
		
			[image: Cover for If You Can Keep It]
		

	
		
			ALSO BY ERIC METAXAS

			Amazing Grace: William Wilberforce and the Heroic Campaign to End Slavery

			Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy

			7 Men and the Secret of Their Greatness

			Life, God, and Other Small Topics: Conversations from Socrates in the City (Editor)

			Miracles: What They Are, Why They Happen, and How They Can Change Your Life

			7 Women and the Secret of Their Greatness

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
			PENGUIN BOOKS

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			375 Hudson Street

			New York, New York 10014

			penguin.com

			First published in the United States of America by Viking Penguin, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 2016

			Published in Penguin Books 2017

			Copyright © 2016 by Eric Metaxas

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Ebook ISBN 9781101980002

			Cover design: Jason Ramirez

			Cover photograph: Lisa Noble Photography/Getty Images

		

		Version_2

	
		
			
			This book is dedicated to my friend Os Guinness, for helping me see these inestimably important things

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			Praise for If You Can Keep It

			About the Author

			Also by Eric Metaxas

			Title Page

			Copyright

			Dedication

			INTRODUCTION The Promise 

			ONE The Idea of America  

			TWO The Golden Triangle of Freedom 

			THREE “The Wonder of the Age” 

			FOUR Venerating Our Heroes  

			FIVE The Importance of Moral Leaders 

			SIX “The Almost Chosen People” 

			SEVEN Loving America  

			EPILOGUE This Is America 

			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			NOTES 

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			The Promise

			Nothing is more wonderful than the art of being free, but nothing is harder to learn how to use than freedom.

			—Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America

			In the heart of Philadelphia, in a Georgian brick building that still stands, one of the most extraordinary events in the history of the world took place. There, in what is today called Independence Hall, over the course of about one hundred days in the summer of 1787, some of the most brilliant men of that or any other era created what would become the Constitution of a new country. They were creating the legal foundation for a form of government that had never been tried before; and they were creating the possibility—and the golden and glorious promise—of something called the United States of America.

			The men in that room were an astounding array of the leading lights of American history. George Washington was there, along with Benjamin Franklin, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and Roger Sherman, among others. No one could reasonably debate whether the 4,200-word document they ended up with is one of the greatest documents in the history of the world. If its emergence there was not quite as unprecedented as Athena’s parthenogenetic birth from the brow of Zeus, it is close enough to warrant comparison and amazement. The Constitution was a ship of state that the founders launched onto history’s ocean that summer the likes of which had never before been seen. The world goggled at it. They also wondered: What would become of this great and strange bark? Would it sail long or soon sink? No one could know. And if it was to succeed and last, precisely how would it do that? How could it, being so very fragile? Why should it float for long? And yet it did. Whatever it was that they created that summer in that building has so grown and flourished in the more than two centuries following that it is simply without equal.

			But who could know in 1787 what would spring from the nation made possible by that document created in those one hundred days? No one but God. Today we know that in historical terms, the nation there formed has since soared across the heavens like no other. But in 1787 it still only pointed toward the future, like an arrow in a cocked bow. The potential power in that bow was incalculable. But the promise of the arrow’s flight had intrigued much of the world. It held great promise in many ways because it was itself a promise to every American, present and future, and to everyone in the world beyond America too.

			In his famous “I Have a Dream” speech, Martin Luther King Jr. said that the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence before it constituted a “promissory note to which every American was to fall heir.” It was a promise that was not fulfilled instantly and that was not fulfilled in King’s day and that is not yet fulfilled in ours. At least not in full. It is a promise that is being fulfilled and that must keep on being fulfilled. And we are the ones who must fulfill it, who must keep that promise. But what is required of us to keep that promise and to continue to fulfill it?

			What is required of us—of each one of us who are “we the people”—is something we have mostly forgotten. That is the reason I am writing this book. Benjamin Franklin sums all of this up in the title of this book, as I shall explain in a moment. But the main point is that each of us who call ourselves Americans has a great duty to keep that promise—and if we don’t do our duty toward keeping that promise, our nation will soon cease to exist in any real sense. If that sounds overly dramatic, please keep reading.

			It is not enough for us merely to exist as a people, doing the minimum of simply obeying our laws and minding our own business. Much more is required of Americans if America is truly to be America. In Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, when Marley’s ghost confronts Scrooge, Scrooge wonders at Marley’s chains. What has his old business partner done to deserve such punishment? “But you were always a good man of business, Jacob,” Scrooge says. To which Marley gives a forceful response: “Mankind was my business. The common welfare was my business; charity, mercy, forbearance, benevolence, were all my business. The dealings of my trade were but a drop of water in the comprehensive ocean of my business!”

			Marley’s bracing words might well suffice to sum up our situation as a nation. We cannot pretend that it’s sufficient for us to mind our own business. The founders understood that the republic that came into being in 1787 could not continue long if every American did not make the business of that republic his or her business. They understood that America would not flourish without great help from all Americans. That was the only way it would work and the only way it could work. The government they had given us was something precious and fragile, a newborn babe for whom all of us were obliged to care. The ordered liberties and how they were to work together required a citizenry devoted to keeping them in order, so we were all in it together, else it would not work. So the promise of America in 1787 was a promise to all future Americans, as Dr. King reminds us, as far into the future as we were willing to keep that promise. The possibility of our continuing to keep that promise would vanish if we failed to take our duties seriously. Future Americans depend on present-day Americans doing their duty in this. And there’s even more to it than that. Because in the end the promise of this nation was also a promise to the whole world beyond this nation, as we shall see.

			The Constitution given to us that 1787 was a sufficient beginning. It was the foundation of the United States of America, but merely existing—and merely obeying the laws that stem from that Constitution—was hardly what the founders had in mind. The idea that our government is “we the people” is not a corny idea that doesn’t mean much. It is something that is utterly real. It is in fact an idea of great genius and is the main operating principle by which this nation has stayed alive and has expanded its freedoms for over two centuries. But once “we the people” begin to forget that, and cease to do what is necessary as Americans, it all begins to fall apart. And alas and alack, we have gone a long way toward forgetting that and toward ceasing to do what is necessary as Americans. We are in desperate, indeed urgent, need of a primer on these vital things.

			On a lighter note, it may help to remember that in the movie Annie Hall Woody Allen says to Diane Keaton that a relationship is like a shark, and that in order to stay alive it must keep moving forward. “I think what we got on our hands,” he says to her, “is a dead shark.” So lest we become something similar, with infinitely greater consequences, we need to keep swimming. We can never say, “We have fulfilled the promise.” It is an endless project, but continuing to fulfill that promise is at the very heart of what it means to be the United States of America. It is who we are. To cease doing what is necessary along these lines is to cease existing. But we are today in very real danger of doing just that, of becoming America in name only.

			I believe our situation in present-day America is grave, but this book is not meant to be discouraging. In fact, by way of encouragement before we consider what we have forgotten and what we must do, let’s first acknowledge that despite our difficulties and considerable failings, much of America’s promise has already been fulfilled, and spectacularly so, far beyond what anyone might have imagined. For example, let’s remember that the country created in that room in Philadelphia soon swelled westward to the mighty Mississippi and then crossed that divide to balloon farther westward to fill the entire continent, from one blue ocean to the other. Let’s remember that eight decades after that summer the country would in the bloodletting of a terrible civil war legally cancel the shameful original sin of slavery. Let’s remember that it would afterward create inventions unimaginable to previous generations, outracing sound via the telegraph and flooding silences with the music of the phonograph—and harnessing electricity to illuminate the darkness with delicate glass bulbs; and it would invent the motion picture so that people in darkened theaters could dream while still awake; and it would loft human beings into the world of the birds above our heads in winged apparatuses that would eventually soar across continents and then across oceans; and it would via assembly-line innovation make the horseless carriage available to the working man; and it would invent baseball and football and basketball; and it would in two wars defend civilization and democracy from totalitarian tyranny; and it would invent jazz and blues and rock and roll; and it would invent a device that could make what was happening in one place appear instantly to other people thousands of miles away; and it would make this device available to almost everyone; and it would vault our species beyond Earth’s gravity and onto other heavenly bodies, depositing one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve men onto the white surface of the moon; and it would invent the computer and it would invent the Internet, with its endless information going to and fro over the surface of the Earth. All of these things and so many more were made possible by that one document written in that hot room in Philadelphia over the course of one hundred days—that promise to the future of the world.

			But we must again remind ourselves that the Constitution guaranteed none of these future things, any more than the big bang or the cooling of the Earth guaranteed the Constitution. It was only a beginning that made them possible, just as it still makes so much more possible. The promise of that document has been kept to the extent that so much has been done thus far, but as I have said, it promises much more still to be kept, which must be kept now and tomorrow, by you and by me. And this vital idea that everything promised by the Constitution depended on the people of the newly formed country was not lost on those in that room in Philadelphia, as the following story makes clear.

			“IF YOU CAN KEEP IT”

			Dr. James McHenry, a delegate from Maryland, was at age thirty-four one of the youngest men at the convention. As things were breaking up at the end of the last day, McHenry was privileged to witness a historic exchange—and soon thereafter recorded it in his notes, which have survived. If not for his notes, we would have no record that this exchange ever happened. So what did the young doctor write? McHenry wrote that when Benjamin Franklin emerged from the building that day, he was accosted by a certain Mrs. Powell of Philadelphia. Whether she was a young woman or a dowager we don’t know. He was then eighty-one years old, the oldest delegate, the éminence grise who for his part in those hallowed proceedings came to be known as the “sage of the Constitution.” Franklin had by that time lived in Philadelphia sixty-four years since arriving there in 1723, aged seventeen, so for all we know, he knew this now-mythical and otherwise forgotten Mrs. Powell, who has come to stand for all of America since that day when she spoke to Franklin in a tone that seems to bespeak some degree of familiarity.

			According to McHenry, Mrs. Powell put her question to Franklin directly: “Well, doctor,” she asked him, “what have we got? A republic or a monarchy?”

			Franklin, who was rarely short of words or wit, shot back: “A republic, madam—if you can keep it.”

			And there it was. But exactly what did Dr. Franklin mean by that?

			One thing we know: What he meant was what we have been talking about and what everyone in the Constitutional Convention understood—that whatever document they ended up with, and whatever government it described and created, could be only a beginning. The people themselves would have to do a lot to make it work. A government in which the people would govern themselves would be fragile and would require the people’s attention in a way that no other government would. If it had been a monarchy, or some other form of government with equally strong monarchic leanings—it would not have been up to the people to “keep” anything. The monarch or the powers of the monarchy would do all the “keeping” that was necessary and the role of “the people” would be nonexistent. But because what the founders created was a republic, the very opposite would be true. It would be we—“we the people,” in the famous phrase—who must “keep” it.

			So the Constitution was a pointer to something beyond itself, a promise, as I have said, one that could be broken or kept by the people to whom it was entrusted. There was no way that the words on the paper themselves could guarantee that anyone would abide by what they said, nor that the great promise of that document would be kept. By themselves the words were merely deaf, dumb, and mute shapes of inert black ink. What power did they have, lying there, to create a country, or to cause millions of people to behave in such a way that those people might flourish in future decades and centuries and might even bless others in other countries, exporting their ideas around the world? None. This, then, was the gamble of the founders—one that placed tremendous trust in the people to whom they bequeathed this fragile form of government. So the question must be why did they trust the people of the republic to keep the republic? The only answer to that question is that they knew the people of the American colonies at the end of the eighteenth century were prepared for the job of keeping it. Many factors had conspired to prepare them, to make them the perfect candidates to keep the republic entrusted to them, able to do what no one had ever done in the history of the world: to govern themselves. For one thing, they were the heirs of the tradition of British law, going all the way back to the Magna Carta in 1215. For another, because of the religious disparity among them they had a deep and abiding respect for religious freedom and were well practiced in living with those who held different beliefs from their own. And finally, because of their general religiousness many of them had a fealty to their faith communities that made them already likely to be governing themselves in ways that made the reigning governmental authority redundant. Thus they were uniquely prepared for this responsibility, and the founders could dream of entrusting it to them and did entrust it to them.

			So by itself the Constitution could do very little. What it promised would require the efforts of all those who thenceforth called themselves Americans. It was they who must keep it, the republic and the grand and noble promise of that republic. That is the wonderful, spectacular genius of it all, and the terrible, sobering danger of it all too. The document and the men who created it put these unimaginably great and fragile things in the hands of the people. So these things—still unimaginably great and fragile—are in our hands now, this minute. We are ourselves this moment the keepers of the flame of liberty and the ones charged by Franklin and the other founders and by history past, present, and future with the keeping of this grand promise to the world.

			If you are an American, you have tacitly agreed to join that group, to keep the republic Franklin spoke of that day. You might say that I’ve written this book to inform you of what you’ve gotten yourself into, because we really ought to know. In fact, if we haven’t known about this, and most of us have not, there has been a profound disconnect in our relationship with our country. If we Americans cease to know that we are part of that group charged with the terrible and wonderful burden of keeping this glorious promise, the promise is already being broken and will soon be irrevocably so.

			So Franklin’s question is to you and to me: Can we keep it? And how?

			KEEPING THE FLAME

			Because the issue of whether we can keep the republic is so tremendously important, I wanted to frame it in another way, one that is very personal to me but that I think will help us all think about what it means to “keep” something, as Franklin said, and the implications of failing to keep it.

			Almost every Easter since I was twelve, I’ve attended the midnight service at Assumption Greek Orthodox Church in Danbury, Connecticut, where I grew up. And every year, a few minutes before midnight, all of the lights in the church are put out and we stand there in the beautiful darkness, waiting and waiting. As we stand there in the holy silence and darkness, we are waiting for the light of the world. Then, finally, at the precise stroke of midnight, the priest shouts, “Defte lavete Fos!” Come receive the light! It is the great breaking of light into darkness, the advent of the resurrected Christ, the light of the eternal life of God now and forever quenching the darkness of eternal death. The priest in that moment lights his candle at the altar and with it then lights the candles of the altar boys, who go out into the congregation and light the candles of those in the first rows, who then turn around and light the candles of those behind them, who then turn around and light the candles of those behind them, on and on as the church gradually glows brighter and everyone in the quiet sanctuary lights his candle and then the candles of those around him. It is deeply beautiful and moving, something I look forward to and treasure every year. It is ancient and beautiful, a living symbol of light being shared in the holy darkness of the domed church, and a reprisal of the “Fiat Lux!” that was spoken by the creator at the beginning of time.

			But even after this glorious moment, there is more. Because now comes the true practical challenge. With everyone’s candles lit, the whole congregation follows the priest and the altar boys in a beautiful procession out of the church and around the whole church building. It is usually somewhat cold and windy and we must work hard to keep the flames of our candles from going out. Each candle has a small red chalicelike plastic cup that fits around the top, but that’s often not enough to guard the flame from going out. After we have processed around the church, we gather at the foot of the church steps as the priest loudly proclaims, “Christos Anesti!”—Christ is risen!—and we join him, singing this anthem over and over, declaring it to the defeated darkness and all the while guarding our flames. After the service we all go to our cars and the driver hands his or her candle to a passenger and all the way home in the darkness, with almost no other cars on the road, we guard the flames. I’ve always wondered what our cars must look like to others out on the road at night, glowing from within with the light of two or more candles. When at two a.m. or later we arrive at the door of our home, we say a prayer and snuff the candle out by pushing it up against the door frame above our heads. Those black marks stay there year after year, reminding us of this tradition and of those prayers. But unless we have kept the flame lit all the way home, we cannot experience this special moment when we say our prayer as we put the candle out against the doorjamb. Only then is our job done, and we take it very seriously.

			I remember all of this now because what the founders gave us is like that flame. There is something holy about it, but once they passed it to us, their job was done. They could only hope and pray that we would guard it and tend it and keep it, so that it wouldn’t go out. That flame was passed from them to others, who passed it to others, who passed it to others—and it is at this moment in history in our hands, yours and mine. The burden of “keeping it,” as Franklin said, is excruciatingly important. And here is the main reason for that: Once it goes out, it goes out forever. If the flame given to us goes out, we not only lose the light ourselves forever but will also lose the ability to pass it along to all those others who are waiting for it. That is what makes keeping it so important and the thought of letting it go out so terrible and tragic.

			For reasons I shall explain in the course of this book, I’m afraid we are in serious danger of letting it go out in our generation. So it is genuinely urgent that we understand where we are and that we do all we can to make sure that we do not let this flame of ordered liberty given to us by the founders go out. We must do it not just for our own sake but also for the sake of all those waiting for us to light their candles, so to speak. We must do what we can to see what we have been given and to do what is expected of us. We have a charge to keep. This book is about seeing that we understand this again—and that we keep that charge, that republic, that glorious promise.

		

	
		
			ONE

			The Idea of America

			There was in the beginning a wildness to America, and perhaps it was that aspect of this new land that enabled those settling here to have ideas that bore the stamp of that native wildness. Because the experiment in liberty called America was and remains a genuinely wild idea, something that ought to be arresting when we see it, and perhaps a bit shocking too. It’s not something easily or intuitively grasped, the way one grasps the infinitely cruder idea that “might makes right,” and that if someone more powerful than you decides to rule over you, you have few choices and had probably better comply. If we are to “keep” this republic, we have to see it afresh and really understand what we’re keeping, must have a clear grasp of what this American republic is and how it works. Let’s go back to the beginning, to when America was newly born, when those present at her birth couldn’t help but see how extraordinary and precious and wild an idea she was.

			In 1776 a nation was formed in a way that a nation never had been formed. It was something entirely new: the nation as idea. For the first time, a nation was created that was not merely a group of ethnically or tribally similar people. Nor was it a nation composed of disparate groups held together by a strong leader. Until the advent of the United States of America, these were the two groups into which nations must fall. There was no other option or category. Most countries fell into the first category because every Frenchman or German or Greek or Japanese knew that his country was made up of others similar to him in ethnic makeup, language, and culture. Anyone who did not share these things was a foreigner.

			In the second category we may place all empires, such as those of Alexander the Great and of the Romans—and the British Empire and, in more recent times, the Iraq of Saddam Hussein, which was a nation of Shia Arabs, Sunni Arabs, and Kurds who, but for the brutal peace kept by their strongman dictator, would have been at war with one another.

			The country born in 1776, however, fit neither of these categories, standing quite apart in the history of nations and peoples. But what was it exactly—and where had it come from? It was a nation held together by an idea and by citizens who bought into that idea. They were of different backgrounds and different religions. Some of them lived in Maine and others in Virginia and others in Georgia—and others in all the colonies in between. But they all were Americans because they voluntarily believed in that idea. That a nation could be held together by people believing in an idea was unprecedented, as I have said. It had never happened before and has really never happened again. It was nothing more and nothing less than this singular idea that held America and Americans together, and the idea in which they believed was, in a word, liberty.

			But the strangeness and foreignness of this new nation “conceived in liberty” is simply impossible to appreciate fully today. One major reason for this is that the United States and the idea—or the set of ideas—that came together to create it have been so successful that they’ve been copied endlessly in the two-plus centuries since. Today there are many nations around the world that, while not quite like the United States, nonetheless resemble her in one way or another. So the United States simply doesn’t look unique as it once did. The freedoms that we alone had in 1776 are now freedoms that are enjoyed by the citizens of many countries around the world. We might say that in this aspect we are the victims of our own success, and of course we should be deliriously happy so to be. It is a testimony to the triumph of the ideas that led to our founding and that saw us through these two centuries of magnificent and world-changing accomplishments. But back in 1776 and in the decades after, this nation was all alone in embodying these ideas, so it was very easy to see them clearly. Its uniqueness at that time can hardly be overstated. It was as if in a vast field of daisies a sunflower suddenly sprang up to tower and totter above all the others, strange and alone. What was it? And how had it gotten there?

			To be sure, the world hardly knew what to make of it, although some around the world were cheering us on. They saw that we were onto something that was new in history, and the idea that we were putting our ideas about liberty into actual practice was exhilarating to watch. Still, they couldn’t help but wonder whether the experiment would last. Whether it could. Surely it must topple soon enough! The similar ideas that erupted in France and led to the French Revolution ended in a grotesque bloodbath. Would America follow suit? No one knew. So over its first years and decades the world watched this new nation and marveled at it. What should they make of this huge and ungainly and curious thing? Some honest observers saw that, like that sunflower, it was a bit raw and oversized. It was not as genteel as the other flowers. It was so big and growing so fast that it was a bit clumsy and uncomfortable standing there. But there was something cheerful and young about it too. America stood there alone, raw-boned and grinning at the world around her. Where had she come from and what would become of her?

			That’s the question: Can we behold ourselves afresh, as we did in the beginning? Because unless we can do that, we cannot understand the ideas that brought us into being and allowed us to continue all these years. Unless we can see what brought us into existence, we cannot understand what so many other countries emulated in their various ways and degrees of success. It’s our job to “keep” the republic called America, and we can hardly keep what we don’t even know we have. So what is the secret of our success? You might simply call it the idea of American liberty, which might also simply be called self-government.

			But first let’s say a word about something else. In a way it is this more than anything that makes us “exceptional”: the idea that America exists primarily not for itself but for others. This is a strange idea, and easily misunderstood, so we should take a moment to clarify what it means.

			A NATION FOR OTHERS

			There’s a paradox at the center of what’s been called American exceptionalism. It’s that a significant part of what makes us exceptional is that in some sense we are a nation with a mission beyond ourselves and beyond our borders. We are a nation with a mission to the rest of the world. This idea is startling but inescapable. If we are to keep the republic, then, our keeping it is not merely for our own sake. This is a big idea, not often heard. And it can be stretched in the wrong direction. But at its core it is true and extremely important.

			One image that is central to who we are is the Statue of Liberty. We will, of course, remember that she is facing outward and that she is carrying a torch and holding it high. She does this for others. She wants them to see her and to make their way toward her, toward liberty. She is something like a copper-sheathed literalization of John Winthrop’s “City upon a Hill”—shining for the world to see, as an example, as if to say, You can come here and we will welcome you and you can do what we are doing. You can participate in this. This is not just for us. It’s meant for you too. In fact, the only reason we have it is so that we can share it with you.

			And this has happened to a great extent. Many have come to our shores and become Americans. And many have taken our ideas back to their parts of the world, as intended. I’ve said that it’s a testimony to America that the ideas we alone embodied at our beginning have been exported to many nations around the world, and this quality—one might even call it a kind of generosity—has much to do with our success. Ronald Reagan had a plaque on his desk that said “There is no limit to what a man can do or where he can go if he does not mind who gets the credit.” In a way, that principle has been at work in how America has shared what
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