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MORE PRAISE FOR THE AMERICAN MIRACLE


“This is a brisk, joyous romp through some of the most critical providential moments that made America an exceptional nation, told by a Yale-trained historian…who writes with brio and conviction.”

—Karl Rove, senior advisor to President George W. Bush

“If you love reading American history, or any history written like a page-turning novel…or just love great writing—the artistry of words that often read more like poetry than prose—you will love this book. The fact that Michael Medved gives the reader all of these makes this a must-read.”

—Lanny J. Davis, former special counsel to President Clinton; author of Truth to Tell

“Michael Medved has written an engaging, affectionate, and historically compelling book about America. The American Miracle is a source of knowledge, a source of comfort, a source of inspiration. After reading it, you’ll know America better and treasure her more.”

—Peter Wehner, White House aide to Presidents George Bush and George W. Bush; senior fellow, Ethics and Public Policy Center

“Michael Medved has written a timely study of the centrality of faith and providence in the American story, challenging Americans to reaffirm the religious ideals on which their nation was founded. Read it and be inspired.”

—Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, former chief rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth; author of Not in God’s Name

“Michael Medved chronicles in intriguing detail how America’s unlikely founding and enduring success can’t be explained by luck or coincidence but only one thing: divine providence. After reading this book, even the toughest skeptics will be hard pressed not to believe that God had a role in America’s fortune.”

—Bill Bennett, secretary of education under President Reagan; author of America: The Last Best Hope

“Medved speaks truth boldly and reasons carefully…and he is also a most gifted writer. In The American Miracle he reminds us that there once was a day when Americans knew the history of our country as a story of promise and providence, and he is confident that Americans can learn that story again.”

—R. Albert Mohler Jr., president, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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For Diane

My own American miracle



“I have lived, Sir, a long time, and the longer I live, the more convincing proofs I see of this truth—that God governs in the affairs of men. And if a sparrow cannot fall to the ground without his notice, is it probable that an empire can rise without his aid?”

—Benjamin Franklin, remarks to the Constitutional Convention, June 28, 1787

“No people can be bound to acknowledge and adore the Invisible Hand which conducts the affairs of men more than those of the United States. Every step by which they have advanced to the character of an independent nation seems to have been distinguished by some token of providential agency.”

—George Washington, first Inaugural Address, April 30, 1789

“You have the highest of human trusts committed to your care. Providence has showered on this favored land blessings without number, and has chosen you as the guardians of freedom, to preserve it for the benefit of the human race. May He who holds in His hands the destinies of nations, make you worthy of the favors He has bestowed, and enable you, with pure hearts and hands and sleepless vigilance, to guard and defend to the end of time the great charge He has committed to your keeping.”

—President Andrew Jackson, “Farewell Address,” March 4, 1837

“It is the object of the present work to explain the steps by which a favoring providence, calling our institutions into being, has conducted the country to its present happiness and glory.”

—George Bancroft, opening declaration of his History of the United States, 1876

“Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him who has never yet forsaken this favored land are still competent to adjust in the best way all our present difficulty.”

—Abraham Lincoln, first Inaugural Address, March 4, 1861
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LINKED IN DEATH AS WELL AS LIFE: John Adams (second president of the United States) and Thomas Jefferson (third president, who defeated Adams in his bid for reelection).

“Jefferson survives.” —Reported last words of John Adams, July 4, 1826

“Let the annual return of this day forever refresh our recollection of these rights.” —Thomas Jefferson, June 24, 1826, ten days before his death on July 4
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Coincidence alone could never explain it: that much seemed obvious to Americans of 1826, just as it does to citizens of today. The eerie events of that epochal Independence Day suggested the intervention of supernatural forces, mixing death and dedication in such powerful ways that observers of all faiths, and of no faith, saw evidence of destiny’s direction in American affairs. Even now, after nearly two hundred years of turbulent history, recollections of that “Glorious Fourth” can compel the most skeptical scholars to acknowledge weird, wonderful aspects in the rise of the Republic, and to reconsider the disconcerting old idea that God shows special tenderness toward the American experiment.

On the occasion of the fiftieth Fourth of July, such confidence in providential protection seemed not only logical but unavoidable. After all, the older citizens of the federal Union had already witnessed a half century of miracles, highlighted by the new nation’s prodigious growth and unprecedented prosperity. Americans viewed themselves as a chosen people, selected for special responsibilities to accompany their special blessings, and so looked to biblical references to establish the proper context for major public celebrations.

The preparations for the anniversary repeatedly invoked the Old Testament notion of jubilee, citing a well-known verse in Leviticus: “And ye shall hallow the fiftieth year and proclaim liberty throughout all the land and unto all the inhabitants thereof; it shall be a jubilee unto you” (25:10). After all, a portion of this same verse had been inscribed onto the Liberty Bell itself—already a cherished national icon just two generations after it reputedly rang out in Philadelphia’s Independence Hall to celebrate signing of the Declaration.

A half century later, leaders in every corner of the country arranged for pealing bells in cities, villages, and crossroads churches, in recognition of the breathtaking growth of the young Republic. The most recent census showed almost twelve million inhabitants—nearly five times the population that had launched a world-changing revolution. Even more dramatic, a loose coalition of thirteen thinly settled colonies, clinging to a relatively narrow band of territory at the edge of the Atlantic, had given way to twenty-four flourishing states with plausible dreams of an American empire someday reaching all the way to the Pacific.

In the midst of this dizzying change, Americans of the era clung to their precious remaining connections to the nation’s heroic origins, expressing special gratitude for the unlikely survival of the two titans who had played the most prominent roles in declaring independence. At a time when male life expectancy barely reached forty years, John Adams, the “Atlas of Independence” and the second president of the United States, had passed his ninetieth birthday with his faculties and health remarkably intact. From his ancestral home outside of Boston, he watched with passionate engagement as his oldest son (and intellectual soul mate) presided over the government in faraway Washington as the sixth president. In fact, one of the former chief executive’s doctors reported that the inauguration of his son in 1825 actually enhanced the old man’s strength and vitality. “But physicians do not always consider how much the powers of the mind, and what is called good spirits, can recover the lost energies of the body,” wrote Benjamin Waterhouse to President John Quincy Adams. “I really believe that your father’s revival is mainly owing to the demonstration that his son has not served an ungrateful public.”

Six hundred miles away, at the elegant hilltop plantation house he had designed for himself, Adams’s old friend (and sometime bitter rival) Thomas Jefferson also defied the actuarial tables. At eighty-three, the third president struggled with various digestive and urinary tract afflictions, but he received frequent visitors and maintained a prolific correspondence, commenting eloquently on current affairs. He told his grandson that “I am like an old watch, with a pinion worn out here, and a wheel there, until I can go no longer.” He also carefully prepared for his own demise, penning a valedictory poem to his adored surviving daughter, enclosing it in a simple, elegant box she opened only after his death:


Then farewell, my dear, my lov’d daughter, adieu!

The last pang of life is in parting from you!


Yet even with his intensifying focus on his own mortality, Jefferson expressed a fierce determination to survive one more Fourth of July so that “he might breathe the air of the Fiftieth Anniversary.”

As the great day approached, organizers of the elaborate public festivities in all of the nation’s most important cities turned their attention to Adams and Jefferson as potential guests to lend historic weight to their celebrations. In the Continental Congress of 1776, it had been Adams who led the relentless fight for independence and who, once he had succeeded, recommended his young friend Jefferson to draft the declaration that would explain the decision to a wondering world. Now, of the fifty-six patriots who had affixed their signatures to that final document, only these two and one more—eighty-eight-year-old Charles Carroll of Maryland—were alive to see the half-century commemoration of their handiwork.

Despite pleas from every corner of the country, frail health and the rigors of travel made the journey unthinkable for each of the old men. Adams would have dearly loved to join his son at the White House to preside together over the capital’s Grand Jubilee, but a journey to Washington would have consumed more than five days, rattling over rough roads in stiflingly hot stagecoaches and making brief water passages on belching, filthy steamboats.

Instead, he received visitors in the sprawling, comfortably cluttered two-story Quincy residence, Peacefield, he had called home since 1788. He had inhabited the house for the quarter century since disillusioned voters turned him out of the White House after his single term, following an exceptionally nasty and painfully personal campaign waged against him by followers of Jefferson, his old friend. Adams and his wife, Abigail, first acquired the structure and its forty acres of verdant fields and orchards at the conclusion of his diplomatic service in Europe following the Revolution; it stood just down a country road from the modest saltbox home in which he had been born and raised, and from the similarly unassuming neighboring structure in which his son John Quincy first opened his eyes to the New England sunlight. The old man still owned both buildings and hoped to keep them in the family for perpetuity. His beloved Abigail had left him a widower eight years before with her reported last words, “Do not grieve, my friend, my dearest friend. I am ready to go. And John, it will not be long.” She rested now in the local churchyard, where her husband of fifty-four years meant to join her when his time came.

Leaders from Boston hoped to lure the old lion to the festive commemorations they had planned in the nearby city, but Adams declined to make the ten-mile trip. He even turned down the local Independence Day committee from Quincy, though he provided them with a sharply worded letter they could read aloud at the upcoming anniversary. He wrote: “My best wishes, in the joys, and festivities, and the solemn services of that day on which will be completed the fiftieth year from its birth, of the independence of the United States: a memorable epoch in the annals of the human race, destined in future history to form the brightest or the blackest page, according to the use or the abuse of those political institutions by which they shall, in time to come, be shaped by the human mind.”

The committee of his neighbors, perhaps hoping that the great man would reconsider his participation in commemorations so close to his home, came calling at Peacefield a few days later. They asked Adams to suggest a toast that could be presented in his honor on the holiday. “I will give you,” he said without hesitation, “INDEPENDENCE FOREVER.”

After a moment of silence, his respectful visitors asked if he might consider adding something further. He leaned on his cane and scowled back at them from under his halo of white hair. “Not a word,” he crisply replied.


“RAYS OF RAVISHING LIGHT AND GLORY”

His friend Thomas Jefferson felt no similar reluctance to discourse at length. When Mayor Roger Weightman of Washington, D.C., invited all living former presidents—Adams, Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe—to attend the festival planned for the seat of government, each respectfully declined, citing the infirmities of age. The “Sage of Monticello,” however, carefully composed a public response that promptly appeared in newspapers around the country and created a national sensation in the weeks before the holiday. He wrote at a desk in his sun-dappled chamber, where a plaster bust of Adams rested on a shelf and overlooked his colleague’s work with assumed approbation. Jefferson wrote:


I should, indeed, with peculiar delight, have met and exchanged there congratulations, personally, with the small band, the remnant of that host of worthies who joined with us on that day, in the bold and doubtful election we were to make, for our country, between submission and the sword; and to have enjoyed with them the consolatory fact that our fellow citizens, after half a century of experience and prosperity, continue to approve the choice we made. May it be to the world, what I believe it will be, (to some parts sooner, to others later, but finally to all) the signal of arousing men to burst the chains, under which monkish ignorance and superstition had persuaded them to bind themselves, and to assume the blessings and security of self-government. The form which we have substituted restores the free right to the unbounded exercise of reason and freedom of opinion. All eyes are opened or opening to the rights of men. The general spread of the light of science has already laid open to every view the palpable truth, that the mass of mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few, booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of God. These are grounds of hope for others; for ourselves, let the annual return of this day forever refresh our recollection of these rights, and an undiminished devotion to them.


With this elegantly crafted testament of faith in the work of his own Revolutionary cohort, Jefferson managed, as he always did, to upstage his old friend. Even John Adams’s son, the president of the United States, read Jefferson’s words and pronounced himself impressed by the elderly Virginian’s vigor of language and clarity of mind.

But it had been the elder Adams, not the more effusive Jefferson, who first predicted the way a grateful nation would come to rejoice over their bold gamble on nationhood. In an exultant letter to his wife, Abigail, back home in Boston, the irascible and tireless patriot had described a fateful day of decision at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia in 1776 and then recorded an uncanny burst of prophecy, shockingly typical of our founding fathers. The delegate from Massachusetts declared that the second day of July, when his congressional colleagues first voted to authorize permanent separation from the mother country, would become known as


the most memorable epocha in the history of America. I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated by succeeding generations as the great anniversary festival. It ought to be commemorated as the day of deliverance, by solemn acts of devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with pomp and parade, with shows, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires and illuminations from one end of this continent to another, from this time forward forevermore. You will think me transported with enthusiasm but I am not. I am well aware of the toil and blood and treasure it will cost us to maintain this Declaration and to support and defend these states. Yet through all the gloom, I can see rays of ravishing light and glory.




REJECTING MR. JEFFERSON’S “SEDITIOUS PAPER”

Unfortunately, it took more than a generation for those rays to shine in a healing, benevolent fashion on the implacably warring factions that afflicted the new nation. To a startling extent, partisanship undermined the development of a national holiday and even spoiled appreciation of the Declaration, which was indelibly associated with its principal author, Jefferson, a profoundly controversial figure for most of his political career. The Federalists who controlled the national government between 1789 and 1801 felt no inclination to honor Jefferson’s masterpiece, considering its language too explicitly anti-British and suspiciously, if vaguely, pro-French. On July 4, 1800, two ministers ostentatiously walked out of a public worship service honoring independence when one of their young students insisted on reading aloud from Mr. Jefferson’s “seditious paper.”

Within a year, one of the most vitriolic elections in American history brought the Jeffersonians into full control in the capital. The new president delivered a famously conciliatory inaugural address, attempting to defuse wild talk of disunion and resistance from some of the indignant Adams loyalists. “Every difference of opinion is not a difference of principle,” Thomas Jefferson declared. “We have called by different names brethren of the same principle. We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists.” Nevertheless, his triumphal followers displayed a fervent determination to exclude their vanquished foes from their strictly partisan Fourth of July balls and banquets, much as they themselves had been excluded in previous years.

Only with the presidency of James Monroe (1817–25) did the nation finally welcome the “Era of Good Feelings,” in which even the most strident politicos could put aside contempt for the opposition long enough to jointly fire cannon, march in flag-waving parades, gorge themselves at public banquets, and toast the Republic with brimming silver bowls of rum in community-wide celebrations of Independence Day. In part, this development reflected the disappearance of the most divisive issue of America’s early years: the ongoing world war between Britain and France in which competing U.S. factions took opposite sides. With Napoleon’s definitive defeat in 1815, the old Federalists and their heirs had no more reason to fear the rampages of imperial or revolutionary France, just as Jefferson’s Democratic-Republican minions felt less inclination toward bitterness against the globally victorious British Empire they had battled in both a bloody revolution and the War of 1812. Monroe won reelection with no organized opposition, and during his second term even aging political warriors, most notably Adams and Jefferson, began to embrace the idea that their common values and shared experiences counted for more than ideological distinctions or colliding ambitions

After all, the most discerning among them understood that the rising Republic faced more dangerous divisions than the wearying resentments between the fading Federalists and the ruling Republicans. Though himself a lifelong slaveholder, Jefferson displayed prophetic foresight in predicting the way that raging arguments over the extension of slavery to not yet settled territories posed a lethal threat to the cause of national union. In a startling 1820 letter, Jefferson wrote from Monticello about the national debate surrounding the Missouri Compromise and the admission to the Union of a new slave state. “This momentous question, like a fire bell in the night, awakened and filled me with terror,” he lamented to his friend John Holmes, congressman from anti-slavery Massachusetts and later a senator from Maine. “I considered it at once as the knell of the Union. It is hushed indeed for the moment. But this is a reprieve only, not a final sentence. A geographical line, coinciding with a marked principle, moral and political, once conceived and held up to the angry passions of men, will never be obliterated; and every new irritation will mark it deeper and deeper.” In the midst of his long retirement, more than eleven years after leaving the tumult of Washington, the then seventy-seven-year-old Jefferson foresaw the long, tortured process that led in four decades to secession, civil war, and the most prodigious bloodletting in the nation’s history. “I regret that I am now to die in the belief that the useless sacrifice of themselves, by the generation of ’76, to acquire self government and happiness to their country, is to be thrown away by the unwise and unworthy passions of their sons, and that my only consolation is to be that I live not to weep over it.”



“JUST AS I WISHED”

Six years later, despite his failing health and disastrous finances (he had fallen deeply into debt with no hope of satisfying his creditors), Jefferson managed to put aside such concerns for the sake of the Grand Jubilee. The scholarly former president, who relaxed by reading Aeschylus, Sophocles, and, increasingly, Scripture, surely understood that the biblical jubilee (yovayl, in Hebrew) had also led to the English word “jubilation”—connected to wild shouts of joy comparable to the sounding ram’s horns prescribed in Leviticus. Jefferson declined the chance to bring himself close to the expected noise and exultation and elected to pass up the five-mile carriage ride to the town of Charlottesville, in the valley beneath his mountaintop retreat. But he understood that he and his family would hear the pealing bells from every steeple in the town, set to celebrate the half-century survival of the United States. Determined to conserve his strength in advance of the great day, President Jefferson took to his bed on July 2. With a great-granddaughter at his bedside, he cited Luke’s Gospel, “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace.” He assured the attending physician that “a few hours more, Doctor, and it will be all over.”

Yet he lingered, with an obsessive desire to hang on to life until the actual anniversary of his most significant achievement. On the night of the third, at 7:00 p.m., he awoke from fitful slumber and asked, “Ah, Doctor, are you still there? Is it the Fourth?”

“It soon will be,” the physician assured him.

But three hours later, still short of the stroke of midnight, the former president roused himself again and asked once more, “This is the Fourth?”

This time Nicholas Trist, who much later played a prominent, providential role in acquiring California and the Southwest for the United States, sat at the old man’s bedside in the dim candlelight. Married to Jefferson’s granddaughter Virginia and acting as the old man’s personal secretary, he refused to answer the inquiry, reluctant to disappoint his revered mentor in what could be his final moments of consciousness. The former president, however, could not be deterred.

“This is the Fourth?” he insisted, summoning his remaining force.

This time Trist nodded wordlessly, giving Jefferson the assurance that he craved without giving voice to an outright lie. “Ah,” sighed the dying sage. “Just as I wished.”

He continued breathing heavily and remained unconscious as the clock above his bed clanged twelve times to signal the midnight hour, officially welcoming the Glorious Fourth. His eyes opened again at four in the morning and he managed to summon his household slaves, who entered the bedroom in weeping, sniffling awe. Jefferson said farewell to each of them, then declined a doctor’s offer of more laudanum to ease his discomfort. “No more,” the great man rasped.

He uttered no further comprehensible words, but he had unequivocally achieved his ardent desire: living through more than half of his cherished nation’s sacred day, finally expiring on Tuesday, the Fourth of July, at ten minutes before one o’clock in the afternoon. The celebratory bells had already begun ringing in the valley below, unaware of the loss of the local and international eminence.

Also unaware, John Adams stubbornly clung to life at Peacefield. Early in the oppressively humid summer morning of Tuesday, July 4, as the first celebratory cannon began blasting in the distance, the former president arose and demanded assistance to place himself in his favorite armchair in the second-floor study, looking out the window toward the town. Reverend George Whitney arrived for a holiday visit but sadly concluded that “the old gentleman was drawing to his end. Dr. Holbrook was there and declared to us that he could not live more than through the day.” Adams’s youngest son, Thomas, dispatched an urgent letter to Washington to alert the president, his brother, that their father neared the end of his course.

By midday, the weather darkened with an impending storm, and relatives and friends returned Adams to his bedchamber, watching the great man’s labored breathing. As they shifted his position to improve his comfort, the former president awoke and blinked at the familiar surroundings. Reminded it was the Fourth of July, he lifted his head from the pillow and declared in a strong, clear voice: “It is a great day. It is a good day.”

With more cannon barking out their salutes in the nearby village, afternoon thunder and lightning offered “the artillery of heaven,” as subsequent observers described the dramatic scene. Adams lay back on his bedding, silently watching and listening, with his mind clear, according to those who waited with him. Toward evening, with a gentle rain falling, he breathed his astonishing last words in an effortful gasp that was still clear enough to be understood. “Thomas Jefferson survives,” he managed. The breathing stopped shortly after six o’clock, with a resounding clap of thunder at the very moment of the great man’s passing. Witnesses insisted that at the same instant, a sudden burst of light from the declining sun pushed through the looming clouds and spilled into the upstairs room like a benediction.



“PALPABLE MARKS OF DIVINE FAVOR”

In an era when news traveled no faster than the speed of a galloping horse, no one immediately understood the sad irony of Adams’s final gasp, or the startling reality that the twin heroes of independence had died on the same landmark Independence Day.

President John Quincy Adams had spent the national holiday participating in a large parade, riding in a carriage surrounded by volunteer military companies, and then making his way to the Capitol to listen to long, windy speeches and a ceremonial reading of the Declaration. He learned of Jefferson’s passing only on July 6, when the secretary of war informed him that the former president had expired at midday on the Fourth, at the very moment jubilee celebrations had reached their peak of intensity. That evening, President Adams described this news in his diary as “a strange and very striking coincidence,” though he had not yet learned of his own father’s passing.

He received letters two days later from his brother and others in Quincy that described his father’s deteriorating condition, so he set off at five in the morning on the blistering Sunday of July 9 to make it to the family home before the end. A rider from Baltimore intercepted the president’s carriage on his way to tell him it was already too late, but Adams nonetheless persisted in the arduous journey to Massachusetts to express proper respect for the passing of the patriarch.

On the way, he celebrated his own fifty-ninth birthday, adding to his mournful and fatalistic mood. He had already largely accepted the fact that, like his father before him, he would earn only one term in the presidency. After going through the home that his parents had owned for thirty-eight years, he wrote to his wife, Louisa: “Though it will bring me heavily in debt, I cannot endure the thought of the sale of this place. Should I live through my term of service, my purpose is to come and close my days here, to be deposited with my father and mother.” Describing his tour of the familiar rooms, left painfully empty by recent events, the bookish and usually reserved president became unapologetically emotional. “Everything about the house is the same. I was not fully sensible of the change till I entered his bed-chamber,” he wrote. “That moment was inexpressibly painful, and struck me as if it had been an arrow to the heart. My father and mother have departed. The charm which has always made this house to me an abode of enchantment is dissolved; and yet my attachment to it, and to the whole region round, is stronger than I ever felt it before.”

Later, he ruminated on the larger meaning of his father’s death, and the haunting timing that sent him out of the world on the same great, glorious day as Jefferson. It could not be mere coincidence, John Quincy Adams declared in his diary, but rather “visible and palpable marks of Divine Favor, for which I would humble myself in grateful and silent adoration before the ruler of the universe.”

In every corner of the country, preachers, politicians, and professors expressed strikingly similar sentiments. “Was not the hand of God most affectingly displayed in this event, as if to add another to the multiplied proofs of His special superintendence over this happy country?” wrote B. L. Rayner, author of the first best-selling Jefferson biography, The Life of Thomas Jefferson, with Selections from the Most Valuable Portions of His Voluminous and Unrivalled Private Correspondence (1834). “The extraordinary coincidence in the death of these great men is without parallel in the records of history….Heaven itself mingled visibly in the jubilee celebration of American Liberty, hallowing anew the day by a double apotheosis.”

Massive crowds paid tribute to the two Revolutionary heroes. In Baltimore, more than twenty thousand assembled in a natural amphitheater to hear eulogies from dignitaries in Congress and the military. There Senator Samuel Smith attributed the timing of the deaths to an “all-seeing Providence, as a mark of approbation of their well-spent lives.” In Salem, Massachusetts, newspaperman Joseph Sprague concluded: “Could they have chosen the day of their death, it would have been the one decreed by Providence.”

Daniel Webster, at the time a rising congressman from Massachusetts and the most admired orator of his day, delivered his own celebrated memorial on August 2 to a weeping crowd that jammed Boston’s Faneuil Hall, the “Cradle of Liberty,” inescapably associated with the Revolution. In an address lasting more than two hours, the booming voice of the “godlike Daniel” so moved the gathered throng, and so effectively summarized the collision of joy, mourning, and gratitude associated with the most unforgettable Fourth, that its published and leather-bound commemorative text became an instant bestseller. “On our fiftieth anniversary, the great day of national Jubilee, in the very hour of public rejoicing, in the midst of echoing and reechoing voices of thanksgiving, while their own names were on all tongues, they took their flight together to the world of spirits,” Webster thundered.

Like all his prominent contemporaries, the eloquent statesman saw an unavoidable message in the simultaneous passing of the two great men, a miraculous blessing in the remarkable fact that “on the day which had fast linked forever their own fame with their country’s glory, the heavens should open to receive them both at once. As their lives themselves were the gifts of Providence, who is not willing to recognize in their happy termination, as well as in their long continuance, proofs that our country and its benefactors are objects of His care?”

To Webster, the manner in which Adams and Jefferson ascended to immortality made all the more unassailable his certainty that the Almighty had dictated “our position and character among the nations of the earth. It cannot be denied, but by those who would dispute against the sun, that with America, and in America, a new era commences in human affairs.”

In his oration, memorized by several generations of schoolboys for its patriotic uplift, Webster emphasized the solemn responsibility associated with the undeniable gift of Divine favor: “America, America, our country, fellow citizens, our own dear and native land, is inseparably connected, fast bound up, in fortune and by fate, with these great interests. If they fall, we fall with them; if they stand, it will be because we have maintained them.”
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He delivered a celebrated tribute to Adams and Jefferson in Boston, suggesting that their simultaneous passing offered “proofs that our country and its benefactors are objects of His care.”






“BEYOND THE SCOPE OF RATIONAL EXPLANATION”

The task of maintaining Webster’s “great interests” has become more difficult due to spreading skepticism over divine involvement in American affairs. Even in the Republic’s early, miraculous years, a few cynical visitors sniffed at the idea of some covenantal relationship between the Almighty and his favored flock in the United States. The brilliant British geologist, surveyor, and frontier explorer George William Featherstonhaugh lived in America for thirty-two years but never felt comfortable with the notion of some distinctive American destiny decreed from on high. After returning to England in 1838, he described such suggestions as nothing more than patriotic piffle, intended to “stimulate that national vanity and self-sufficiency which are often so conspicuous in young countries, and to cherish in his fellow-citizens that inflated feeling of superiority over other nations.”

Nearly two centuries later, sophisticated sensibilities echo Featherstonhaugh’s dismissive attitude far more closely than they reflect the reverence of his more celebrated contemporaries such as Daniel Webster and John Quincy Adams. From a globalist perspective that equally honors every culture, the very idea that the United States enjoys and deserves a special “position and character among the nations of the earth” seems not only dubious but dangerous.

Within sixty days of assuming the presidency, Barack Obama expressed his own skepticism when he attended a NATO meeting in Strasbourg, France, and received an uncomfortable query from a reporter for Britain’s Financial Times. “Could I ask you whether you subscribe, as many of your predecessors have, to the school of American exceptionalism that sees America as uniquely qualified to lead the world,” asked Ed Luce, “or do you have a slightly different philosophy?”

President Obama’s response became notorious for fudging the question. “I believe in American exceptionalism,” he declared, “just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism.” In other words, America didn’t count as exceptional at all: just one more deluded, atavistic nation-state besotted with exaggerated notions of its own grandeur and unique status—notions the president might tolerate but pointedly refused to endorse. The belief that fate, or providence, has selected the United States for special purposes and prominence can hardly coexist with the assumption that we are no more “exceptional” than beleaguered Greece. No matter his nation’s illogically rapid rise to world dominance in the course of its brief history, and despite abundant evidence of the Republic’s abiding good fortune, the forty-fourth president declined to discern in these developments the “visible and palpable signs of divine favor” that his predecessor John Quincy Adams recognized so readily in the far less imposing United States of 1826.



“75 TIMES EASIER TO BE DEALT A ROYAL FLUSH”

In fact, the axiomatic denial of any predestined role for America or a supernatural design in the nation’s development makes it devilishly difficult for contemporary historians to account for haunting patterns in our history. One scholarly 2005 effort from an academic at the University of Utah offers six tortured theories to explain the simultaneous passing of Adams and Jefferson, including the possibility that the second and third presidents deliberately arranged to die on the same day. “Of course, causing oneself to die need not carry the pejorative label suicide,” writes Professor Margaret P. Battin. “It can be seen, rather, as a matter of self-deliverance in preference to the sufferings and indignities of protracted dying.”

In her fascinating monograph “July 4, 1826: Explaining the Same-Day Deaths of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson,” she also entertains the possibility that they had been “caused to die by others,” or “were simply hanging on, waiting for the same important anniversary.” She dismisses, however, the possibility of divine intervention or mere chance: “The coincidence is too great,” she writes and declares that “divine intervention requires background theological assumptions beyond the scope of rational explanation.”

And where do modern Americans typically turn if all attempts at “rational explanation” seem to fail? To conspiracy theories, of course. Professor Battin asks: “Could their families and caregivers have lied about the precise dates of their deaths, seeking to lend their demises a greater grandeur? Or was there a more orchestrated plan here, known only to these two men or to their physicians and families, that accounts for the extraordinary ‘coincidence’ or ‘grand design’ of their deaths?”

Considering the well-documented and pained reaction of Adams’s son, the president of the United States, who displayed both surprise and emotion on the occasion of his father’s passing, and in view of the number of people who crowded around Jefferson and reported his comments in his final hours, it’s preposterous to suggest a closely coordinated secret scheme to fudge death details or, more malevolently, to arrange them.

Observers in 1826 most certainly saw an “orchestrated plan” at work, but they instinctively identified the orchestrator as the Sovereign of the Universe. “It was indeed a fit occasion for the deepest public feeling,” wrote B. L. Rayner. “Happening singly, each of these events was felt as supernatural; happening together, the astonishment which they occasioned was general and almost overwhelming.”

Margaret Battin struggles with that same astonishment in writing off the tendency to attribute the timing to chance or “intriguing coincidence.” If so, she writes, “it is a coincidence of considerable magnitude, since it involves three distinct components: same day, same significant date (July 4, Independence Day), and same history anniversary (fifty years)….The fact that the death dates for both Adams and Jefferson fell on an historic anniversary—the 50th anniversary, not the 49th or 51st—may seem to stretch beyond the point of sheer plausibility the claim that this was mere coincidence.”

To this day, Adams and Jefferson remain the only two presidents to have expired on the same day. And only one other president had the honor of dying on the Glorious Fourth: James Monroe, fifth president of the United States, wounded veteran of the Revolutionary War, and a close colleague of both Jefferson and Adams. He succumbed to heart failure at 3:15 in the afternoon of July 4, 1831, exactly five years after the Grand Jubilee. The stunned public could only marvel at the exceedingly odd fact that three of the first four presidents to die all perished on the same deeply significant calendar date, lending further support to perceptions of providential participation in the favored nation’s development.

Mark Grant, whose Macronicity blog seeks obscure, mystical numerological significance in such perplexing occurrences, carefully calculates the odds of three presidents all dying on the same national holiday and suggests that the chances against such a pattern recurring stand at approximately fifty million to one. “It would be about 75 times easier to be dealt a Royal Flush in a poker game with five cards (which we should see once every 649,740 hands),” he writes. “Many readers can easily imagine how impressed poker players would be to see a hand like that dealt just once.”



A RIGGED GAME?

America, on the other hand, has drawn just such remarkable hands again and again—giving rise to widespread suspicions of a rigged game.

If a single player wins an ongoing contest with maddening consistency, his frustrated rivals will inevitably accuse him of cheating. Our new nation’s shockingly rapid rise to world dominance counts as so illogical, so utterly unforeseen, that many mystified observers have determined that the only rational explanation involves a shameful record of American greed, ruthlessness, and immorality. Given recent themes in our educational system, every schoolchild has heard about national guilt for cruel treatment of Native Americans, brutal exploitation of African slaves, and imperialist interference with less fortunate societies around the world. According to this logic, the United States’ rise to international eminence can be explained by the rapacity of our political, business, and military leadership.

The great weakness in this understanding of American success involves its lack of context. Nearly all competing powers in the last three hundred years compiled histories regarding indigenous populations, slavery, and imperialism that count as far more problematic, and never more honorable, than the imperfect record of the United States. Yet none of these other societies, however disturbing and vile their abuses of power, managed to replicate America’s triumphs for its own population or in global affairs. In fact, some of the worst offenders in terms of slavery, exploitation, and colonialism endured the opposite trajectory achieved by the United States: for Spain, Portugal, Belgium, and the Netherlands, bloody imperialist adventures corresponded with the loss of world power status, not its attainment.

Those who reject the trendy argument that America’s unique good fortune stems from the nation’s uniquely bad behavior tend to turn to “happy accidents” as the most convenient explanation for our disproportionate blessings. This reasoning cites the abundant resources of the North American continent, favorable patterns of immigration, the absence of contiguous rival powers, the edge provided by access to both the Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans, and a multitude of other seemingly random factors to explain the dynamism and dominance of the United States. Without question, America’s advantages owe a great deal to coincidence and circumstance that no human being or group of people managed to arrange.

But a pattern of happy accidents still constitutes a pattern—an indication of something more than chance at work. To return to the poker analogy: if a player enjoys a particularly profitable night and wins most of the hands, it’s sensible to credit the power of good luck. Yet if the same competitor achieves similar success over a period of years and decades, the other gamblers will come to assume that some other factor has determined the consistent outcome of their games.

Could it be a matter of superior skill on the part of the winning player? When applied to the United States, this notion emphasizes the sheer brilliance and dazzling competence of some of the nation’s most conspicuous leaders.

In other words, it’s not a rigged game—there’s no need to reference divine providence—if you can cite the superior abilities of American leaders as a means to rationalize the freakishly durable winning streak of the United States. The most common deployment of this argument makes reference to the amazing talents of the Revolutionary generation: a rustic collection of loosely connected colonies somehow produced Jefferson, Hamilton, Madison, Washington, Adams, and Franklin, who managed to work together to make miracles happen.

But doesn’t the simultaneous presence of leadership of this quality, arising at the same moment of history, in the same remote corner of the globe, constitute a miracle in its own terms?

Moreover, every one of the founding fathers, including those of decidedly unconventional religious faith, believed profoundly that divine providence directed their revolution. If we accord the founders so much insight and wisdom that we explain the nation’s rise with reference to their abilities, then why should we reject their unanimous conclusion that a higher power steered their affairs?



“A FAVORING PROVIDENCE, CALLING OUR INSTITUTIONS INTO BEING”

Nor did this assumption expire with the founding generation. Fifty years after the Declaration, the haunting events of the Glorious Fourth in 1826 only served to certify what most Americans already believed concerning the Almighty’s intimate involvement with the new nation.

In fact, all of the most significant leaders of the United States have spoken movingly of godly favor on their country: from John Adams to Abraham Lincoln, George Washington to Woodrow Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. In the twentieth century, the most cherished icons of left and right—FDR, JFK, and Ronald Reagan—all invoked divine providence as a factor in leadership at the highest level.

The nineteenth century’s most eminent and influential historian, George Bancroft, captured the mainstream of national thought with his magisterial, ten-volume History of the United States of America, centered on the idea of the nation’s heaven-ordained destiny. In his introduction to this once ubiquitous series of tomes, embraced by every university, secondary school, and public library in the country, Bancroft declared: “It is the object of the present work to explain how the change in the condition of our land has been accomplished; and, as the fortunes of a nation are not under the control of a blind destiny, to follow the steps by which a favoring providence, calling our institutions into being, has conducted the country to its present happiness and glory.”

Few thinkers or politicians bothered to question the seemingly self-evident truth that “God shed his grace” on America the Beautiful, as Katharine Lee Bates (another college professor) proclaimed in her beloved 1893 song. As recently as 1925, the popular Jazz Age president Calvin Coolidge emphasized the religious nature of the national mission in his inaugural address. “America seeks no earthly empire built on blood and force,” the newly reelected chief executive proclaimed. “No ambition, no temptation, lures her to thought of foreign domination. The legions which she sends forth are armed, not with the sword, but with the cross. The higher state to which she seeks the allegiance of all mankind is not of human, but of divine origin. She cherishes no purpose save to merit the favor of Almighty God.”

None of these leaders doubted the role of destiny and divine power in producing and protecting the Republic that they served. This sense of a master plan, an unread but pre-plotted script that cast their nation in history’s lead role, removed all need to characterize fellow citizens as either especially saintly or particularly sinful. As the patriotic hymn suggests, “God shed his grace” on America not as reward for distinctively righteous behavior but as an exercise of his inscrutable will. The Calvinists who helped shape the earliest stages of the American idea insisted that the predestined favor of heaven demanded that they make every effort to prove themselves worthy of that election, not that their own worthy behavior forced the inexplicable gift of divine favor.

The same instinct that led our forefathers to credit God for America’s emergence allowed their more critical colleagues to blame God for the nation’s shortcomings, misdeeds, and misfortunes. Either way, the politically incorrect notion that a higher power guided and nourished the American experiment enabled previous generations to appreciate their blessings without incessant argument over whether the citizens of the prodigiously successful Republic qualified as distinctively great or distinctively guilty.

Even today, most Americans can’t seem to shake the traditional idea that the Almighty cares deeply and permanently about what happens to their country. Some twenty-first-century polling suggests that majorities now perceive a nation in decline and assume that life for our descendants will prove even more daunting than our challenges today. Undoubtedly, some of this pessimism originates with religious believers who view providential punishment as the unavoidable consequence of society’s moral shortcomings.

This concept of one nation-state alternatively protected or penalized by the Lord of Creation relates only imperfectly to the biblical “chosen people” concept—the notion of a singular tribe with an unshakably significant status based on heritage alone. Lincoln slyly referred to his countrymen as the “almost chosen people” since American nationality from the beginning amounted to a fusion of self-selecting immigrant waves; we prefer to see ourselves as “one nation, indivisible” despite the undeniable diversity of our origins.

But the essence of that nationhood stresses shared ideas more than shared inheritance. And those ideas have given rise to a choosing nation as much as a chosen nation, but a distinctive state nonetheless selected by fate for important purposes, performing fateful missions and achieving world leadership through the startling history of the last two centuries. Even at times of national danger and distress—or, perhaps, especially at those times—the American people hold fast to the notion that their national destiny will play a decisive role in some grand, eternal scheme.



“THE CENTRAL EVENT OF THE PAST FOUR HUNDRED YEARS”

This conviction has always been widespread, but never close to unanimous. In every era, some skeptics gleefully deride claims as to the greatness, significance, or even uniqueness of the United States. In an angry piece in Politico in 2010, columnist Michael Kinsley condemned “American exceptionalism” as the loathsome “theory that Americans are better than everybody else.” Contrary to this common caricature, arguments for the nation’s distinctiveness, and for its world-changing destiny ordained by some higher power, don’t assume that every decision or direction undertaken by the United States will be benevolent or right. But these traditional attitudes do recognize that everything our country does will prove deeply consequential. Foreign scoffers may join home-grown sophisticates in dismissing this vision of God’s involvement in American affairs as idiotic and indulgent, but they will be hard-pressed to provide a more plausible explanation for the utterly unanticipated transformation of a disconnected cluster of remote wilderness outposts into a formidable nation-state that became the most formidable force in modern history.

To put the startling, unanticipated nature of that development in context, historian Walter A. McDougall of the University of Pennsylvania invokes the world as it was immediately prior to the British settlement of North America. At the opening of his indispensable three-volume history of the United States, he flatly declares:


The creation of the United States of America is the central event of the past four hundred years. If some ghostly ship, some Flying Dutchman, were transported in time from the year 1600 into the present, the crew would be amazed by our technology and the sheer numbers of people on the globe, but the array of civilizations would be recognizable. There is today, as there was then: a huge Chinese empire run by an authoritarian but beleaguered bureaucracy; a homogeneous, anxious, suspicious Japan; a teeming crazy quilt of Hindus and Muslims in India attempting to make a state of themselves; an amorphous Russian empire pulsing outward or inward to proportion to Muscovy’s projection of force; a vast Islamic crescent hostile to infidels but beset by rival centers of power; a dynamic, more-or-less Christian civilization in Europe aspiring to unity but vexed by its dense congeries of nations and tongues; and finally an Iberian/Amerindian culture in South America marked by relative poverty and strategic impotence. The only continent that would astound the Renaissance time-travelers would be North America, which was primitive and nearly vacant as late as 1607, but which today hosts the mightiest, richest, most dynamic civilization in history—a civilization, moreover, that perturbs the trajectories of all other civilizations just by existing.


Any open-minded account of the astonishing emergence of this world-transforming civilization must consider elements beyond chance, acknowledging a role for fate as well as good fortune. With all respect to religious sensibilities and the timeless significance of the Bible, the story of America stakes its own powerful claim as the greatest story ever told. The leading contributors to that story nearly all sensed a supernatural element in the events in which they participated.

This book will make the case that the founders and their successors who perceived a providential role in the nation that they shaped weren’t ignorant simpletons with delusions of grandeur. It wasn’t superstitious or irrational for the greatest minds of two hundred years ago, giants such as John Quincy Adams and Daniel Webster, to seek a deeper meaning in the nearly simultaneous death of the two authors of independence on the Grand Jubilee celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of their achievement. The perception of higher purposes and grand plans in that case, as in so many others, counts as appropriate, even necessary.

The chapters that follow advance no grand, overarching theological theory and offer no bold prophecies, either reassuring or alarming, for the nation’s future. They mean, rather, to recapture some of that same sense of wonder—and gratitude—that swept the nation following the Glorious Fourth of 1826. In addition to conspicuous turning points considered from a providential perspective, these accounts will also include little-known tales of storms, epidemics, unlikely survivals, mislaid battle plans, desperate duels, shabby political deals, foreign adventures, well-timed slave rebellions, bureaucratic insubordination, failed assassinations, meteor showers that lit the skies, reckless gambles that paid ridiculous rewards, mystical visions, and unlikely saviors.

Every few weeks reports turn up from religious enthusiasts somewhere in the world who have identified the face of God in a stale croissant in a truck stop café, or in a stain on a restroom window, or in a dent in a badly damaged automobile. Occasionally, curious crowds will even travel some distance in ad hoc pilgrimages to see such wonders, creating a sensation for a few weeks at a time. While these visions may inspire awe in a small handful of fervent believers, the public at large understandably sees them as preposterous and somewhat pathetic—combining imagination, wishful thinking, and a desperate hunger for evidence of the sacred in the mundane world of the everyday.

Looking for indications of fate or providence in the broad sweep of history bears scant connection to a search for the divine countenance in misshapen baked goods. First, there is no effort here to discern or describe God’s face, but rather an attempt to recognize a well-established national pattern over the course of many generations—a pattern for which the influence of some higher power remains the most rational explanation. To acknowledge the marvelous, even miraculous aspects of the Republic’s past is a matter not of imagining amazements where they don’t exist but of refusing to stay blind to them where they do. Despite the contempt of those who believe that American exceptionalism means a sense of chauvinistic superiority, taking destiny seriously shouldn’t lead to swagger, overconfidence, or xenophobia on the part of reflexively patriotic Americans.

In the years ahead, as so often in the past, that attitude should rather encourage a sense of responsibility, humility, and gratitude. Like the colorful collection of scoundrels and heroes who lived through countless past episodes of improbable triumph and inexplicable deliverance, we retain the personal and communal choice of how to respond to haunting, plentiful signs of God’s continued collaboration in the American miracle.
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“What could now sustain them but the Spirit of God and His grace?” —William Bradford, Separatist leader and five-time governor of the Plymouth Colony





[image: 2 Blown Blessedly Off Course The Mayflower Pilgrims Find Their Place][image: 2 Blown Blessedly Off Course The Mayflower Pilgrims Find Their Place]


In the age of exploration, no one anticipated that a mighty civilization would emerge in the lightly settled wilderness of North America. And of all the significant states of Europe, Britain looked least likely to plant such a civilization in the New World, or anywhere else.

The English came late, and halfheartedly, to the competition in overseas colonization, trailing the Spanish and Portuguese by nearly a hundred years and lagging behind the French and the Dutch by more than a generation. Richard Hakluyt, an Anglican priest and Oxford-trained scholar who propagandized for settlement in the New World, commented in 1582: “I marvel not a little that since the first discovery of America (which is now full fourscore and ten years) after so great conquest by the Spaniards and Portingales there, that we of England could never have the grace to set fast footing in such fertile and temperate places as are left as yet unpossessed by them.”

Despite this tardy start, the struggling British settlements that finally took tenuous hold on the eastern edge of the continent ultimately managed to beat the odds, becoming the most successful colonies anywhere on Earth and giving rise in surprisingly short order to a potently powerful nation. This development has always inspired a heady combination of wonder, puzzlement, and profound suspicion, leaving both beneficiaries and frustrated rivals to ponder the basis and meaning of that unexpected ascent.

In September 1893, for instance, a World Parliament of Religions gathered in Chicago as part of the great Columbian Exposition celebrating the four hundredth anniversary of the discovery of the New World. One of the participants in that assembly, a famous and popular Congregationalist pastor named Leonard Woolsey Bacon, was still musing over it three years later when he wrote his profoundly influential book A History of American Christianity. He pondered in particular the timing of Columbus and his voyages, entertaining the possibility that the Almighty deliberately concealed the existence of the New World, keeping it free of European settlement and influence, until new ideas and energy had purified the church:


The grandeur of human enterprise and achievement in the discovery of the western hemisphere has a less claim on our admiration than that divine wisdom and controlling providence which, for reasons now manifested, kept the secret hidden through so many millenniums, in spite of continual chances of disclosure, until the fullness of time….By a prodigy of divine providence, the secret of the ages had been kept from premature disclosure….If the discovery of America had been achieved four centuries or even a single century earlier, the Christianity to be transplanted to the western world would have been that of the church of Europe at its lowest stage of decadence. The period closing with the fifteenth century was that of the dense darkness that goes before the dawn.


What others might view as random connections, Bacon treated as evidence of a purposeful heavenly scheme. This intriguing idea of divine delay to await enhancements in human faith might also apply to the laggard start of permanent British settlement, which took root only after an uncompromising, idealistic, purifying Protestantism had begun to sweep through England at the beginning of the seventeenth century.

Previous attempts at New World colonization yielded a few seasonal fishing villages near the Grand Banks and an ambitious, ultimately disastrous scheme to build a personal New World empire for the royal favorite (and reputed “atheist”) Sir Walter Raleigh.

He named his planned province Virginia to honor his patron, Elizabeth I, the Virgin Queen. Three different well-supplied attempts during the 1580s to settle Roanoke Island off the Outer Banks of North Carolina each failed to take root, with one group of starving settlers gratefully accepting an offer from a passing ship to rescue them from their misery and return them to the comfort and security at the other side of the Atlantic. The final bid to establish the Roanoke Colony involved ninety-one men, seventeen women, and nine children, who sent their governor back to Britain in quest of much-needed new supplies. With his mission interrupted by the menace of the Spanish Armada, Governor John White took two years to make the return trip, finding that all the settlers he had left behind, including his daughter and granddaughter, had inexplicably disappeared, leaving their rude dwellings empty but unmolested. The mystery of the “Lost Colony” has never been definitely solved, though the settlers were presumed kidnapped, and perhaps slaughtered, by local Indian tribes.

The next significant attempt to establish a British foothold on the North American continent occurred nearly two decades later, only after Queen Elizabeth had given way to her more fervently religious Scottish cousin, James I. He authorized the founding of Jamestown with a more explicitly Christian purpose than the failed project at Roanoke. The charter for Jamestown asked that “the Providence of Almighty God” might assist the colonists in the “propagating of Christian Religion to such People, as yet live in Darkness and miserable ignorance.” After 144 days crossing the Atlantic in 1607, the settlers arrived at Cape Henry, in the northeast corner of today’s city of Virginia Beach. There the first order of business involved the construction of a large wooden cross to express gratitude to the Lord of Heaven.

This sort of faith may have helped beleaguered colonists cope with painful challenges, but it hardly protected them from suffering. The residents of the forlorn outpost of Jamestown planted corpses as the most notable crop of their early years. “Of the 10,000 people transported to Virginia after 1607, only a fifth were still alive in 1622,” calculated Professor Malcolm Gaskill of the University of East Anglia in 2014. “Many, in remote plantations dotted along the eastern seaboard, simply disappeared. Communications were poor and loneliness endemic. Wolves were a persistent menace, although the colonists learned to kill them with fishhooks wrapped in fat.”

Such accounts, as horrible as they might be, couldn’t discourage the hearty souls consumed by the Puritan ferment that stirred the kingdom and, ultimately, deposed a king. The Puritans—who never welcomed the derisive designation that mocked their fervent desire to cleanse the Church of England—initiated an aggressive, vigorous form of Christianity that had scarcely existed in the worldly era of Sir Walter Raleigh. That reformist faith changed forever the relationship of crown and Parliament, but it exerted an even more lasting impact by founding the crucial colonies of New England.


GOD’S SECRET PLAN

The first step in that process involved a minor sub-sect of the larger Puritan movement that had abandoned all hope of purifying the corrupt official church and intended instead to separate from it altogether. The community known to us as the Pilgrims originated as an illegal, radical, separatist congregation in the tiny village of Scrooby in the English Midlands. At no time in Britain—or in the New World, for that matter—did these fervent believers number more than a thousand souls, but they never questioned the cosmic importance of their mission. No one can prove that God actually guided and defended their efforts, but no one can deny that they very much believed that he did.

The colony they founded at Plymouth in 1620 never developed into a growing city, as did the nearby outpost of Boston; by 1691, the Pilgrim settlement ceased to exist as an independent entity, subsumed under the vastly more populous and successful Massachusetts Bay Colony that the Puritans had established. Nonetheless, the Pilgrims saw God’s hand sustaining all their endeavors, launching the durable belief in the Lord’s special protection of America before there was even an America for the Lord to protect.

—

Contrary to a common misunderstanding that turns up every year at Thanksgiving, the Pilgrims didn’t sail to Massachusetts to escape religious persecution; after all, they departed for their venture into “the howling wilderness” not from England but from Holland, the most famously tolerant nation in Europe. Ten years before boarding the Mayflower, they had fled to the Netherlands, where the local authorities offered minimal interference with their rigorous, idiosyncratic version of Calvinist Christianity. They worried more over corruption than oppression, with fears that the influence of the bustling, commercial world around them would leave their children more Dutch than English, more materialistic than godly. In response, they prepared their way with prayer and planning, ready to take their chances on a perilous Atlantic crossing.

Nick Bunker, author of an encyclopedic and fascinating history of the Pilgrims (Making Haste from Babylon, 2010) captures the essence of the worldview that has influenced Americans ever since. “The Pilgrims believed that everything followed a plan, laid down by God before the beginning of the world, but it was a secret plan,” he wrote. “Veiled from sinful humanity, the plan was obscure, as hard to decode as a blazing star. By way of the Bible, clues might be found to the will of God, but only after prayer, study, and discussion, and with the aid of faith, itself a gift of God issued only to the elect.”

In a letter to the Virginia






“WHAT COULD NOW SUSTAIN THEM?”
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“AND SURE IT WAS GOD’S GOOD PROVIDENCE”





“NOW UTTERLY VOID”









“WELCOME, ENGLISHMEN!”









SOLE SURVIVOR, NATIVE SAVIOR









“A SPECIAL INSTRUMENT SENT OF GOD FOR THEIR GOOD”












—
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