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Why was Lincoln so great…



Why was Lincoln so great that he overshadows all other national heroes? He really was not a great general like Napoleon or Washington; he was not such a skilled statesman as Gladstone or Frederick the Great; but his supremacy expresses itself altogether in his peculiar moral power and in the greatness of his character.

Washington was a typical American. Napoleon was a typical Frenchman, but Lincoln was a humanitarian as broad as the world. He was bigger than his country—bigger than all the presidents together.

We are still too near his greatness, but after a few centuries more our posterity will find him considerably bigger than we do. His genius is still too strong and too powerful for the common understanding, just as the sun is too hot when its light beams directly on us.

—LEO TOLSTOY
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Introduction


As, in spite of some weaknesses, Republicanism is the sole hope of a sick world, so Lincoln with all his foibles, is the greatest character since Christ.

—JOHN HAY (U.S. Secretary of State)




“Which presidents are kids most interested in reading about?”

I was standing in the children’s section of a local chain bookstore. I’d asked the lady at the information desk to take me to books about presidents.

She looked at me as though I’d come from another planet. “Who else—Lincoln and Washington.”

“Any runners-up?”

“Nope. Nobody else in sight.”

I had figured as much. Now I was just doing an informal survey. “Well,” I said, “between Lincoln and Washington, which one do they ask about most?”

She laughed. “There’s no contest. It’s Lincoln by a country mile.”

“Hmm,” I said. I’d gotten the same answer from elementary and middle school librarians.

Apparently more books have been written about Lincoln than about all the rest of our presidents put together. More poems have been written about Lincoln than about all the other presidents put together. More quotations originating with Lincoln are in circulation than for all the rest of our presidents put together, and that’s not even counting the vast number of other quotations that are attributed to him. More anecdotes associated with Lincoln exist than for all the rest of our presidents put together. We have more stories told by Lincoln than we have from all the rest put together.

For many years I have made a living collecting stories into anthologies. So it is with professional wonder that I survey the multitude of stories about Lincoln, true and otherwise, that have been written about him. Far more of these tales exist about Lincoln than for all the rest of the presidents put together. Abraham Lincoln is and was an epic, legendary figure in American history.

Three of our national holidays—Presidents’ Day, Memorial Day, and Thanksgiving—are directly tied to Lincoln. Nor is his fame restricted to the United States. Lincoln is the one American who is revered around the world. He is, indeed, the only universally beloved American.

Our son Greg is an advertising copywriter. He tells us that one of the absolutes in advertising is this: No matter what the product, just tie Lincoln to it and it’s guaranteed to sell.

Nor does this fascination seem about to fade any time soon. Interest in Lincoln has done nothing but build since his presidency. With untold millions of words written about him, it is logical to assume that there couldn’t be anything new to discover. And yet new Lincoln biographies continue to pour out of publishing houses. Momentum will only compound as we near 2009 (the two-hundredth anniversary of his birth) and 2011 to 2015 (the hundred-fiftieth anniversary of the Civil War years).

AN ENDURING LEGACY

As a historian of ideas I have long been fascinated by biographical history. One of my central questions has been the exploration of why the vast majority of historical luminaries flicker out before another generation comes on the scene and why others endure. Fame itself has been reduced to fifteen minutes in our time. For a name to survive in the national consciousness for two generations is abnormal, three generations is a miracle.

Yet each new generation has found and continues to find something special in the sixteenth president, something no one wants to live without.

What that something might be has never been more aptly summed up than by Lloyd Lewis in his landmark book Myths after Lincoln. Lewis postulated that a nation doesn’t really consider itself to be a nation until someone, against all odds, emerges from the mass and stands out against the sky. Many there are who tread the stages of their age acclaimed by thousands and appear to be heroes. Yet in the leveling field of death and with the perspective time brings, almost all crumble into the dust of forgottenhood. It takes almost superhuman qualities to survive—admired, honored, and loved—from generation to generation to generation, to evolve at last into imperishable myth, Lewis says.

For ninety years America vainly struggled to produce such a towering figure of myth. Neither Jackson nor Jefferson made it. Not even Washington, who was too austere, “too cold in his perfections to claim anything more than their formal reverence and sober admiration.” Besides, Lewis notes, all those heroes lived too long, and by no stretch of the imagination could their passing be construed as mysterious, miraculous, or sacrificial.

All that changed in April of 1865:


It was not until Lincoln had been assassinated and his body seen firsthand by 1,500,000 people, that something truly miraculous took place. As they saw him stretched to his giant’s length in the coffin, they remembered with awe how cool and strong he had seemed through those four years of terror, now miraculously ended. Remembering how he had been abused during his lifetime, and how even his friends had mistaken his patience for weakness, the people began to revere him. Seeing his body go back to the common soil amid such sobbing pomp, they understood in full that he had sacrificed himself for them. Dimly, but with elemental power, they felt he had died out of love for the people.

Under him the nation had become for the first time one, all questions of its division settled, its unity cemented in blood. More than that, the nation was at last a great world power. With Lincoln as leader the young Republic had defied Europe. Under him four million Negro slaves had been set free. To have done what he had done, it seemed that he must, perforce, have been superhuman.1



Lewis noted that by the end of the war Lincoln was already the chief American hero. His assassination (and he was the first American president to be murdered) elevated him into the pantheon of mythology overnight. Now, as was true with other heroes who had died for others, his betrayer was elevated into the mythology of archvillains. Balder had his Loki, Arthur his Mordred, and Jesus His Judas. Now Lincoln’s John Wilkes Booth displaced Benedict Arnold as the ultimate American villain.2

The catalyst for all this was perhaps the longest funeral in world history. For fourteen days the slow funeral train meandered 1,700 miles from the White House to Oak Ridge Cemetery in Springfield, Illinois. Hardly ever was there a moment without booming guns. Even in the middle of the night and during torrential rainstorms, grieving Americans waited faithfully by the tracks to see it pass at a somber twenty miles per hour. In cities, more than a million and a half people filed by the casket to take one last look at their fallen leader. Out of a U.S. population of 31 million, well over 7 million saw the train or the catafalque. That’s nearly one in every four living Americans.

Thus the myth of Abraham Lincoln was born.

But the true miracle is what has happened since. Ordinarily in biographical history, every hero is shown to have offsetting flaws detracting from his or her greatness. But for almost a century and a half now, scholars have hammered away at the Lincoln monolith in an almost desperate search for significant character flaws or fissures. And they have not found them.

This is why millions continue thronging the Lincoln trail. Here, parents introduce their children to a real hero as a counterbalance in an age teeming with pseudoheroes.

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

I mentioned before that I am a professional anthologist and a historian of ideas. Over a span of seventeen years I have compiled and edited sixty-four books, forty-eight of them being story anthologies. The best known of these are the Christmas in My Heart, Heart to Heart, Great Stories Remembered, Forged in the Fire, and The Good Lord Made Them All series. My academic journey includes a masters in history from Pacific Union College, a masters in English from Sacramento State University, and a PhD in English (History of Ideas emphasis) from Vanderbilt University. I have also been a lifelong appreciator and student of Abraham Lincoln and the stories written about him.

As a homeschooled child, I was encouraged to become a voracious reader, to gobble up entire libraries. I burrowed into history, religion, literature, mythology, nature, story, folk tales, anthropology, true-life adventure, and biography—especially biography. Though I reveled in make-believe worlds, there was something comfortable, something with foundations under it, about the true stories of people who did such extraordinary things that no one has ever been able to obliterate their memories.

I ended up reading every biography that interested me at all. Especially was I intrigued by the lives of American presidents. However, without even knowing what I was doing or why, I winnowed down to five the ones who intrigued me: Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and both Roosevelts. Jefferson lacked staying power. Teddy Roosevelt intrigued me because of his rambunctious children and his love of the outdoor world. FDR (Roosevelt the Second) fascinated me because, through radio, his voice was part of the sound track of my childhood.

As the years passed, however, and I continued my long, steep learning curve, Jefferson and the two Roosevelts fell away in my interest, leaving me with only two mythical figures: Washington and Lincoln.

For thirty-four years I taught English in the academic setting. I taught at the junior high, senior high, junior college, college, and adult-education levels. During those years I sired nine paperback libraries in attempts to get young people into reading. Where my collections included books about the presidents, they were Washington and Lincoln—but mostly Lincoln.

Eighteen years ago, I entered into the stage of my life when I began anthologizing stories. Abraham Lincoln, A Man of Faith and Courage is my sixty-fourth book. From that vantage point one thing is clear: where stories about presidents are concerned, readers invariably choose Lincoln.

I finally realized that while I admire and revere Washington, it stops there. He is a model for many fine qualities, but with me, at least, he remains only a model to be venerated. Not so with the sixteenth president. There is something about Abraham Lincoln that makes me love him. I cannot explain it; I know only that it’s there.

And this is the real reason I wrote this book. I wanted to learn, by total immersion into Lincoln biography, whether my hero worship, my love for Lincoln, could survive exhaustive scholarship. After reading some sixty Lincoln books, both biography and history, and writing this book to its completion, I can say that it did survive and in fact has been strengthened.

This book is not a definitive biography of Lincoln. Writing such a thing would take a lifetime. What I have endeavored to create is a Lincoln book for the masses: people of all ages, from children to senior citizens, from those who know almost nothing about Lincoln to those who are Lincoln scholars. No matter where you are in life’s journey, I hope you’ll decide that climbing aboard this Lincoln Concord stagecoach might end up being one of the most interesting rides of your life.

As we move through this book, we’ll be concentrating on the two aspects of his life story that fascinate me most: his faith and his courage.

Welcome aboard.










PART ONE
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THE WORLD AND FAITH OF Abraham Lincoln

Lincoln during the Civil War
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Abraham Lincoln’s grandfather, killed by Indians in Kentucky; the boy is Thomas Lincoln









CHAPTER ONE

ABRAHAMLincoln’s World


Biographies, as generally written, are not only misleading, but false. The author makes a wonderful hero of his subject. He magnifies his perfections, if he has any, and suppresses his imperfections. History is not history unless it is the truth.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN






Abraham Lincoln was permitted to live only fifty-six years. Yet had he been given the opportunity to choose any fifty-six-year period from the thousands of years of recorded history, chances are he’d have chosen 1809 to 1865. These were quite possibly the fifty-six most exciting years our world has ever known.

As we set out to examine Abraham Lincoln’s life, it might be helpful to take a quick look at the world in which he lived and made such a lasting impact.

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

Lincoln was born at the intersection of two ages: the colonial and the industrial. The old ways were dying out and were being replaced by newfangled inventions and mysterious automated processes.

For thousands of years the fastest form of land transportation had been the horse. In 1858, land travel’s last hurrah was the overland stage. What an experience it must have been to have boarded that great Concord stagecoach with its gleaming metal and wood accoutrements. At the head of the coach, restlessly snorting their eagerness to hit the roads, were six magnificent horses. When the driver snapped his whip, the stage leaped into motion. As the horses galloped out of St. Louis, hundreds of bystanders enviously watched it streak by. “Would you believe,” one of them said in wonder, “that only twenty days from now those folk will step down onto the streets of Los Angeles in California, 2,600 miles away!”

“’That the most direct way there is?” his neighbor might have asked.

“Nope. But it’s the only one that’ll get them there in twenty days without being scalped by Indians on the warpath.”

In those days, getting mail across vast distances was always a problem. In 1860, William Russell and Alexander Majors bankrolled and organized the Pony Express. Their intrepid riders raced across the country from St. Louis, Missouri, to Sacramento, California, changing horses 119 times along the way—that was, if Indians hadn’t attacked the stations before they got there. In spite of all obstacles, including blistering heat, sandstorms, ice storms, snowstorms, rainstorms, and Indian attacks, those courageous riders still averaged an almost unbelievable twelve miles an hour.

Then there was travel by sea. For millenia the fastest means of sea travel was the sailing ship. In the middle of the nineteenth century, as always, there were but two alternatives: oars and sails, neither of which resulted in much speed.

It’s doubtful that a more beautiful sailing ship was ever constructed than that legendary windjammer the Flying Cloud. She sailed from Boston clear around Cape Horn, on the southern tip of South America, to come up to the coast of California. Travelers wanting to get from Boston to California overland were faced with a long wagon-train ride that was iffy at best and ran the risk of attack by marauding Indians. Ship travel, then, dangerous as the storms might be, offered more favorable odds. Still, it was a 19,000-mile-long voyage (only 5,000 miles shorter than traveling clear around the world). Even so, in 1854, the Flying Cloud broke the time record by making the voyage in eighty-nine days and eight hours.

Impressive as such feats may be, the Overland Stage, the Pony Express, and the Flying Cloud were swan songs from a dying age. The Industrial Revolution was beginning, and steam engines were changing everything.

Though Isaac Newton had come up with the concept of steam locomotion way back in 1680, it didn’t move out of the theoretical into the practical until 1801. That’s when Richard Trevithick, a Cornish mine captain, built the first steam locomotive. George Stephenson took it to the next level. By 1830, when Lincoln was twenty-one, the railroad age had begun in America. From that time on, faster and faster locomotives were built, and more and more track was laid. People then traveled by horse or coach only when rail transportation wasn’t available.

For the first time in human history, time became relevant. Unless a train arrived and departed at a specific time, how could travelers know when to be at a station? So clocks became important and time zones became necessary. The modern age was dawning.

Steam changed sea and river travel, too. Until then, sailing ships had arrived in port “whenever.” The vagaries of wind and weather made more precise timetables impossible. As for river travel, it was possible to float downstream with a current but it was nearly impossible to travel the other direction against a current. Mark Twain immortalized for us the practice of mules towing boats upstream on rivers.

But now steam engines were propelling sea and river vessels. By the time Lincoln was born, steamboats were beginning to appear on lakes and rivers. A few years later, more powerful engines would make it possible for steamboats to travel against the current up rivers such as the Mississippi, Missouri, and Ohio. On the high seas, in 1838, the British steamer the Great Western crossed the Atlantic Ocean in an unprecedented fifteen days. By 1850, the crossing time had been reduced to ten days. Timetables now became crucial for sea travel as well as rail.

Abraham Lincoln had no way of knowing that his world was changing so rapidly as he grew up in a frontier time warp. Nine years before Lincoln was born, Alessandro Volta had discovered how to create electricity, which would change the world much more dramatically than steam had done. When Lincoln was five, the circular saw was invented. By the time he was twenty, the trickle of technological change had swelled into a torrent: the electric motor, photographic negatives, acetelyne, carpet power looms, rubber, ozone, thermodynamics, the hydroelectric crane, the first form of an electric light bulb, rayon, tungsten steel, the passenger elevator, the lawn-mower, electrical incandescent light, the practical storage battery, and the discovery of petroleum in Titusville, Pennsylvania, and the subsequent oil boom. All of these represent just a few of the inventions and discoveries that would revolutionize Lincoln’s world during his lifetime.

When Lincoln was born, America was almost totally an agricultural nation. But technology began to change there, too. The cotton gin (1793), the Deere steel plow (1833), the McCormick reaper (1834), and the grain elevator (1842) would make seismic changes in farm productivity.

CHANGES AT HOME

The home life of Mary Todd, the future Mrs. Lincoln, would change, too. During her lifetime came the development of the icebox (1803), the canning process (1810, 1819) and Mason canning jars (1858), and the sulfur match (1827). With the sulfur match it was no longer necessary to keep a fire burning day and night. Now a fire could be started whenever anyone wanted one. More inventions that transformed domestic life during this period were Howe’s sewing machine (1843), Singer’s continuous-stitch sewing machine (1851), and the cold-storage machine. And what a difference a simple little thing like a safety pin (1849) would make in a mother’s life!

For company and special occasions, party hostesses could now offer Ghirardelli’s chocolate (1851), potato chips (originally called “Saratoga chips,” 1853), strawberry shortcake (1855), and dessert out of a hand-cranked ice cream machine (1846); children could enjoy chewing gum (1848).

Customs and fashions were changing as well. At the dinner table, the two-pronged fork was changing to four prongs, and good manners required not using it with the left hand anymore but moving it to the right.

In 1800, only eighteen years before Mary Todd’s birth and for the first time in fashion history, a shoe for the right foot was contoured differently from one for the left foot. Trousers began to replace breeches in Paris by 1821, and by 1823, men were transitioning to trousers in America as well. In 1830, stiff white collars would begin to make men’s social occasions miserable, while in the same year it became fashionable for women’s sleeves to expand enormously. During the 1850s, women sometimes dared to wear those scandalous items of attire called “bloomers.” More prosaically, in California’s mining camps, more and more men were wearing Levi Strauss’s utilitarian creation—jeans.

THE ART OF HEALING—AND KILLING

Sadly, medical science was not advancing at the same rate. Men and women of the nineteenth century were morbid about disease and death, and for a very good reason: no one—least of all doctors—seemed to know what caused disease. More to the point: no one knew what caused one patient to recover and another to die. All people knew was that when a disease hit a given community, some lived and some died. Doctors took credit for the former and blamed God for the latter. Terrible visitations such as cholera took 4,000 lives in New York and the Carolinas in 1831 and 1832. Smallpox killed 13,000 Indians in 1838. And in 1843, yellow fever ravaged the Mississippi Valley, to the tune of 13,000 lives.

Those who could afford doctors were often worse off than those who could not, as misdiagnosis was almost a given, pills were often as big as cherries, nostrums might contain almost anything, and the favorite all-purpose remedy of the day was bleeding the patient with leeches. Not even the high and mighty were spared. When sixty-seven-year-old George Washington contracted “quinsy” (acute laryngitis) on December 13, 1799, his solicitous doctors bled him four times, inflicted garglings of molasses, vinegar, and butter on him, and for good measure plastered a blister of cantharides on his throat. Not surprisingly, he was dead by the next day.

Neither did doctors understand what germs were, what an antiseptic was, or why they should want to keep anything sanitary. On the frontier, baths were rare. One might take a bath or two during the summer months and none at all during the rest of the year. And when baths were given—well into the early twentieth century—chances were that the entire family, beginning with the oldest adult and ending with the smallest child, would climb into the same little tub and wash in water that got filthier with each immersion. The folk saying, “Don’t throw the baby out with the bath water,” resulted from documented incidents of babies drowning in bath water so filthy that no one had noticed they’d slipped under the surface.

The average man in the nineteenth century would go through three wives in a lifetime. Nobody seemed to know why women died so often in childbirth. In the middle of the century, the Hungarian physician Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis (1818–1865) discovered that there was a simple reason why so many mothers died of a particular childbirth complication, puerperal fever: neither doctors nor midwives bothered to wash their hands between patients. The result was that they would carry death on their hands as they moved from one patient to another.

The medical profession so ridiculed Semmelweis for his “theory” that he died young (of a broken heart, some say). It would not be until half a century later that the medical profession would correct the mistake that continued unnecessarily to take the lives of millions of women. Today, women have not only caught up with men in terms of longevity but now outlive men by seven or eight years.

Sadly, though the science of healing had improved little, the science of killing was improving at a dizzying rate. The Lincoln era saw the development of shrapnel (1784), the torpedo (1805), the breech-loading rifle (1811), the steam warship (1814–1815), the Samuel Colt revolver (1833), nitroglycerin (a high explosive, 1833), the Smith and Wesson quick-firing revolver (1854), the exploding artillery shell (which replaced the solid cannon ball, 1860), the fast-firing Winchester repeater rifle (1860), the Gatling gun (an early machine gun so deadly that some prophesied it would make war obsolete, 1861), the rifle-bore cannon (1862), and ironclad warships (1862). Indeed, it was these new killing technologies that would make the Civil War so terrible, especially because the technology of saving lives was still so primitive.

ECOLOGICAL CONDITIONS

Ecologically, the United States of the nineteenth century was on the road to unmitigated disaster. So vast did the continent appear at the time that people assumed it would take a thousand years to populate it. Consequently, since the land was perceived as both “inexhaustible” and “cheap,” they could with impunity do anything to it they wanted—from neglecting to rotate their crops to chopping down entire forests, from poisoning streams and rivers to damaging beyond recovery irreplaceable natural resources. In the words of Henry Steele Commager:

The American rarely expected to stay put and had little interest in building for the future. It was easier to skim the cream off the soil, the forests, the mines…. For this self-indulgence he paid a high price, and his descendants a higher. Dazzled by the concept of infinity, prodigal of the resources of nature and of his own resources, greedy and reckless, he did more damage in a century than nature could repair in a thousand years.1


POLITICAL CONDITIONS

Politically, America had never become one nation. The founding fathers had been against slavery. Indeed they had held a high view of human rights in general. But knowing that bringing up the slavery issue at the very beginning would have cost them any chance at nationhood, they left it alone, and so it became a ticking time bomb for later generations to deal with.

The global climate was changing with regard to slavery. In 1807, the British abolitionist William Wilberforce and his associates pushed a bill through Great Britain’s Parliament against slavery. Denmark abolished it in 1792. The French colonies abolished it in 1794. In 1807, Britain’s Parliament abolished the slave trade itself. But none of this caused Americans to take a stand against it.

The early history of America was plagued by an ever-present migraine that sabotaged any chances that America might become a united people: slavery. As we shall see, never in Lincoln’s lifetime did he experience a day without being impacted by being a citizen of a hybrid nation—half free and half slave.

CULTURAL EXPECTATIONS

Lincoln’s generation was incurably optimistic. Having never known national defeat, anything seemed possible to these Americans. Even in grinding poverty, the common assumption was that “tomorrow” life would get better and wealth would come sooner or later. Most Americans were more religious than devout. They made hard work into essentially an eleventh commandment. In their minds, shiftlessness was considered to be on a par with cowardice. Whatever increased wealth was thus automatically good.

Fair play was expected of every boy and man. Those who violated that code were expelled from society’s good graces. Since most frontier people were unable to read or write, the oral tradition was valued, and storytelling became almost a fine art. Women controlled both education and religion and thus dictated the standards of literature and art.

Paradoxically, Americans on the frontier venerated laws and honor and in general lived by Puritan standards. Purity and female virtue were venerated; chastity was a given. In their minds there was a crystal-clear demarcation between right and wrong. The Bible was universally read and was considered the basic storehouse of society’s allusions. Terms such as truth, justice, loyalty, reverence, virtue, and honor were not mere abstractions to them. They were the very fabric of day-to-day life.

This, in brief, was Abraham Lincoln’s world.
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Pigeon Creek, the Indiana church the Lincolns attended









CHAPTER TWO

THE FAITH OF Abraham Lincoln


Probably it is to be my lot to go on in a twilight, feeling and reasoning my way through life, as questioning, doubting Thomas did. But in my poor maimed, withered way, I bear with me as I go on a seeking desire for a faith that was with Him of olden time, who, in His need, as I in mine, exclaimed, “Help Thou my unbelief.”

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN






The morning this manuscript was to be handed over to the publisher, I chanced to speak with a Navy chaplain friend of mine. When I told him I was writing a book on the faith of Abraham Lincoln, a faraway look came into his eyes.

“A number of years ago,” he said, “when I was in high school, my history teacher spent an entire hour telling us the story of Abraham Lincoln’s life. We were all fascinated. When he asked if any of us had any questions, I raised my hand.

“‘Yes?’

“‘Uh…I’m just a bit curious. You’ve told us the story of Lincoln’s life but you didn’t say anything about God. I’ve always understood Lincoln was a very spiritual man. What do you know about that part of his life?’

“There was a long, long silence. Finally he kind of sputtered, ‘Well, I don’t know anything about that!’”

What that teacher said is so typical of today’s secularized take on who Lincoln was. The modern American culture wants to remove Lincoln’s Christianity from his personality altogether. You can see this even in collections of Lincoln quotations: the spiritual dimension of Lincoln’s life is consistently shortchanged. The same is true in Lincoln biographies and American history textbooks and films.

Certain scholars have taken unwarranted liberties with even well-documented accounts of Lincoln’s faith, such as those dealing with the Emancipation Proclamation. Regarding that document Lincoln said, “I made a solemn vow before God, that if General Lee was driven back from Pennsylvania, I would crown the result by the declaration of freedom for the slaves.” This precise wording of the quotation, including the reference to Lincoln’s vow before God, is corroborated in the diaries of Gideon Welles, then secretary of the Navy, and Salmon Chase, then secretary of the treasury. And yet we see modern scholars changing “I made a solemn vow before God” to “I made a solemn resolve.”

Indeed, it sometimes appears that there is a calculated conspiracy to take the life story of the greatest American and pare away most everything that has to do with his high moral character and spiritual walk. Except, of course, anything that tends to debunk it and portray Lincoln as irreligious or an infidel.

All this would be funny were it not so sad. To accept the qualities that have made Lincoln immortal—his courage, integrity, kindness, generosity, gentleness, strength, tact, empathy, mercy, humility, and lack of prejudice—but be unwilling to reference his faith in God, without which these qualities would be but pale shadows of what they came to be, is ridiculous.

And so in this book we will not be minimizing Lincoln’s faith in God.

Yet we must simultaneously avoid the other extreme. We must not portray Lincoln as what he was not. To skew his portrait by oversanctifying or orthodoxizing would be just as bad as underemphasizing his faith and would invalidate everything else we say about him.

And so I have sought to strike a balance when it comes to portraying the faith of our sixteenth president.

VERIFYING WHAT LINCOLN ACTUALLY SAID ABOUT HIS FAITH

A problem Lincoln biographers face has to do with authenticating what Lincoln actually said. There is a vast number of Lincoln quotations floating around that cannot be authenticated. Some of them might have helped create a false view of the man’s faith—in one direction or the other. In this book I’ve made every attempt to include only genuine, verifiable quotations, especially regarding his faith. Where there is the slightest doubt, I qualify it with the word “attributed.” This does not mean he didn’t say it, only that authenticating it has proved difficult.

For instance, one reality we face is that Lincoln, when referring to the Deity, almost invariably uses derivatives of God as the Father of us all—often the “Living God” or “Providence.” Rarely does he use “Christ” or “Jesus.” Consequently, we are including in this book only those few references to “Christ” that are verifiable.

A SURVEY OF ABRAHAM LINCOLN’S FAITH

With these qualifiers noted, let’s take a few pages to explore Abraham Lincoln’s spiritual journey. Beginning in chapter three we will be studying Lincoln’s life in a chronological fashion, but for the purposes of this book I thought it would be useful to isolate his faith for a moment and look at it alone, apart from the noise and tumult of his fascinating life story.

Note that you may see certain quotations used in more than one spot: here and in later chapters. This was sometimes necessary to support the differing emphases in the diverse sections. Note also that you may encounter in this chapter a name or term that is not familiar to you. In most cases these will be further defined in later chapters.

The Kentucky/Indiana Years (1809–1830)

Child psychologists tell us that half of what we learn in life comes by the time we’re six and that our sails are usually set for life by the age of twelve. Therefore these early years of Abraham Lincoln’s life—from his birth in 1809 to the time he’d turned twenty-one—are crucial to his faith and to our story.

What we discover is that two women—both unassuming, dedicated, loving, and devout—made possible Abraham Lincoln as we know him: Nancy Hanks Lincoln (Abe’s mother) and Sarah Bush Johnston Lincoln (who became Abe’s stepmother), interconnected both in spirit and faith, accomplished this quietly, moment by moment, patiently answering each of young Abe’s questions as it came. They were never too busy to grant him that bullion of the universe—time.

In those several little log cabins in which they lived, cabins almost devoid of furniture and printed material, the oral tradition ruled supreme. And the Bible had center stage. Thomas, Abe’s father, did his best to keep it there. The Bible was generally the only textbook in the so-called blab schools Abe would attend, ever so briefly, during his first eighteen years of his life.

The Bible was so central to Abe’s formative years that years later, listeners could detect the rhythmic beat of King James Bible English in his greatest speeches as president, making them sound almost biblical. Though there were certain interruptions, Abraham Lincoln’s love affair with the Bible would continue for the rest of his life.

The New Salem Years (1831–1837)

Between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-seven, Abraham Lincoln lived in New Salem, Illinois. These six brief but momentous years—the Vanity Fair of his life—would prove to be a time of searching, of disengaging from Mother and Father, and of extending the tendrils of his mind. He focused on gaining mentors, seeking counsel and wisdom in his quest for meaning, and finding answers to his questions.

During these years he continued to grow intellectually and broaden his literary horizons, most significantly into Shakespeare. But this was also a phase in Lincoln’s life during which God ceased to hold center stage of his life. His spiritual growth all but stopped in these years.

The Early Springfield Years (1837–1849)

During these thirteen years, when Lincoln was aged twenty-eight to forty, he would so immerse himself in politics that for a while it would substitute for his lost relationship with God. When he finally returned to Springfield from Washington in 1849, he was a beaten man. He was finding his political religion hollow and without sustaining power. This was the beginning of his wilderness years.

The Awakening (1850–1853)

Lincoln was forty-one when his son Eddie died of consumption (tuberculosis). This was a monumental blow to Abraham Lincoln. This loss, coupled with his failure in the political arena, finally caused Lincoln to reopen communication with God. Certainly God had been there all the time, but Lincoln had put Him on “hold” for twenty-some years.

During this time Lincoln probably thought back to four years previously, to a political campaign in which he’d been forced to respond to an accusation that he was an infidel (an unbeliever). He had answered with these words printed on handbills:

I have never denied the truth of the Scripture; and I have never spoken with intentional disrespect of religion in general, or of any denomination of Christians in particular…. I do not think I could myself, be brought to support a man for office whom I knew to be an open enemy of, and scoffer at, religion.1


Now, looking back, he must have thought, “True, I said I had never denied that truth…but neither did I say I affirmed that truth. Come to think of it, what do I believe?”

As we will see, it was at this time, the lowest ebb of Lincoln’s relationship with God, that Dr. James Smith came into his life. Smith was pastor of the Springfield First Presbyterian Church. He had written a ponderous defense of God and Christianity, called The Christian’s Defence [sic]. Lincoln engaged that book fiercely and, with the help of its author, clawed his way back to God—not through emotion or blind faith but through his mind.

Witness what Abe wrote to his stepbrother, John D. Johnston, on January 12, 1851, less than twelve months after Eddie’s death:

I sincerely hope father may recover his health, but tell him to remember to call upon and confide in our great and good and merciful Maker, who will not turn away from him in any extremity. He notes the fall of a sparrow, and numbers the hairs of our head, and He will not forget the dying man who puts his trust in Him. Say to him…that if it be his lot to go now, he will soon have a joyous meeting with many loved ones gone before, and where the rest of us, through the help of God, hope ere long to join them.2


Five days later, Thomas Lincoln died. But his son was once more walking according to the Bible Thomas had endeavored to keep at the center of Abe’s early life.

The Thinker (1854–1860)

Lincoln was the most original of American religious thinkers.3

—REINHOLD NIEBUHR (Union Theological Seminary)



One day during these years, Lincoln experienced an epiphany. The Bible, he realized, was far more than just a religious book—it was a book about nations. He discovered that God was not only a personal God but that He cared just as much about the fate of nations as He did about individuals. Once Lincoln realized this, the Bible became immensely relevant to him as he interpreted day-to-day political news.

Lincoln was drawn to the Bible partly because it deals so largely with events. The divine Ruler is seen throughout both the Old and New Testaments as the God of history. The chief way, Lincoln saw, in which God’s will is revealed is not in abstract ideas, but in the development of the story of man’s struggles, particularly his struggle to be free. The Israelites did become liberated from Egyptian bondage; they did occupy the promised land; they did prepare the way for the coming of Christ; the infant Christian fellowship did survive.4


Lincoln couldn’t help wondering how it was that Americans could tolerate something as terrible and inhuman as slavery for almost 250 years without taking a moral stand on the issue. As he began to study slavery from a biblical perspective, noting as he did that both abolitionists and slavery advocates supported their positions by referring to the Bible, he discovered to his dismay that nowhere in the Bible is slavery condemned. Yet the very notion that the God he so revered could condone slavery struck him as preposterous. After a great deal of study, he found the answer in the most unexpected of places—in Genesis 1:27: “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.”

Lincoln’s logical mind seized on this truth, and then the ramifications became clear. If each of us—no matter what race, color, or sex we might be—is created in the image of God, how then can we legally categorize Negro men, women, and children as mere things? The U.S. Constitution itself referred to slaves at chattels and considered a slave as only three-fifths of a person.

Eventually, these thoughts began percolating into Lincoln’s speeches. More and more, he reached back to Independence Hall, when we as a nation articulated to the world for the first time:

We hold these truths to be self evident: that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.


In an address given at Lewistown, Illinois, on August 17, 1858, Lincoln referred to this great truth when he said that the dignity of man is derivative. One writer said: “Man’s glory lies not, Lincoln thought, in ‘his goodness,’ for this is often nonexistent. He derives glory, instead, from his being made in the image of the Living God.”5

And here Lincoln separated himself from deistic thinkers, such as Thomas Jefferson, who refer to God abstractly as the Creator who simply watches what man does. To Lincoln, God was the “Living God,” someone actively involved in all that takes place in the lives of His children.

Lincoln perceived that slavery, at that time existing only in certain states, was on its way to being expanded into all the territories and even into heretofore free states, indeed, into the entire nation; the die was cast. Slavery, Lincoln realized, was a moral issue and must be dealt with head-on.

And head-on he would hit it, most noticeably in the definitive speech of his lifetime: the House Divided speech. In this speech, given on June 16, 1858, Lincoln took Christ’s words found in Matthew 12:25, Mark 3:25, and Luke 11:17 and thundered, “A house divided against itself cannot stand!” Then he applied Christ’s statement to America: “I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free.”

That one speech would separate him from the pack of political figures. It revealed him to the American people as perhaps the only visionary who had a full grasp of the long-term impact of slavery on the nation and its people.

The Prophet (1861–1865)

He is one of the few men in history, our own history and all history, whose religion was great enough to bridge the gulfs between the sects, and to encompass us all.

—WILLARD L. SPERRY (Dean, Harvard Divinity School)



In 1861, admiration for Abraham Lincoln swelled and he was elected president. Lincoln scholars John Nicolay and John Hay wrote this about him:

And so Lincoln became president. What then would his role be? What is amazing is this: Had Lincoln died in 1857, no one would remember him today. Had he died in 1860, he’d merely be the stuff of a Trivial Pursuit game. Thanks to the steepest learning curve in recorded history, the four-year crucible of the Civil War transformed a merely articulate plainsman into “the greatest American of them all.”


These four years were also a journey of discovery in terms of Lincoln’s personal relationship with God. The very magnitude of the problems facing him drove him to his knees. Humanly speaking, he was facing an impossible task. Emerson, later looking back through the war years, likened Lincoln’s role to someone climbing aboard and taking control of a tornado—and not being able to get off for four years!

Without question, Lincoln’s real moment of truth occurred on February 11, 1861, at the Springfield railway station. It was a cloudy, stormy morning, mirroring the mood of both the president-elect and the crowd of over a thousand townspeople who had come to see him off. The news from the South had all been bad: Jefferson Davis was laying claim to half of the republic; rumors had it that secessionists planned to take over the capital, keep Lincoln’s votes from being validated, and throw the nation into chaos. No known guidebook or map book could help him, for nothing like this had ever happened in America before. He would have been superhuman had he not felt a trembling in his knees.

Suddenly, there came the sounds of ringing bells and a rushing train. As the conductor reached for the starting bell, Lincoln raised his hand to command everyone’s attention. Startled, the conductor’s hand froze in midair. And the people of Springfield heard for the last time the voice of the man who had dwelt with them for the last twenty-four years. As he spoke, they came to share the ominous conviction of the nation’s new leader: That terrible things awaited him on his eastward journey—and in all likelihood they would never meet again:

My friends, no one, not in my situation, can appreciate my feeling of sadness at this parting. To this place, and the kindness of these people, I owe everything. Here I have lived a quarter of a century, and have passed from a young to an old man. Here my children have been born, and one is buried. I now leave, not knowing when or whether ever I may return, with a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington. Without the assistance of that Divine Being who ever attended him, I cannot succeed. With that assistance, I cannot fail. Trusting in Him, who can go with me, and remain with you, and be everywhere for good, let us confidently hope that all will yet be well. To His care commending you, as I hope in your prayers you will commend me, I beg you an affectionate farewell.6


Then the conductor rang the bell, and the train disappeared into the falling rain. At every place the train stopped in the long, circuitous twelve-day trip to Washington, throngs awaited him, each person eager to see and hear him and be reassured by him. Each stop lowered an additional weight of responsibility and accountability onto his shoulders.

Looking out the window, as town after town receded into the distance, he had to have prayed, “God, You are all I have to see us through.”

INAUGURATION DAY, MARCH 4, 1861

You have no oath registered in Heaven to destroy the government, while I have the most solemn one to “preserve, protect, and defend it.”

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN



According to Lincoln’s wife, Mary, her husband finished composing the conclusion to the first inaugural speech the morning it was delivered. “The family being present, he read it to them,” she wrote. “The family retired to an adjoining room, but not so far distant but that the voice of prayer could be distinctly heard.”7

Before Lincoln, a long series of presidents had been reluctant to express their hopes and fears in religious terms. In contrast, Lincoln spoke openly about his dependence and the nation’s dependence on God. This precedent made it possible for future presidents to refer to prayer, divine guidance, and God without embarrassment or fear of ridicule. Abraham Lincoln was the first openly Christian American president.

By this time, war clouds were hovering over the land. To Lincoln, the oath of office became a very serious thing. As he repeated the following words after the chief justice, a conviction came over him: “I, Abraham Lincoln, do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States, and will, to the best of my ability, preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.” It was the conviction that these were not mere political words—they were holy words, for he had uttered them as a promise to God.8

NATIONAL DAYS OF PRAYER

Things did not go well for Lincoln in 1861. On April 14, Fort Sumter capitulated to secessionist forces—the rebels. On July 21, Lincoln and the North were humiliated by the retreat of the Northern army at the Battle of Bull Run. Six days later, Lincoln asked General George B. McClellan to take command of all the Union armies.

In this sober mood, Lincoln, upon the suggestion of Congress, called for a Day of National Prayer. He set it for the last Thursday in November. He chose Thursday because it would not tread on any existing holy days observed by American churches. From this time on, having such events on Thursdays became the norm.

Part of Lincoln’s announcement of the Day of National Prayer reads:

And whereas when our beloved country, once, by the blessing of God, united, prosperous, and happy, is now afflicted with factions and civil war, it is peculiarly fit for us to recognize the hand of God in this terrible visitation, and in sorrowful remembrance of our own faults and crimes as a nation and as individuals, to humble ourselves before Him, and to pray for His mercy.9


Lincoln called for national prayer more than once—indeed, he did so whenever he felt the overwhelming need for the country to beseech the Lord God for aid or guidance or to thank Him for providing them. These calls to prayer, fasting, and humiliation—and later to gratitude and thanksgiving—became central acts of Lincoln’s presidency. There were nine in all: two in 1861, one in 1862, three in 1863, and three in 1864. He was getting ready to call for a tenth in 1865 when his life was cut short.

As Lincoln continued to study God in the Bible, he became increasingly convicted that nations are just as morally responsible for their actions as are individuals. He believed that Americans would stand before God in judgment as a people. Lincoln was convinced that, for its almost 250 years of complicity in human slavery, America would receive a proportionate accounting and penance from God. Lincoln’s greatest statement on this subject would appear in his Second Inaugural Address.

1862—A SOLEMN VOW

On February 20, 1862, eleven-year-old Willie, the pride and joy of both his father, Lincoln, and mother, died of typhoid. This loss, reminding him so painfully of the loss of Eddie twelve years before, plunged Lincoln into the deepest valley of his life. Compounding his anguish, his wife, Mary, withdrew from Abe and their youngest son, Tad. Indeed, Mary would never fully recover from the shock of this second loss. Thus Lincoln was forced to carry on alone. In his heartbreak, Lincoln found solace and comfort only in God and in the faith that he would be reunited with both sons in the hereafter.

The year 1861 had been bad for Lincoln, and 1862 provided more of the same. With war now declared, the rookie president underwent a baptism of fire like no other. A political group composed of aggressive “hawks” castigated Lincoln for not marching armies to Richmond, the capital of the Confederacy, and ending the war. The opposite group, the peace-at-any-price party, declared that it was impossible to defeat the Confederacy and that the thing to do was to make terms with them and let them secede. The Senate Committee on the Conduct of the War told the president in no uncertain terms how the war should be fought. When McClellan retreated after the Seven Days’ Battle in Richmond, the vitriol became almost more than flesh and blood could bear. Lincoln said:

If I were to try to read, much less answer, all the attacks made on me, this shop might as well be closed for any other business. I do the very best I know how—the very best I can; and I mean to keep doing so until the end. If the end brings me out all right, what is said against me won’t amount to anything. If the end brings me out wrong, ten angels swearing I was right would make no difference.


On June 24, Lincoln visited his friend and mentor, Winfield Scott. Apparently the president unburdened his heart to the wise old general. Neither man ever divulged what was said there that day, but the counsel must have been clear and to the point, because when Lincoln returned to Washington, he seized control. In quick succession, the president removed McClellan from command, sacked General John Fremont for insubordination, and issued a call for 300,000 three-year troops. Lincoln realized that if he failed to dominate the war effort, others would. And so he used the wartime powers given him in the Constitution to rule with a firm hand for the next two and a half years.

For a long time Lincoln had been wrestling in his mind and with God about the issue of slavery. He had initially been convinced that since the North held the high moral ground on the issue, God would give the Union His blessing. But after a number of military reversals, he was forced to reconsider his opinion. God appeared to be blessing the South with victory after victory. He finally concluded that as long as the North failed to emancipate the slaves, God would not bless its war efforts. If the war were fought just to preserve the status quo—which included slavery—then there was no moral high ground for the North at all!

On Sunday, July 13, riding in a carriage to a funeral in the countryside with Secretaries Seward and Wells, Lincoln confided in them his determination to issue an emancipation proclamation. He had wrestled with the thorny issue of how it could be constitutionally done for a long time, he told them, and had concluded that he already had the power to do it as commander in chief on the grounds of “military necessity”—but only in those areas in open rebellion.

In those states that were not joining the Confederacy, most notably the border states, he currently had no authority to emancipate the slaves. To do so would be unconstitutional because such action could not be covered by “war powers.” However, he could do so if Congress would pass an amendment to the Constitution in order to make it permanent. This, he told them, was his strategy.

Lincoln brought his plan to the Cabinet on July 22. Secretary of State Frederick Seward objected. He said that issuing such a document without an amendment or even a recent military victory to give it strength would make the United States a laughingstock. So it was put on hold.

On August 30, as the Second Battle of Bull Run was being fought, Lincoln sat with Dr. Phineas D. Gurley on the back porch of the White House, worrying about the battle outcome. When the strain became so great it was almost unbearable, Dr. Gurley knelt in prayer, and “Lincoln knelt beside him and joined reverently in the petition.”10

The result of the battle, however, was the same as the First Battle of Bull Run: another defeat, this time with General John Pope in command of the Union forces.

It was shortly after this that John Hay, Lincoln’s assistant, went into Lincoln’s office when Lincoln was elsewhere and noticed a piece of paper with Lincoln’s writing on it on the desk. Lincoln had never intended any other eyes but his own to see it. Yet when Hay read it, he was so moved that he wrote out a copy for himself and kept it secret until long after Lincoln’s death. It has since become known as “Meditation on the Divine Will,” and is considered to be one of the most profound spiritual documents ever written:

The will of God prevails. In great contests each party claims to act in accordance with the will of God. Both may be, and one must be wrong. God can not be for, and against, the same thing at the same time. In the present civil war it is quite possible that God’s purpose is something different from the purpose of either party—and yet the human instrumentalities, working just as they do, are of the best adaptation to effect His purpose. I am almost ready to say this is probably true—that God wills this contest, and wills that it shall not end yet. By His mere quiet power, on the minds of the now contestants, He could have either saved or destroyed the Union without a human contest. Yet the contest began. And having begun He could give the final victory to either side any day. Yet the contest proceeds.11


There is in “Meditation on the Divine Will” no arrogance, no claims that God was on the Union side. But rather we see the articulation of a gut feeling that God—the God to whom both North and South prayed every day—had to have a great purpose in mind, a valid reason for permitting the bloodbath to continue. When Lincoln was asked if God was on the Union’s side, Lincoln’s unvarying response was that what was really important was whether they were on God’s side.

Of “Meditation on the Divine Will” Hay maintained that “It was penned in the awful sincerity of a perfectly honest soul trying to bring itself into closer communion with its Maker.”

After Pope’s debacle at the Second Battle of Bull Run, Lincoln reinstated McClellan as head of the Union army. At about this time, General Robert E. Lee, in command of the army of the South, concluded that the Confederacy’s best opportunity to win the war would be to cross the border and attack the North. So this is what he did, and thus began the most desperate hour in the war.

By September 16, Lee and Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson had combined their forces along Antietam Creek, Maryland, and were near enough to Washington, D.C., to make a Confederate victory in the war seem possible and even likely. General McClellan, although having almost twice as many men as Lee, managed only a standoff in this battle. He was content merely to see Lee retreat back across the border into Confederate lands. Over 26,000 men fell at Antietam.

Nevertheless, the Union forces had fought the Confederate invasion to a standstill and had turned the army away. Five days later, Lincoln called his Cabinet together and announced that after wrestling with God over the issue of slavery and the continued casualties in battle after battle, he had come to a conclusion. “I made a solemn vow before God,” he said, “that if General Lee were driven back from Pennsylvania, I would crown the result with the declaration of freedom for the slaves.” Since he already knew of the division in the Cabinet, he did not even take a vote, as had been his custom.

On January 1, 1863, Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation—as he had vowed to God he would. Hudson Strode, biographer of Jefferson Davis, declared that:

When Lee crossed the Potomac back into Virginia on that September 19, 1862, the curve of the Confederate fortunes turned decisively downward. Never again was President Davis to know such golden prospects for independence…. And if Lee had been victorious the Emancipation Proclamation would have been postponed and probably never have been issued.12


THE GUIDING HAND—1863

It is fortunate that the leader of the nation in its time of greatest internal division was a thinker as well as a politician…The way in which the Emancipation Proclamation was originated, developed, and superbly timed, far from being accidental, was the product of reasoning concerning both order and justice.

—REINHOLD NIEBUHR



Students of human nature are often staggered by Lincoln’s story. While most people begin to plateau and even decline intellectually as they enter their fifties, this is when Lincoln experienced the greatest growth of his lifetime. Lincoln scholar Nathaniel Stephenson said:

Lincoln’s final emergence was a deeper thing than merely the consolidation of a character, the transformation of a dreamer into a man of action. The fusion of the outer and inner person was the result of a profound inner change…. Lincoln grew immeasurably as he came to think of himself as an “instrument of God’s will.”…The sense that there really is a Guiding Hand, which makes possible a genuine calling for both individuals and nations, gave a tremendous new sense of moral strength. It was not enough to watch events and to muddle along day by day. What was more important, Lincoln came to believe, was the effort to discern a pattern beneath the seeming irrationality of events. He had come to really believe that God molds history and that He employs erring mortals to effect His purpose.”13


On May 4, a Union force led by Joseph Hooker experienced a devastating defeat at Chancellorsville, Virginia. But for the South it proved to be a Pyrrhic victory, for in that battle Stonewall Jackson was killed by friendly fire. That catastrophic loss proved to be the real turning point of the war.

On July 1, 1863, Lee had once again invaded the North, bringing his army to the obscure hamlet of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. If he had defeated the Union army there, then Harrisburg, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Washington would all have been in range of his forces. At the very last minute, Lincoln gave the responsibility of stopping Lee to George G. Meade. Everyone sensed this would be “the big one.”

For the first time in the war, nothing would go right for Lee. The battle was a major defeat for the South. Two days later Lee retreated, never again to take his army across the Potomac. So pivotal was Gettysburg that military historians consider it to be one of the most decisive battles ever fought.

There is a little-known story from this battle, a story that further illustrates Lincoln’s faith. During the Battle of Gettysburg, one of the Union commanders, General Sickles, was wounded. He was brought to Washington, where one of his legs was amputated. President Lincoln visited him. As the two men discussed the battle, Sickles asked the president what his thoughts had been when word had reached him about the two great armies closing in on each other.

Lincoln responded that when so many around him were panic-stricken, he went into his room, locked the door, knelt down, and prayed. “I told Him that this was His war,” Lincoln said, “and our cause His cause, but we couldn’t stand another Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville.” The Union had suffered 12,653 casualties in the former battle and 17,287 in the latter. After his prayer, Lincoln declared that he sensed all would go well. All did go well, in that the Union won the key battle of the war—but still 43,449 men died, making it the bloodiest battle of the Civil War.14

Though the war would not end until 1865, the tide had turned for the North, and the president could begin tending to other matters. On September 28, Sara Josepha Hale, the editor of Lady’s Book, wrote the president asking for an appointment. She proposed that the president set up a national celebration of Thanksgiving. Thanksgiving, though originating in colonial days, had been only sporadically observed in the decades since—and never at a set time. After the victories at Gettysburg and Vicksburg, Lincoln was convinced that there was much to be thankful for, and he agreed to her proposal. Thus the annual holiday of Thanksgiving came to be an integral part of American life.

That first Thanksgiving Proclamation neither asked people to assemble in their customary places of worship nor called them to prayer as Protestants, Catholics, or Jews. Rather it called all Americans to gather as members of one common family to give thanks. They were to assemble on the third Thursday of November in any secular building they should choose. According to Lincoln biographer Elton Trueblood:

Lincoln was taking seriously the idea which had grown upon him for a long time, that God is able to call a nation. God, he believed, calls a nation to service, especially that of liberation from bondage of all kinds, but He also calls the nation to prayer…. After years of mental struggle, Abraham Lincoln was at last performing a prophetic role. With characteristic honesty, he did not ask the people to engage in practices in which he did not, himself, engage.15


Speaking of Lincoln’s nine public Proclamations, Trueblood declared that:

What is increasingly obvious is that he attempted to express a faith for the entire people, regardless of denominational affiliation. His appeal was directed to Jews as well as Christians. He did not hesitate, on some occasions, to refer to Christ as the “Savior.” But as president of the whole people he sought to point primarily to the One whom Christ revealed, and who, he believed, is the Father of all.16


Just days before Thanksgiving, on November 19, on the battlefield of Gettysburg, Lincoln joined tens of thousands in dedicating that battlefield’s cemetery. Edward Everett’s main speech took two hours—Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address was only 272 words long. There was nothing in the Gettysburg Address that refers to either the town or the battle. Allan Nevins noted that Lincoln:

chose to speak not to his country alone but to aspirants for freedom in all countries, and not to his own moment in history but to the centuries. The proposition that all men are created equal was a truth for the ages, and if America, under God, achieved a new birth of freedom, it would stand as an object lesson to all nations.17


The Gettysburg Address ends with these words:

[W]e here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.


Interestingly enough, Trueblood points out that the words “under God” do not appear in Lincoln’s speech notes. Evidently, Lincoln added them extemporaneously. In Lincoln’s day, those two words were not in general use. Today, we honor those two words of Lincoln every time we recite the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag.

We may also think of Lincoln every time we look at one of our coins or paper bills. The words “In God we trust” were first used during Lincoln’s administration.

WITH MALICE TOWARD NONE

Mr. Lincoln, that was a sacred effort.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS



The city of Washington had never seen so many people as those who thronged it during that first week of March. Lincoln had been reelected president, and people were coming in droves to hear his second inaugural speech. By March 2 there were so many that no one knew where to put them. Compounding the problem was the fact that Washington had become a vast hospital for those wounded in the war. In the Capitol building alone, 2,000 cots lined its halls and filled the great rotunda.

It had been raining for days. The tens of thousands of people who slogged toward the Capitol in ten inches of mud that memorable morning were worried they wouldn’t even get to hear the president. The rain was coming down in torrents, and if it didn’t stop, Lincoln would be forced to speak inside. And, remarkably, fully half the crowd was black. For the first time in 246 years they could be there to hear their president.

Everyone wondered what the president would say. Historian Ronald C. White, Jr., in his splendid book, Lincoln’s Greatest Speech, The Second Inaugural, noted that many wondered if the speech would at least be thirty-five minutes long, as the First Inaugural Address had been.

There were so many questions to be answered. Would the president take this opportunity to castigate those who’d made his life hell by the terrible things they’d said and written about him? Would he gloat over his accomplishments now that the South was in shambles and the war all but over? Would this be the time he would articulate revenge for all the suffering the South had inflicted on the nation? After all, the South was now all but a conquered nation, its economy in ruins, and the cream of its young men dead or disabled. Would he speak about the freed slaves? Would they be given suffrage?

Then the great moment came. In author Ronald C. White’s words:

As Lincoln rose, he put on and adjusted his steel-rimmed glasses. He held in his left hand his Second Inaugural Address, printed in two columns…. Precisely as Lincoln began to speak,…a star made its appearance…over the Capitol and it shined just as bright as it could be. Just at that moment the sun, which had been obscured all day, burst forth in its unclouded meridian splendor, and flooded the spectacle with glory and with light.18


Lincoln then began to speak. Here is the core of his Second Inaugural Address:


Both parties deprecated war; but one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive; and the other would accept war rather than let it perish. And the war came….

Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each invokes His aid against the other…. The prayers of both could not be answered; that of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes…. If we shall suppose that American Slavery is one of those offences which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but which having continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South, this terrible war, as the woe due to those by whom the offence came, shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a Living God always ascribe to Him? Fondly do we hope—fervently do we pray—that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue, until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said “the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.”

With malice toward none, with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan—to do all which may achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.19
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