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READING PACKET FOR DECEMBER 14, 2024 |  THE LANGUAGE OF AMERICA’S CIVIL 

RELIGION 

READING 1:An Address . . . Celebrating the Declaration of Independence, John Quincy Adams 

| July 4, 1821 

SOURCE: https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/an-address-celebrating-

thedeclaration-of-independence/ 

When John Quincy Adams was Secretary of State, he was invited to give a speech to celebrate the anniversary of 
the Declaration of Independence in 1821. The speech is most famous for the words “Wherever the standard of 
freedom and independence has been unfurled, there will [America’s] heart, her benedictions and her prayers be. 
But she goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy.” Yet these words were preceded by a less famous but 
more important exposition of the causes and meaning of the Declaration of Independence. In this detailed 
exposition, excerpted below, Adams argues that the United States was the first legitimate government in the 
history of mankind, an achievement, as he says, that “must forever stand alone.” In addition to expressing what 
is now called American exceptionalism, Adams’ speech epitomizes the moral and political view of the Protestant 
establishment that dominated the United States until late into the nineteenth century. In this view, the 
Declaration was made possible by the Reformation. Adams argues that the Reformation restored reason to its 
rightful place in religion, making its restoration in politics only a matter of time. That time came with the 
Declaration. Among other things, this understanding of the connection between the Reformation and the 
Declaration helps explain the longstanding animus of the Protestant establishment to Catholics. Not accepting 
the work of the Reformation, how could Catholics be citizens of a country essentially shaped by its spirit? 

 
Fellow Citizens, 

. . . The religious reformation was an improvement in the science of mind; an improvement in the 

intercourse of man with his Creator, and in his acquaintance with himself. It was an advance in the knowledge 

of his duties and his rights. It was a step in the progress of man, in comparison with which the magnet and 

gunpowder, the wonders of India, nay the printing press itself, were but as the paces of a pigmy to the stride 

of a giant…. 

The corruptions and usurpations of the church were the immediate objects of these reformers; but at 

the foundation of all their exertions there was a single plain and almost self-evident principle—that man has 

a right to the exercise of his own reason. It was this principle which the sophistry and rapacity of the church 

had obscured and obliterated, and which the intestine divisions of that same church itself first restored. The 

triumph of reason was the result of inquiry and discussion. Centuries of desolating wars have succeeded and 

oceans of human blood have flowed, for the final establishment of this principle; but it was from the darkness 

of the cloister that the first spark was emitted, and from the arches of a university that it first kindled into 

day. From the discussion of religious rights and duties, the transition to that of the political and civil relations 

of men with one another was natural and unavoidable; in both, the reformers were met by the weapons of 

temporal power. At the same glance of reason, the tiara would have fallen from the brow of priesthood, and 

the despotic scepter would have departed from the hand of royalty, but for the sword, by which they were 
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protected; that sword which, like the flaming sword of the Cherubims, turned every way to debar access to 

the tree of life.1  . . .  

It was in the midst of that fermentation of the human intellect, which brought right and power in direct 

and deadly conflict with each other, that the rival crowns of the two portions of the British Island were united 

on the same head. It was then, that, released from the fetters of ecclesiastical domination, the minds of men 

began to investigate the foundations of civil government. The first settlers of the Plymouth colony, at the eve 

of landing from their ship, therefore, bound themselves together by a written covenant; and immediately 

after landing, purchased from the Indian natives the right of settlement upon the soil. . . .  

Thus was a social compact formed upon the elementary principles of civil society, in which conquest and 

servitude had no part. The slough of brutal force was entirely cast off; all was voluntary; all was unbiased 

consent; all was the agreement of soul with soul. 

Other colonies were successively founded, and other charters granted, until in the compass of a century 

and a half, thirteen distinct British provinces peopled the Atlantic shores of the North American continent 

with two millions of freemen; possessing by their charters the rights of British subjects, and nurtured by 

their position and education, in the more comprehensive and original doctrines of human rights. From their 

infancy they had been treated by the parent state with neglect, harshness and injustice. Their charters had 

often been disregarded and violated; their commerce restricted and shackled; their interest wantonly or 

spitefully sacrificed; so that the hand of the parent had been scarcely ever felt, but in the alternate application 

of whips and scorpions. 

When in spite of all these persecutions, by the natural vigor of their constitution, they were just attaining 

the maturity of political manhood, a British parliament, in contempt of the clearest maxims of natural equity, 

in defiance of the fundamental principle upon which British freedom itself had been cemented with British 

blood; on the naked, unblushing allegation of absolute and uncontrollable power, undertook by their act to 

levy, without representation and without consent, taxes upon the people of America for the benefit of the 

people of Britain. This enormous project of public robbery was no sooner made known, than it excited, 

throughout the colonies, one general burst of indignant resistance. It was abandoned, reasserted and 

resumed, until fleets and armies were transported, to record in the characters of fire, famine, and desolation, 

the transatlantic wisdom of British legislation, and the tender mercies of British consanguinity…. 

. . . In the long conflict of twelve years which had preceded and led to the Declaration of Independence, 

our fathers had been not less faithful to their duties, than tenacious of their rights. Their resistance had not 

been rebellion. It was not a restive and ungovernable spirit of ambition, bursting from the bonds of colonial 

subjection; it was the deep and wounded sense of successive wrongs, upon which complaint had been only 

answered by aggravation, and petition repelled with contumely, which had driven them to their last stand 

upon the adamantine rock of human rights. . . .  

. . . Then it was that the thirteen United Colonies of North America, by their delegates in Congress 

assembled, exercising the first act of sovereignty by a right ever inherent in the people, but never to be 

resorted to, save at the awful crisis when civil society is solved into its first elements, declared themselves 

free and independent states; and two days afterwards, in justification of that act, issued this [Declaration]. 

[Adams here read the Declaration of Independence] 

 
1 Genesis 3:24. 
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…The interest, which in this paper has survived the occasion upon which it was issued; the interest 

which is of every age and every clime; the interest which quickens with the lapse of years, spreads as it grows 

old, and brightens as it recedes, is in the principles which it proclaims. It was the first solemn declaration by 

a nation of the only legitimate foundation of civil government. It was the corner stone of a new fabric, 

destined to cover the surface of the globe. It demolished at a stroke the lawfulness of all governments founded 

upon conquest. It swept away all the rubbish of accumulated centuries of servitude. 

  It announced in practical form to the world the transcendent truth of the unalienable sovereignty of the 

people. It proved that the social compact was no figment of the imagination; but a real, solid, and sacred bond 

of the social union. From the day of this declaration, the people of North America were no longer the fragment 

of a distant empire, imploring justice and mercy from an inexorable master in another hemisphere. They 

were no longer children appealing in vain to the sympathies of a heartless mother; no longer subjects leaning 

upon the shattered columns of royal promises, and invoking the faith of parchment to secure their rights. 

They were a nation, asserting as of right, and maintaining by war, its own existence. A nation was born in a 

day. 

How many ages hence 

Shall this their lofty scene be acted o’er 

In states unborn, and accents yet unknown?2  

It will be acted o’er, fellow-citizens, but it can never be repeated. It stands, and must forever stand alone, 

a beacon on the summit of the mountain, to which all the inhabitants of the earth may turn their eyes for a 

genial and saving light, till time shall be lost in eternity, and this globe itself dissolve, nor leave a wreck 

behind.  It stands forever, a light of admonition to the rulers of men; a light of salvation and redemption to 

the oppressed. So long as this planet shall be inhabited by human beings, so long as man shall be of social 

nature, so long as government shall be necessary to the great moral purposes of society, and so long as it 

shall be abused to the purposes of oppression, so long shall this declaration hold out to the sovereign and to 

the subject the extent and the boundaries of their respective rights and duties; founded in the laws of nature 

and of nature’s God. Five and forty years have passed away since this Declaration was issued by our fathers; 

and here are we, fellow-citizens, assembled in the full enjoyment of its fruits, to bless the Author of our being 

for the bounties of his providence, in casting our lot in this favored land; to remember with effusions of 

gratitude the sages who put forth, and the heroes who bled for the establishment of this Declaration; and, by 

the communion of soul in the re-perusal and hearing of this instrument, to renew the genuine Holy Alliance3 

of its principles, to recognize them as eternal truths, and to pledge ourselves and bind our posterity to a 

faithful and undeviating adherence to them….

 
2 Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, act 3, scene 1, ll. 112–114. 
3 Adams contrasted the “Holy Alliance” of the American people based on the principles of the Declaration with the so-called Holy 
Alliance of Russia, Prussia, and Austria formed in 1815 against the spread of republicanism. 
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READING 2: “The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions,” Abraham Lincoln | January 27, 1838 

SOURCE:  https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-perpetuation-of-our-political-

institutions-address-before-the-young-mens-lyceum-of-springfield-illinois-2/ 

America was founded on a right of revolution, a right to resist a tyrannical government and replace it with a 
better one. One might say, then, that America was founded on a willingness to disregard the law. This founding 
has given rise to an independent streak among Americans that has led to some tolerance for protest and civil 
disobedience. At the same time, Americans have recognized that without respect for the law, no society can 
prosper or even survive. As they respect civil disobedience, therefore, they also prize law and order. In the 1830s 
America experienced a high degree of civil disorder. Some historians claim that more riots and mob actions 
occurred during that decade than in any other decade in American history. Some, but not all of this, as Lincoln 
suggested in this speech, was caused by the growing dispute over slavery. 

In his address to the Springfield Lyceum (a lyceum was an organization dedicated to public education), 
Lincoln, who was twenty-eight at the time, examined the civic unrest in America. He addressed it as a threat to 
the perpetuation of free government, explaining the various ways in which it challenged the survival of such 
government. In doing so, he was led to reflect on the character of both the people and those ambitious to lead 
them and have the honor and power of office. These reflections in turn drew him into an insightful assessment 
of the problem of preserving free government. He deepened his diagnosis in a speech he gave four years later. In 
reading the Lyceum Address, we may find Lincoln’s diagnosis more thorough and helpful than the treatment he 
advised. If so, we might look to Lincoln’s statesmanship prior to and during the Civil War to find a more 
comprehensive demonstration of what is necessary to perpetuate our political institutions. 

 

As a subject for the remarks of the evening, the perpetuation of our political institutions, is selected. 

In the great journal of things happening under the sun, we, the American people, find our account 

running under date of the nineteenth century of the Christian era. We find ourselves in the peaceful 

possession of the fairest portion of the earth, as regards extent of territory, fertility of soil, and salubrity of 

climate. We find ourselves under the government of a system of political institutions, conducing more 

essentially to the ends of civil and religious liberty, than any of which the history of former times tells us. We, 

when mounting the stage of existence, found ourselves the legal inheritors of these fundamental blessings. 

We toiled not in the acquirement or establishment of them—they are a legacy bequeathed us by a once hardy, 

brave, and patriotic, but now lamented and departed race of ancestors. Theirs was the task (and nobly they 

performed it) to possess themselves, and through themselves, us, of this goodly land; and to uprear upon its 

hills and its valleys, a political edifice of liberty and equal rights; ’tis ours only to transmit these, the former, 

unprofaned by the foot of an invader; the latter, undecayed by the lapse of time and untorn by usurpation, to 

the latest generation that fate shall permit the world to know. This task of gratitude to our fathers, justice to 

ourselves, duty to posterity, and love for our species in general, all imperatively require us faithfully to 

perform. 

How then shall we perform it? At what point shall we expect the approach of danger? By what means 

shall we fortify against it? Shall we expect some transatlantic military giant to step the ocean and crush us at 

a blow? Never! All the armies of Europe, Asia, and Africa combined, with all the treasure of the earth (our 

own excepted) in their military chest; with a Buonaparte for a commander, could not by force take a drink 

from the Ohio, or make a track on the Blue Ridge, in a trial of a thousand years. 
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At what point then is the approach of danger to be expected? I answer, if it ever reach us, it must spring 

up amongst us. It cannot come from abroad. If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and 

finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide. 

I hope I am over wary; but if I am not, there is, even now, something of ill omen, amongst us. I mean the 

increasing disregard for law which pervades the country; the growing disposition to substitute the wild and 

furious passions in lieu of the sober judgment of courts; and the worse than savage mobs, for the executive 

ministers of justice. This disposition is awfully fearful in any community; and that it now exists in ours, 

though grating to our feelings to admit, it would be a violation of truth, and an insult to our intelligence, to 

deny. Accounts of outrages committed by mobs form the everyday news of the times. They have pervaded 

the country, from New England to Louisiana; they are neither peculiar to the eternal snows of the former, 

nor the burning suns of the latter; they are not the creature of climate—neither are they confined to the 

slaveholding, or the non-slaveholding states. Alike, they spring up among the pleasure-hunting masters of 

southern slaves, and the order-loving citizens of the land of steady habits. Whatever, then, their cause may 

be, it is common to the whole country. 

It would be tedious, as well as useless, to recount the horrors of all of them. Those happening in the state 

of Mississippi and at St. Louis, are, perhaps, the most dangerous in example and revolting to humanity. In the 

Mississippi case, they first commenced by hanging the regular gamblers; a set of men certainly not following 

for a livelihood a very useful, or very honest occupation; but one which, so far from being forbidden by the 

laws, was actually licensed by an act of the legislature, passed but a single year before. Next, negroes, 

suspected of conspiring to raise an insurrection, were caught up and hanged in all parts of the state; then, 

white men, supposed to be leagued with the negroes; and finally, strangers, from neighboring states, going 

thither on business were in many instances subjected to the same fate. Thus went on this process of hanging, 

from gamblers to negroes, from negroes to white citizens, and from these to strangers; till dead men were 

seen literally dangling from the boughs of trees upon every road side; and in numbers almost sufficient to 

rival the native Spanish moss of the country, as a drapery of the forest. 

Turn, then, to that horror-striking scene at St. Louis. A single victim was only sacrificed there. His story 

is very short; and is, perhaps, the most highly tragic, if anything of its length, that has ever been witnessed in 

real life. A mulatto man, by the name of McIntosh, was seized in the street, dragged to the suburbs of the city, 

chained to a tree, and actually burned to death; and all within a single hour from the time he had been a 

freeman, attending to his own business and at peace with the world. 

Such are the effects of mob law; and such as the scenes, becoming more and more frequent in this land 

so lately famed for love of law and order; and the stories of which have even now grown too familiar, to 

attract anything more, than an idle remark.  

But you are, perhaps, ready to ask, “What has this to do with the perpetuation of our political 

institutions?” I answer, it has much to do with it. Its direct consequences are, comparatively speaking, but a 

small evil; and much of its danger consists, in the proneness of our minds, to regard its direct, as its only 

consequences. Abstractly considered, the hanging of the gamblers at Vicksburg was of but little consequence. 

They constitute a portion of population that is worse than useless in any community; and their death, if no 

pernicious example be set by it, is never matter of reasonable regret with anyone. If they were annually 

swept, from the stage of existence, by the plague or smallpox, honest men would, perhaps, be much profited 

by the operation. Similar too, is the correct reasoning in regard to the burning of the negro at St. Louis. He 
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had forfeited his life by the perpetration of an outrageous murder upon one of the most worthy and 

respectable citizens of the city; and had not he died as he did, he must have died by the sentence of the law, 

in a very short time afterward. As to him alone, it was as well the way it was, as it could otherwise have been. 

But the example in either case was fearful. When men take it in their heads today to hang gamblers, or burn 

murderers, they should recollect that, in the confusion usually attending such transactions, they will be as 

likely to hang or burn someone who is neither a gambler nor a murderer as one who is; and that, acting upon 

the example they set, the mob of tomorrow, may, and probably will, hang or burn some of them by the very 

same mistake. And not only so; the innocent, those who have ever set their faces against violations of law in 

every shape, alike with the guilty, fall victims to the ravages of mob law; and thus it goes on, step by step, till 

all the walls erected for the defense of the persons and property of individuals are trodden down, and 

disregarded. But all this even is not the full extent of the evil. By such examples, by instances of the 

perpetrators of such acts going unpunished, the lawless in spirit are encouraged to become lawless in 

practice; and having been used to no restraint, but dread of punishment, they thus become, absolutely 

unrestrained. Having ever regarded government as their deadliest bane, they make a jubilee of the 

suspension of its operations; and pray for nothing so much as its total annihilation. While, on the other hand, 

good men, men who love tranquility, who desire to abide by the laws, and enjoy their benefits, who would 

gladly spill their blood in the defense of their country; seeing their property destroyed; their families 

insulted, and their lives endangered; their persons injured; and seeing nothing in prospect that forebodes a 

change for the better; become tired of, and disgusted with, a government that offers them no protection; and 

are not much averse to a change in which they imagine they have nothing to lose. Thus, then, by the operation 

of this mobocractic spirit, which all must admit is now abroad in the land, the strongest bulwark of any 

government, and particularly of those constituted like ours, may effectually be broken down and destroyed—

I mean the attachment of the people. Whenever this effect shall be produced among us; whenever the vicious 

portion of population shall be permitted to gather in bands of hundreds and thousands, and burn churches, 

ravage and rob provision stores, throw printing presses into rivers, shoot editors1, and hang and burn 

obnoxious persons at pleasure, and with impunity; depend on it, this government cannot last. By such things, 

the feelings of the best citizens will become more or less alienated from it; and thus it will be left without 

friends, or with too few, and those few too weak, to make their friendship effectual. At such a time and under 

such circumstances, men of sufficient talent and ambition will not be wanting to seize the opportunity, strike 

the blow, and overturn that fair fabric, which for the last half century, has been the fondest hope of the lovers 

of freedom throughout the world.

I know the American people are much attached to their government; I know they would suffer much for 

its sake; I know they would endure evils long and patiently before they would ever think of exchanging it for 

another. Yet, notwithstanding all this, if the laws be continually despised and disregarded, if their rights to 

be secure in their persons and property are held by no better tenure than the caprice of a mob, the alienation 

of their affections from the government is the natural consequence; and to that, sooner or later, it must come. 

Here then, is one point at which danger may be expected. 

 
1Lincoln was alluding to Elijah Lovejoy (1802–1837), a Presbyterian minister, newspaper editor, and abolitionist who was shot to 
death during a mob’s attack to destroy his printing press. 
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The question recurs, “how shall we fortify against it?” The answer is simple. Let every American, every 

lover of liberty, every well-wisher to his posterity, swear by the blood of the Revolution, never to violate in 

the least particular the laws of the country; and never to tolerate their violation by others. As the patriots of 

seventy-six did to the support of the Declaration of Independence, so to the support of the Constitution and 

laws, let every American pledge his life, his property, and his sacred honor; let every man remember that to 

violate the law is to trample on the blood of his father, and to tear the character of his own and his children’s 

liberty. Let reverence for the laws, be breathed by every American mother to the lisping babe that prattles 

on her lap—let it be taught in schools, in seminaries, and in colleges; let it be written in primers, spelling 

books, and in almanacs; let it be preached from the pulpit, proclaimed in legislative halls, and enforced in 

courts of justice. And, in short, let it become the political religion of the nation; and let the old and the young, 

the rich and the poor, the grave and the gay, of all sexes and tongues, and colors and conditions, sacrifice 

unceasingly upon its altars. 

While ever a state of feeling such as this shall universally, or even, very generally prevail throughout the 

nation, vain will be every effort, and fruitless every attempt, to subvert our national freedom. 

When I so pressingly urge a strict observance of all the laws, let me not be understood as saying there 

are no bad laws, nor that grievances may not arise, for the redress of which, no legal provisions have been 

made. I mean to say no such thing. But I do mean to say that, although bad laws, if they exist, should be 

repealed as soon as possible, still while they continue in force, for the sake of example, they should be 

religiously observed. So also in unprovided cases. If such arise, let proper legal provisions be made for them 

with the least possible delay; but, till then, let them, if not too intolerable, be borne with. 

There is no grievance that is a fit object of redress by mob law. In any case that arises, as for instance, 

the promulgation of abolitionism, one of two positions is necessarily true; that is, the thing is right within 

itself, and therefore deserves the protection of all law and all good citizens; or, it is wrong, and therefore 

proper to be prohibited by legal enactments; and in neither case is the interposition of mob law either 

necessary, justifiable, or excusable. 

But, it may be asked, why suppose danger to our political institutions? Have we not preserved them for 

more than fifty years? And why may we not for fifty times as long? 

We hope there is no sufficient reason. We hope all dangers may be overcome; but to conclude that no 

danger may ever arise, would itself be extremely dangerous. There are now, and will hereafter be, many 

causes, dangerous in their tendency, which have not existed heretofore; and which are not too insignificant 

to merit attention. That our government should have been maintained in its original form from its 

establishment until now is not much to be wondered at. It had many props to support it through that period, 

which now are decayed, and crumbled away. Through that period, it was felt by all to be an undecided 

experiment; now, it is understood to be a successful one. Then, all that sought celebrity and fame, and 

distinction, expected to find them in the success of that experiment. Their all was staked upon it: their destiny 

was inseparably linked with it. Their ambition aspired to display before an admiring world, a practical 

demonstration of the truth of a proposition, which had hitherto been considered at best no better than 

problematical; namely, the capability of a people to govern themselves. If they succeeded, they were to be 

immortalized; their names were to be transferred to counties and cities, and rivers and mountains; and to be 

revered and sung, and toasted through all time. If they failed, they were to be called knaves and fools, and 

fanatics for a fleeting hour; then to sink and be forgotten. They succeeded. The experiment is successful; and 
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thousands have won their deathless names in making it so. But the game is caught; and I believe it is true, 

that with the catching, end the pleasures of the chase. This field of glory is harvested, and the crop is already 

appropriated. But new reapers will arise, and they, too, will seek a field. It is to deny what the history of the 

world tells us is true, to suppose that men of ambition and talents will not continue to spring up amongst us. 

And, when they do, they will as naturally seek the gratification of their ruling passion, as others have so done 

before them. The question then, is, can that gratification be found in supporting and maintaining an edifice 

that has been erected by others? Most certainly it cannot. Many great and good men sufficiently qualified for 

any task they should undertake may ever be found, whose ambition would inspire to nothing beyond a seat 

in Congress, a gubernatorial or a presidential chair; but such belong not to the family of the lion, or the tribe 

of the eagle. What! think you these places would satisfy an Alexander, a Caesar, or a Napoleon? Never! 

Towering genius disdains a beaten path. It seeks regions hitherto unexplored. It sees no distinction in adding 

story to story, upon the monuments of fame, erected to the memory of others. It denies that it is glory enough 

to serve under any chief. It scorns to tread in the footsteps of any predecessor, however illustrious. It thirsts 

and burns for distinction; and, if possible, it will have it, whether at the expense of emancipating slaves or 

enslaving freemen. Is it unreasonable then to expect that some man possessed of the loftiest genius, coupled 

with ambition sufficient to push it to its utmost stretch, will at some time spring up among us? And when 

such a one does, it will require the people to be united with each other, attached to the government and laws, 

and generally intelligent, to successfully frustrate his designs. 

Distinction will be his paramount object, and although he would as willingly, perhaps more so, acquire 

it by doing good as harm; yet, that opportunity being past, and nothing left to be done in the way of building 

up, he would set boldly to the task of pulling down. 

Here, then, is a probable case, highly dangerous, and such a one as could not have well existed heretofore. 

Another reason which once was, but which, to the same extent, is now no more, has done much in 

maintaining our institutions thus far. I mean the powerful influence which the interesting scenes of the 

revolution had upon the passions of the people as distinguished from their judgment. By this influence, the 

jealousy, envy, and avarice incident to our nature, and so common to a state of peace, prosperity, and 

conscious strength, were, for the time, in a great measure smothered and rendered inactive; while the deep-

rooted principles of hate, and the powerful motive of revenge, instead of being turned against each other, 

were directed exclusively against the British nation. And thus, from the force of circumstances, the basest 

principles of our nature, were either made to lie dormant, or to become the active agents in the advancement 

of the noblest cause—that of establishing and maintaining civil and religious liberty. 

But this state of feeling must fade, is fading, has faded, with the circumstances that produced it. 

I do not mean to say that the scenes of the Revolution are now or ever will be entirely forgotten; but that 

like everything else, they must fade upon the memory of the world, and grow more and more dim by the 

lapse of time. In history, we hope, they will be read of, and recounted, so long as the Bible shall be read; but 

even granting that they will, their influence cannot be what it heretofore has been. Even then, they cannot be 

so universally known, nor so vividly felt, as they were by the generation just gone to rest. At the close of that 

struggle, nearly every adult male had been a participator in some of its scenes. The consequence was, that of 

those scenes, in the form of a husband, a father, a son, or brother, a living history was to be found in every 

family—a history bearing the indubitable testimonies of its own authenticity, in the limbs mangled, in the 

scars of wounds received, in the midst of the very scenes related—a history, too, that could be read and 
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understood alike by all, the wise and the ignorant, the learned and the unlearned. But those histories are 

gone. They can be read no more forever. They were a fortress of strength; but what invading foeman could 

never do, the silent artillery of time has done; the leveling of its walls. They are gone. They were a forest of 

giant oaks; but the all-resistless hurricane has swept over them, and left only, here and there, a lonely trunk, 

despoiled of its verdure, shorn of its foliage; unshading and unshaded, to murmur in a few gentle breezes, 

and to combat with its mutilated limbs a few more ruder storms, then to sink, and be no more. 

They were the pillars of the temple of liberty; and now that they have crumbled away, that temple must 

fall, unless we, their descendants, supply their places with other pillars, hewn from the solid quarry of sober 

reason. Passion has helped us; but can do so no more. It will in future be our enemy. Reason, cold, calculating, 

unimpassioned reason, must furnish all the materials for our future support and defense. Let those materials 

be molded into general intelligence, sound morality, and in particular, a reverence for the Constitution and 

laws: and, that we improved to the last; that we remained free to the last; that we revered his name to the 

last; that, during his long sleep, we permitted no hostile foot to pass over or desecrate his resting place; shall 

be that which to learn the last trump shall awaken our WASHINGTON. 

Upon these let the proud fabric of freedom rest, as the rock of its basis; and as truly as has been said of 

the only greater institution, “the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”1 

 
1 Matthew 16:18. 
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READING 3: Second Inaugural Address, Abraham Lincoln | 1865 

SOURCE: https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/second-inaugural-address-17/ 

In the Temperance Address, Lincoln pointed to the harm that might come from pursuing social reform on the 
assumption that the reformers were morally superior to those they sought to reform. The lack of sympathy and 
fellow feeling in such an effort defied human nature and contravened the teachings of Christianity. It thus 
diminished the likelihood of the reform succeeding and created divisions among fellow citizens. The attitude 
that Lincoln criticized in the Temperance Address was at least in part responsible for the terrible Civil War that 
erupted almost two decades later. Delivered as that war came to a close, Lincoln’s Second Inaugural picks up 
the theme of the Temperance Address in again calling for reconciliation among American citizens. With 
numerous references to the Bible, the Second Inaugural moved beyond the rational and natural causes to which 
Lincoln confined himself in the earlier address, appealing to God’s transcendent justice as the source of the 
charity among Americans necessary to bind the nation’s wounds. If we leave judgment, certainly final judgment, 
to God, then we are left with the admonition to love one another. 

Fellow Countrymen: 

At this second appearing to take the oath of the presidential office, there is less occasion for an extended 

address than there was at the first. Then a statement, somewhat in detail, of a course to be pursued, seemed 

fitting and proper. Now, at the expiration of four years, during which public declarations have been 

constantly called forth on every point and phase of the great contest which still absorbs the attention, and 

engrosses the energies of the nation, little that is new could be presented. The progress of our arms, upon 

which all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the public as to myself; and it is, I trust, reasonably 

satisfactory and encouraging to all. With high hope for the future, no prediction in regard to it is ventured. 

On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago, all thoughts were anxiously directed to an 

impending civil war. All dreaded it, all sought to avert it. While the inaugural address was being delivered 

from this place, devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, insurgent agents were in the city seeking 

to destroy it without war—seeking to dissolve the Union, and divide effects, by negotiation. 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. 

One eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not distributed generally over the Union, but 

localized in the Southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest. All knew that 

this interest was, somehow, the cause of the war. To strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this interest was the 

object for which the insurgents would rend the Union, even by war; while the government claimed no right 

to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it. Neither party expected for the war, the 

magnitude, or the duration, which it has already attained. Neither anticipated that the cause of the conflict 

might cease with, or even before, the conflict itself should cease. Each looked for an easier triumph, and a 

result less fundamental and astounding. Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each 

invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance 

in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces;1 but let us judge not that we be not judged.2 The 

prayers of both could not be answered; that of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own 

 
1 Genesis 3:19. 
2 Matthew 7:1. 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/second-inaugural-address-17/
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-temperance-address/
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purposes. Woe unto the world because of offences! For it must needs be that offences come; but woe to that 

man by whom the offence cometh!3 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 

bond-man’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.”4 

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;5 to care for him who shall have 

borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan6—to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and a 

lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations. 

  

 
3 Matthew 18:7. 
4 Psalm 19:9. 
5 Psalm 147:3. 
6 James 1:27. 
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READING 4: Remarks Recorded For The “Back-To-God” Program Of The American Legion | February 

20, 1955 

SOURCE: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/233928 

THE FOUNDING FATHERS expressed in words for all to read the ideal of Government based upon the 

dignity of the individual. That ideal previously had existed only in the hearts and minds of men. They 

produced the timeless documents upon which the Nation is founded and has grown great. They, recognizing 

God as the author of individual rights, declared that the purpose of Government is to secure those rights. 

To you and to me this ideal of Government is a self-evident truth. But in many lands the State claims to 

be the author of human rights. The tragedy of that claim runs through all history and, indeed, dominates our 

own times. If the State gives rights, it can—and inevitably will—take away those rights. 

Without God, there could be no American form of Government, nor an American way of life. Recognition 

of the Supreme Being is the first—the most basic—expression of Americanism. Thus the Founding Fathers 

saw it, and thus, with God's help, it will continue to be. 

It is significant, I believe, that the American Legion—an organization of war veterans—has seen fit to 

conduct a "Back to God" movement as part of its Americanism program. Veterans realize, perhaps more 

clearly than others, the prior place that Almighty God holds in our national life. And they can appreciate, 

through personal experience, that the really decisive battleground of American freedom is in the hearts and 

minds of our own people. 

Now, if I may make a personal observation—you, my fellow citizens, have bestowed upon my associates 

and myself, ordinary men, the honor and the duty of serving you in the administration of your Government. 

More and more we are conscious of the magnitude of that task. 

The path we travel is narrow and long, beset with many dangers. Each day we must ask that Almighty 

God will set and keep His protecting hand over us so that we may pass on to those who come after us the 

heritage of a free people, secure in their God-given rights and in full control of a Government dedicated to 

the preservation of those rights. I can ask nothing more of each of you, of all Americans, than that you join 

with the American Legion in its present campaign.

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/233928
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READING 5: Remarks at the Annual Convention of the National Association of Evangelicals, Ronald 

Reagan | 1983 

SOURCE: https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/speech-to-the-national-association-of-

evangelicals/ 

Although they were less important for his victory than was thought in its immediate aftermath, conservative 
evangelical Christians were a part of the coalition that elected Ronald Reagan in 1980. In a manner similar to 
FDR's appeal to Catholic voters in 1933, Reagan addressed an organization of conservative evangelicals to 
highlight the policy goals of his administration, such as support for prayer in school and limiting abortion, most 
likely to resonate with the interests of the movement. 

The speech generated a lot of negative commentary because of its reference to the Soviet Union as the “evil 
empire” and “the focus of evil in the modern world.” These remarks and the explicitly religious language of the 
speech were unusual for a presidential speech at that time but not in the larger context of American history. 
Even two decades before, President Kennedy in his inaugural address had stated his “belief that the rights of 
man come not from the generosity of the state but from the hand of God,” a view that Reagan reiterated in this 
speech by quoting a famous remark of Thomas Jefferson’s; and in 1962, citing Lenin as Reagan would, Martin 
Luther King had already argued that communists held that any action was moral as long as it promoted world 
revolution. Here, Reagan framed both his anti-communist foreign policy and his domestic “social” agenda as 
efforts to combat the rise of secularism, an issue his audience, as the heirs of Dixon and Machen saw as critically 
important. 

 

Reverend Clergy all, Senator Hawkins, distinguished members of the Florida congressional delegation, 

and all of you: I can't tell you how you have warmed my heart with your welcome. I'm delighted to be here 

today. 

Those of you in the National Association of Evangelicals are known for your spiritual and humanitarian 

work. And I would be especially remiss if I didn't discharge right now one personal debt of gratitude. Thank 

you for your prayers. Nancy and I have felt their presence many times in many ways. And believe me, for us 

they've made all the difference. . . . 

I tell you there are a great many God-fearing, dedicated, noble men and women in public life, present 

company included. And yes, we need your help to keep us ever-mindful of the ideas and the principles that 

brought us into the public arena in the first place. The basis of those ideals and principles is a commitment 

to freedom and personal liberty that itself is grounded in the much deeper realization that freedom prospers 

only where the blessings of God are avidly sought and humbly accepted. 

The American experiment in democracy rests on this insight. Its discovery was the great triumph of our 

Founding Fathers, voiced by William Penn when he said: “If we will not be governed by God, we must be 

governed by tyrants.”1 Explaining the inalienable rights of men, Jefferson said, “The God who gave us life, 

gave us liberty at the same time.”2 And it was George Washington who said that, “of all the dispositions and 

habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports.”3 

And finally, that shrewdest of all observers of American democracy, Alexis de Tocqueville, put it 

 
1 From a letter Penn wrote to Peter the Great. 
2 “The god who gave us life gave us liberty at the same time: the hand of force may destroy, but cannot disjoin them,” Jefferson, A 
Summary View of the Rights of British America, 1774. 
3 From the “Farewell Address,” September 19, 1796. 
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eloquently after he had gone on a search for the secret of America's greatness and genius—and he said: “Not 

until I went into the churches of America and heard her pulpits aflame with righteousness did I understand 

the greatness and the genius of America. America is good. And if America ever ceases to be good, America 

will cease to be great.”4 

Well, I'm pleased to be here today with you who are keeping America great by keeping her good. Only 

through your work and prayers and those of millions of others can we hope to survive this perilous century 

and keep alive this experiment in liberty, this last, best hope of man.5 

I want you to know that this administration is motivated by a political philosophy that sees the 

greatness of America in you, her people, and in your families, churches, neighborhoods, communities: the 

institutions that foster and nourish values like concern for others and respect for the rule of law under God. 

Now, I don't have to tell you that this puts us in opposition to, or at least out of step with, a prevailing 

attitude of many who have turned to a modern- day secularism, discarding the tried and time-tested values 

upon which our very civilization is based. No matter how well intentioned, their value system is radically 

different from that of most Americans. And while they proclaim that they're freeing us from superstitions of 

the past, they've taken upon themselves the job of superintending us by government rule and regulation. 

Sometimes their voices are louder than ours, but they are not yet a majority. 

An example of that vocal superiority is evident in a controversy now going on in Washington. And since 

I'm involved I've been waiting to hear from the parents of young America. How far are they willing to go in 

giving to government their prerogatives as parents? . . . 

But the fight against parental notification is really only one example of many attempts to water down 

traditional values and even abrogate the original terms of American democracy. Freedom prospers when 

religion is vibrant and the rule of law under God is acknowledged. When our Founding Fathers passed the 

First Amendment, they sought to protect churches from government interference. They never intended 

to construct a wall of hostility between government and the concept of religious belief itself.6 

The evidence of this permeates our history and our government. The Declaration of Independence 

mentions the Supreme Being no less than four times. “In God We Trust” is engraved on our coinage. The 

Supreme Court opens its proceedings with a religious invocation. And the members of Congress open their 

sessions with a prayer. I just happen to believe the schoolchildren of the United States are entitled to the 

same privileges as Supreme Court justices and congressmen. . . . 

More than a decade ago, a Supreme Court decision literally wiped off the books of fifty states statutes 

 
4 Various politicians, including Presidents Eisenhower and Clinton, have used this quotation or a version of it. No one has been able 
to locate it in Tocqueville’s writings. See John J. Pitney, Jr., "The Toqueville Fraud," The Weekly Standard (November 13, 1995) 
http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/chat/2545306/posts . 
5 Reagan alludes to Lincoln’s characterization of American democracy in his Second Annual Message to Congress (December 

1862), delivered near the conclusion of two years of civil war. After urging Congress to adopt a plan he believed would hasten the 

war’s successful conclusion—compensated emancipation of the slaves—Lincoln warned that “we cannot escape history…. We shall 

nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth.” 
6 Reagan alludes to an oft-quoted clause in Jefferson’s letter to the Danbury Baptist Association (1802), which in 1947 the Supreme 

Court took to be the proper interpretation of the First Amendment. Jefferson wrote: “Believing with you that religion  is a matter 

which lies solely between man and his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legislative powers 

of government reach actions only, and not opinions, I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American people 

which declared that their legislature should ‘make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 

thereof,’ thus building a wall of separation between church and State.” 

http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/chat/2545306/posts
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protecting the rights of unborn children.7 Abortion on demand now takes the lives of up to one and a half 

million unborn children a year. Human life legislation ending this tragedy will someday pass the Congress, 

and you and I must never rest until it does. Unless and until it can be proven that the unborn child is not a 

living entity, then its right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness must be protected. 

You may remember that when abortion on demand began, many, and indeed, I'm sure many of you, 

warned that the practice would lead to a decline in respect for human life, that the philosophical premises 

used to justify abortion on demand would ultimately be used to justify other attacks on the sacredness of 

human life—infanticide or mercy killing. Tragically enough, those warnings proved all too true. Only last 

year a court permitted the death by starvation of a handicapped infant. . . .8 

Now, I'm sure that you must get discouraged at times, but you've done better than you know, perhaps. 

There's a great spiritual awakening in America, a renewal of the traditional values that have been the 

bedrock of America's goodness and greatness. . . . 

There is sin and evil in the world, and we're enjoined by Scripture and the Lord Jesus to oppose it with 

all our might. Our nation, too, has a legacy of evil with which it must deal. The glory of this land has been its 

capacity for transcending the moral evils of our past. For example, the long struggle of minority citizens for 

equal rights, once a source of disunity and civil war, is now a point of pride for all Americans. We must never 

go back. There is no room for racism, anti-Semitism, or other forms of ethnic and racial hatred in this 

country. 

I know that you've been horrified, as have I, by the resurgence of some hate groups preaching bigotry 

and prejudice. Use the mighty voice of your pulpits and the powerful standing of your churches to denounce 

and isolate these hate groups in our midst. The commandment given us is clear and simple: “Thou shalt love 

thy neighbor as thyself.”9 

But whatever sad episodes exist in our past, any objective observer must hold a positive view of 

American history, a history that has been the story of hopes fulfilled and dreams made into reality. 

Especially in this century, America has kept alight the torch of freedom, but not just for ourselves but for 

millions of others around the world. 

And this brings me to my final point today. . . .  

. . . [The Soviets] must be made to understand we will never compromise our principles and standards. 

We will never give away our freedom. We will never abandon our belief in God. And we will never stop 

searching for a genuine peace. . . .  

Yes, let us pray for the salvation of all of those who live in that totalitarian darkness. Pray they will 

discover the joy of knowing God. But until they do, let us be aware that while they preach the supremacy of 

the State, declare its omnipotence over individual man, and predict its eventual domination of all peoples 

on the earth, they are the focus of evil in the modern world…. [I]f history teaches anything, it teaches that 

simpleminded appeasement or wishful thinking about our adversaries is folly. It means the betrayal of our 

past, the squandering of our freedom. 

 
7 With Roe v. Wade (1973), the Supreme Court ruled unconstitutional a Texas state law that banned abortions except to save the life 
of the mother. 
8 The Indiana State Supreme Court ruled in 1982 that parents of a child born with both Downs Syndrome and a defective esophagus 
could (as their physician advised) deny the child surgery that would have allowed him to be fed. The child died of starvation six 
days after his birth. 
9 Mark 12:31; Matthew 22:39; Luke 10:27. 
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So, I urge you to speak out against those who would place the United States in a position of military 

and moral inferiority…. I urge you to beware the temptation of pride—the temptation of blithely declaring 

yourselves above it all and labeling both sides equally at fault, to ignore the facts of history and the 

aggressive impulses of an evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and thereby 

remove yourself from the struggle between right and wrong and good and evil. I ask you to resist the 

attempts of those who would have you withhold your support for our efforts, this administration's efforts, 

to keep America strong and free, while we negotiate real and verifiable reductions in the world's nuclear 

arsenals and one day, with God's help, their total elimination. 

While America's military strength is important, let me add here that I've always maintained that the 

struggle now going on for the world will never be decided by bombs or rockets, by armies or military might. 

The real crisis we face today is a spiritual one; at root, it is a test of moral will and faith. . . . 

. . . I believe we shall rise to the challenge. I believe that communism is another sad, bizarre chapter in 

human history whose last pages even now are being written. I believe this because the source of our 

strength in the quest for human freedom is not material, but spiritual. And because it knows no limitation, 

it must terrify and ultimately triumph over those who would enslave their fellow man. For in the words of 

Isaiah: “He giveth power to the faint; and to them that have no might He increaseth strength. But they that 

wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and 

not be weary.”10 

Yes, change your world. One of our Founding Fathers, Thomas Paine, said, “We have it within our power 

to begin the world over again.”11 We can do it, doing together what no one church could do by itself. 

God bless you and thank you very much. 

 

 
10 Isaiah 40: 29, 31.  
11 This remark occurs in the Appendix to Common Sense (1776), in which Paine advocated American independence. 
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READING 6: Remarks by the President at National Prayer Breakfast, Barack Obama | February 5, 

2015 

SOURCE: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/02/05/remarks-

president-national-prayer-breakfast 

THE PRESIDENT:  Thank you.  Well, good morning.  Giving all praise and honor to God.  It is wonderful to be 

back with you here.  I want to thank our co-chairs, Bob and Roger.1  These two don’t always agree in the 

Senate, but in coming together and uniting us all in prayer, they embody the spirit of our gathering today. . . 

.  

Slowing down and pausing for fellowship and prayer -- that's what this breakfast is about. . . .  [I]t’s easier 

to get caught up in the rush of our lives, and in the political back-and-forth that can take over this city.  We 

get sidetracked with distractions, large and small.  We can’t go 10 minutes without checking our smartphones 

-- and for my staff, that's every 10 seconds.  And so for 63 years, this prayer tradition has brought us together, 

giving us the opportunity to come together in humility before the Almighty and to be reminded of what it is 

that we share as children of God.  

And certainly for me, this is always a chance to reflect on my own faith journey.  Many times as President, 

I’ve been reminded of a line of prayer that Eleanor Roosevelt was fond of. She said, “Keep us at tasks too hard 

for us that we may be driven to Thee for strength.”  Keep us at tasks too hard for us that we may be driven to 

Thee for strength.  I’ve wondered at times if maybe God was answering that prayer a little too literally.  But 

no matter the challenge, He has been there for all of us.  He’s certainly strengthened me “with the power 

through his Spirit,”2 as I’ve sought His guidance not just in my own life but in the life of our nation. 

Now, over the last few months, we’ve seen a number of challenges -- certainly over the last six years.  But 

part of what I want to touch on today is the degree to which we've seen professions of faith used both as an 

instrument of great good, but also twisted and misused in the name of evil. As we speak, around the world, 

we see faith inspiring people to lift up one another -- to feed the hungry and care for the poor, and comfort 

the afflicted and make peace where there is strife. . . . We see faith driving us to do right. 

But we also see faith being twisted and distorted, used as a wedge -- or, worse, sometimes used as a 

weapon.  From a school in Pakistan to the streets of Paris, we have seen violence and terror perpetrated by 

those who profess to stand up for faith, their faith, professed to stand up for Islam, but, in fact, are betraying 

it.  We see ISIL, a brutal, vicious death cult that, in the name of religion, carries out unspeakable acts of 

barbarism  -- terrorizing religious minorities like the Yezidis, subjecting women to rape as a weapon of war, 

and claiming the mantle of religious authority for such actions.  

We see sectarian war in Syria, the murder of Muslims and Christians in Nigeria, religious war in the 

Central African Republic, a rising tide of anti-Semitism and hate crimes in Europe, so often perpetrated in the 

name of religion. 

So how do we, as people of faith, reconcile these realities -- the profound good, the strength, the tenacity, 

the compassion and love that can flow from all of our faiths, operating alongside those who seek to hijack 

religious for their own murderous ends?  

 
1 Roger Wicker, Republican of Mississippi and Bob Casey, Democrat of Pennsylvania. 
2 Ephesians 3:16. 
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Humanity has been grappling with these questions throughout human history.  And lest we get on our 

high horse and think this is unique to some other place, remember that during the Crusades and the 

Inquisition, people committed terrible deeds in the name of Christ.  In our home country, slavery and Jim 

Crow all too often was justified in the name of Christ.  Michelle and I returned from India -- an incredible, 

beautiful country, full of magnificent diversity -- but a place where, in past years, religious faiths of all types 

have, on occasion, been targeted by other peoples of faith, simply due to their heritage and their beliefs -- 

acts of intolerance that would have shocked Gandhiji, the person who helped to liberate that nation.  

So this is not unique to one group or one religion.  There is a tendency in us, a sinful tendency that can 

pervert and distort our faith.  In today’s world, when hate groups have their own Twitter accounts and 

bigotry can fester in hidden places in cyberspace, it can be even harder to counteract such intolerance. But 

God compels us to try.  And in this mission, I believe there are a few principles that can guide us, particularly 

those of us who profess to believe.  

And, first, we should start with some basic humility.  I believe that the starting point of faith is some 

doubt -- not being so full of yourself and so confident that you are right and that God speaks only to us, and 

doesn’t speak to others, that God only cares about us and doesn’t care about others, that somehow we alone 

are in possession of the truth.  

Our job is not to ask that God respond to our notion of truth -- our job is to be true to Him, His word, and 

His commandments.  And we should assume humbly that we’re confused and don’t always know what we’re 

doing and we’re staggering and stumbling towards Him, and have some humility in that process.  And that 

means we have to speak up against those who would misuse His name to justify oppression, or violence, or 

hatred with that fierce certainty.  No God condones terror.  No grievance justifies the taking of innocent lives, 

or the oppression of those who are weaker or fewer in number. 

And so, as people of faith, we are summoned to push back against those who try to distort our religion -

- any religion -- for their own nihilistic ends.  And here at home and around the world, we will constantly 

reaffirm that fundamental freedom -- freedom of religion -- the right to practice our faith how we choose, to 

change our faith if we choose, to practice no faith at all if we choose, and to do so free of persecution and fear 

and discrimination. 

There’s wisdom in our founders writing in those documents that help found this nation the notion of 

freedom of religion, because they understood the need for humility.  They also understood the need to uphold 

freedom of speech, that there was a connection between freedom of speech and freedom of religion.  For to 

infringe on one right under the pretext of protecting another is a betrayal of both.  

But part of humility is also recognizing in modern, complicated, diverse societies, the functioning of 

these rights, the concern for the protection of these rights calls for each of us to exercise civility and restraint 

and judgment.  And if, in fact, we defend the legal right of a person to insult another’s religion, we’re equally 

obligated to use our free speech to condemn such insults -- (applause) -- and stand shoulder-to-shoulder 

with religious communities, particularly religious minorities who are the targets of such attacks.  Just 

because you have the right to say something doesn’t mean the rest of us shouldn’t question those who would 

insult others in the name of free speech.  Because we know that our nations are stronger when people of all 

faiths feel that they are welcome, that they, too, are full and equal members of our countries. 

So humility I think is needed.  And the second thing we need is to uphold the distinction between our 

faith and our governments.  Between church and between state.  The United States is one of the most 
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religious countries in the world -- far more religious than most Western developed countries.  And one of the 

reasons is that our founders wisely embraced the separation of church and state.  Our government does not 

sponsor a religion, nor does it pressure anyone to practice a particular faith, or any faith at all.  And the result 

is a culture where people of all backgrounds and beliefs can freely and proudly worship, without fear, or 

coercion. . . .  

That’s not the case in theocracies that restrict people’s choice of faith.  It's not the case in authoritarian 

governments that elevate an individual leader or a political party above the people, or in some cases, above 

the concept of God Himself.  So the freedom of religion is a value we will continue to protect here at home 

and stand up for around the world, and is one that we guard vigilantly here in the United States. 

Last year, we joined together to pray for the release of Christian missionary Kenneth Bae, held in North 

Korea for two years.  And today, we give thanks that Kenneth is finally back where he belongs -- home, with 

his family.  (Applause.) 

Last year, we prayed together for Pastor Saeed Abedini, detained in Iran since 2012.  And I was recently 

in Boise, Idaho, and had the opportunity to meet with Pastor Abedini’s beautiful wife and wonderful children 

and to convey to them that our country has not forgotten brother Saeed and that we’re doing everything we 

can to bring him home.  (Applause.)  And then, I received an extraordinary letter from Pastor Abedini.  And 

in it, he describes his captivity, and expressed his gratitude for my visit with his family, and thanked us all 

for standing in solidarity with him during his captivity. 

And Pastor Abedini wrote, “Nothing is more valuable to the Body of Christ than to see how the Lord is 

in control, and moves ahead of countries and leadership through united prayer.”  And he closed his letter by 

describing himself as “prisoner for Christ, who is proud to be part of this great nation of the United States of 

America that cares for religious freedom around the world.”  (Applause.) 

We’re going to keep up this work -- for Pastor Abedini and all those around the world who are unjustly 

held or persecuted because of their faith.   And we’re grateful to our new Ambassador-at-Large for 

International Religious Freedom, Rabbi David Saperstein -- who has hit the ground running, and is heading 

to Iraq in a few days to help religious communities there address some of those challenges.  Where’s David?  I 

know he’s here somewhere.  Thank you, David, for the great work you’re doing.  (Applause.) 

Humility; a suspicion of government getting between us and our faiths, or trying to dictate our faiths, or 

elevate one faith over another.  And, finally, let’s remember that if there is one law that we can all be most 

certain of that seems to bind people of all faiths, and people who are still finding their way towards faith but 

have a sense of ethics and morality in them -- that one law, that Golden Rule that we should treat one another 

as we wish to be treated.  The Torah says “Love thy neighbor as yourself.”  In Islam, there is a Hadith that 

states: "None of you truly believes until he loves for his brother what he loves for himself.”  The Holy Bible 

tells us to “put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.”3  Put on love. 

Whatever our beliefs, whatever our traditions, we must seek to be instruments of peace, and bringing 

light where there is darkness, and sowing love where there is hatred.  And this is the loving message of His 

Holiness, Pope Francis.  And like so many people around the world, I’ve been touched by his call to relieve 

suffering, and to show justice and mercy and compassion to the most vulnerable; to walk with The Lord and 

ask “Who am I to judge?”  He challenges us to press on in what he calls our “march of living hope.”  And like 

 
3 Colossians 3:14–17 



 
 

 20 

millions of Americans, I am very much looking forward to welcoming Pope Francis to the United States later 

this year.  (Applause.) 

His Holiness expresses that basic law:  Treat thy neighbor as yourself.  The Dalai Lama -- anybody who’s 

had an opportunity to be with him senses that same spirit.  Kent Brantly expresses that same spirit.  Kent 

was with Samaritan’s Purse, treating Ebola patients in Liberia, when he contracted the virus himself. And 

with world-class medical care and a deep reliance on faith -- with God’s help, Kent survived.  (Applause.)  

And then by donating his plasma, he helped others survive as well.  And he continues to advocate for a 

global response in West Africa, reminding us that “our efforts needs to be on loving the people there.”   And I 

could not have been prouder to welcome Kent and his wonderful wife Amber to the Oval Office.  We are 

blessed to have him here today -- because he reminds us of what it means to really “love thy neighbor as 

thyself.”  Not just words, but deeds.  

Each of us has a role in fulfilling our common, greater purpose -- not merely to seek high position, but to 

plumb greater depths so that we may find the strength to love more fully.  And this is perhaps our greatest 

challenge -- to see our own reflection in each other; to be our brother’s keepers and sister’s keepers, and to 

keep faith with one another.  As children of God, let’s make that our work, together. 

As children of God, let’s work to end injustice -- injustice of poverty and hunger.  No one should ever 

suffer from such want amidst such plenty.  As children of God, let’s work to eliminate the scourge of 

homelessness, because, as Sister Mary says, “None of us are home until all of us are home.”4  None of us are 

home until all of us are home. 

As children of God, let’s stand up for the dignity and value of every woman, and man, and child, because 

we are all equal in His eyes, and work to send the scourge and the sin of modern-day slavery and human 

trafficking, and “set the oppressed free.”  (Applause.) 

If we are properly humble, if we drop to our knees on occasion, we will acknowledge that we never fully 

know God’s purpose.  We can never fully fathom His amazing grace.  “We see through a glass, darkly” -- 

grappling with the expanse of His awesome love.  But even with our limits, we can heed that which is 

required:  To do justice, and love kindness, and walk humbly with our God.5 

I pray that we will.  And as we journey together on this “march of living hope,” I pray that, in His name, 

we will run and not be weary, and walk and not be faint,6 and we’ll heed those words and “put on love.”  

May the Lord bless you and keep you, and may He bless this precious country that we love.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 Sister Mary Scullion, an advocate for the homeless. 
5 Micah 6:8. 
6 Isaiah 40:31 
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