by the king when most of the colonies were founded. If the colonies occasionally were needed to contribute to the national treasury, such aid had been requested by the king, not Parliament, and His Majesty had done so through the colonial legislatures where Americans did have political representation. In the 1760s, however, “happy neglect” was replaced by a succession of new taxes and legal restrictions—even though Americans had no voice in Parliament. Pennsylvania publisher Benjamin Franklin spoke for many when he declared that Parliament “had really no right at all to tax them” and was guilty of “compulsion over persuasion.”27


The Stamp Act outraged most Americans. From Massachusetts to Georgia, the cry of “No taxation without representation!” swept through the colonies. Protests were staged. Riots broke out. Government offices were ransacked. Stamp Act officials were heckled and harassed—some of them tarred and feathered by unruly mobs. A few Americans turned to violence, but many more turned to their pastors. On the eve of the Revolution, the most influential profession in Colonial America was the clergy. “The corporate and collective action of the American clergy was a mighty force in politics,” British historian George Otto Trevelyan would observe, “but the influence of the individual minister must be accounted as more important still. That influence … extended over every department of daily life.” In time of crisis, Americans flocked to their churches to receive biblical direction from the pulpit. They read sermons in the newspapers, passed around printed versions of them, and discussed the sermon topics in the workplace, marketplace, and fields. While some pastors counseled unquestioning submission to London—particularly those pastors in the Church of England—many more denounced taxation without representation as a violation of God-given or “inalienable” rights.28
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FROM THE AUTHOR OF FORGED IN FAITH ¢

REMARKABLE UNTOLD HISTORY OF HOW THE FAITH OF OUR FATHERS
CRITICALLY INFLUENCED THE OUTCOME OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION
AND THE BIRTH OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA.

“A page-turner that reads like a novel!”

“By the Hand of P Killfully examines the faich-based core belicts
of the revol i d ingly refutes the ion that
George Washington was an uncommitted Christian or a deist.”

~ historian EDWARD G. LONGACRE, atithor of
Cavalry of the Heartland and Worthy Opponents

“Thte 1aND oF ProvIDENCE has been so conspicuous in all chis, that he
must be worse than an infidel that lacks faith,” George Washington observed
in the midst of the American Revolution. At war’s end, he described the hard-
won American victory s “liele short of astanding miracle.” Why Washington
reached such a conclusion is made strikingly clear in By the Hand of Provi-
dence by award-winning historian Rod Gragg. From the first stirrings of
American independence through the unlikely American victory at York-
town, By the Hand of Providence chronicles the extraordinary impact of the
Judeo-Christian worldview on the American Revolution.

“Fascinating.... Gragg shows the decisive importance that Americans
of the 1770s and *80s artributed to the providential intervention
of God in the momentous events of the Revolution.”

—Dr. STEVEN 'H, author of 7his Great St America’s Civil War
and While God Is Marching On: The Religious World of Civil War Soldiers

“Rod Gragg has done it again! A page-turner that reads like a novel!
I found myself not only wanting to devour the next page,
but praying for our nation, ‘O Lord, do it again.”

—Dr. HARRY REEDER T, Senior Pastor, Briarwood Presbyterian Church,
irmi Alab dauth D)






OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg
HOWAED BOOKS

NEW YORK NASHVILLE LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY






OEBPS/images/fm1.jpg
ular work Forged in Faith, award-winning historian
Rod Gragg reveals how the American Revolution
was fired and fucled by America’s founding faith—
the Judeo-Christian worldview.
rescarch and propelled by a fast-paced style, By the

Basedon meticulous

Hand of Providence uncovers the cxtraordinary,
almost-forgotten history of the faith-based Revolu-
tion that secured American liberty and nationhood.

From the American people’s first resistance
autacks on their God-given or “inalienable” rights,
through the dramatic batclefield events of the Revo-
lution and General George Washington's pivoral
faith-based leadership, to the climactic surrender of
Cornwallis’s British army at Yorktown, By the Hand
of Providence exposes the long-overlooked but critical
clement that kept alive the American War for Inde-
pendence and motivated the ultimate victory that
established the United States of Americ:

In the words of George Washington
of Providence has been so conspicuous inallthis, that
he must be worse than an infidel that lacks faich. .. *

Among the historical surprises revealed in By the
Hand of Providence:

* Legions of American troops marched off to war
under banners adorned with the batdle cry “Resis-
tance to Tyranesis Obedience to God.”

“The Revolution was sparked not by anger over high
taxes, but by outrage against British attempts to
suppress God-given or “inalienable rights.”

« Throughout the Revolution, the Continental C
gress repeatedly called for national days of “fasting,

humiliation and prayer”

«The political center of the American Revolution
was nor a legisative chamber, but the local church-
so influcnial that Bricsh
leaders called them the “black regiment.”

*The most popular American song of the Revolution
was not “Yankee Doodle” but  battle hymn called
“Chester,” which declared, “Let tyrants shake their
iron rod .. We fear them not; we trust in God.”

*To encourage his army; George Washingron pub-

ged his troops to conduct themsclves “as
becomes a Christian Soldier dermdm‘, the dearest
Righes and Liberties of his counry. .

ly urg

«Upon offcially recciving the news of the British
surtender at Yorkiown, the Continental Congress
marched in a procession to a Philadelphia church
tolead the nation in worship.

s end, Washington spoke for countless
We may indeed
ascribe these most happy and glorious Events to the
Smiles of Providence.

Americans when he declared,

Through compelling contentand a captivating style,
By the Hand of Providence reveals the lost story of the
world-changing American Revolution.

Aformer journalse, histo-
rian ROD GRAGG is the.
author of sixteen books on
topics in American his-
wory. His works have
carned numerous. histor-
AR | ical awards, and.his.last
book—Forged inFaith
How i Siaped e
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George Washington Book Prize. Hcmhcd.mmmf
the Center for Military and Veterans Studies at
Coastal Carolina University, where he lso serves asa
lecturer and adjunce professor of American history
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