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Foreword

T
he essay printed here is the lecture delivered by
Michael Novak at the annual dinner of the American
Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research in

Washington, D.C., on February 25, 1999. At that dinner, Mr.
Novak received AEI’s Francis Boyer Award for 1999. The
award was established in 1977 by SmithKline Beecham, in
memory of its former chief executive officer, to recognize
individuals who have made exceptional practical or schol-
arly contributions to government policy and social welfare.
The complete roster of Boyer Award recipients is included in
this volume.

The 1999 Boyer Award was presented to Michael Novak
in recognition of his profound explorations of the ethical
foundations of economic and political systems, which have
secured his place as one of the most important thinkers of
the late twentieth century. His groundbreaking book The
Spirit of Democratic Capitalism has influenced such leaders as
Pope John Paul II, Margaret Thatcher, Lech Walesa, and
Václav Havel and was in wide underground circulation
behind the Iron Curtain beginning in 1984. As a university
professor, prolific author, journalist, and, since 1979, the
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George Frederick Jewett Scholar in Religion, Philosophy,
and Public Policy at the American Enterprise Institute, Mr.
Novak has extended the boundaries of religious thinking
into many areas of culture and politics—including capitalism
and democracy, the American Constitution, ethnicity, sports,
poverty, and economic growth.

Among Mr. Novak’s many honors is the 1994 Templeton
Prize for Progress in Religion. Created in 1972 by Sir John
Marks Templeton, the prize serves as a counterpart to the
annual honor accorded secular disciplines by the Nobel
Prize. The Templeton Prize recognizes individuals who
have shown extraordinary originality in advancing human-
kind’s understanding of God and spirituality. Its recipients
include Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Mother Teresa, and Lord
Jakobovits.

The grandson of Slovak immigrants, Mr. Novak was born
and raised in Johnstown, Pennsylvania. He graduated
summa cum laude from Stonehill College in 1956 with a
bachelor of arts in philosophy and English and cum laude
from the Gregorian University in Rome in 1958 with a bach-
elor’s degree in theology. He continued his studies at
Catholic University and Harvard University, where he
received a master of arts in 1966 in the history and philos-
ophy of religion.

Mr. Novak has held professorships at the University of
Notre Dame, Stanford University, SUNY Old Westbury, and
Syracuse University. He worked in the presidential campaigns
of Robert F. Kennedy, Eugene McCarthy, and Edmund Muskie,
and in 1972 was the chief speechwriter for vice presidential
candidate R. Sargent Shriver. During the administration of
Ronald Reagan, he was U.S. ambassador to the Human Rights
Commission to the United Nations and to the Helsinki talks in
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Bern, Switzerland, and he served on the Board of International
Broadcasting and as a member of the presidential task force of
the Project for Economic Justice. In 1986 and 1987 he chaired
the Working Seminar on Family and American Welfare Policy,
which played a pivotal role in building the political consensus
leading to the Welfare Reform Acts of 1986 and 1996.

Mr. Novak’s numerous books include The Open Church,
Belief and Unbelief, The Experience of Nothingness, The Rise of
the Unmeltable Ethnics, The Joy of Sports, Free Persons and the
Common Good, The Catholic Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,
Business as a Calling, The Fire of Invention, and two novels. In
1998 he wrote, with his daughter Jana Novak, Tell Me Why:
A Father Answers His Daughter’s Questions about God. He has
been a columnist for National Review and Forbes, was the
cofounder of Crisis, and has published more than 500 essays
and reviews in those journals and in Commentary, Harper’s,
the Atlantic, First Things, and the New Republic. An annotated
bibliography of his major works to date appears in his essay
collection On Cultivating Liberty: Reflections on Moral Ecology
(ed. Brian C. Anderson; Rowman & Littlefield, 1999).

CHRISTOPHER DEMUTH

President
American Enterprise Institute

for Public Policy Research
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Council of Academic Advisers to individuals who have
made exceptional practical or scholarly contributions to
government policy and social welfare. It was established by
SmithKline Beecham in memory of Francis Boyer, a former
chief executive of SmithKline and a distinguished business
leader for many years.
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I
don’t know what got into them, those hard-nosed busi-

ness executives who sit on the American Enterprise
Institute’s Board of Trustees, back in 1978 when they

invited a theologian from Syracuse University to move to
Washington and join the Institute’s research staff.

But they were onto something big, and no AEI appointment
has been more prescient than that of Michael Novak to AEI’s
George Frederick Jewett Chair in Religion, Philosophy, and
Public Policy, which was established through the generosity of
the Jewett family, our former Board chairman Dick Madden,
and the Potlatch Corporation.

Perhaps there was something in the air. In that same year,
the Cardinal of Kraków, Karol Wojtyla, a profound anti-
Communist who had fought religious and civil persecution
first-hand, became Pope John Paul II. In two years, Ronald
Reagan would bring to the leadership of the West a new,
unflinching moral vocabulary that would shake Soviet total-
itarianism to its foundations.

Introduction
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Introduction

What was in the air was a new breath of freedom, which
challenged the then-prevailing assumption that moral truth
and political and economic necessity are separate, and often
antithetical, domains—and insisted instead that they are one
and indivisible. Michael Novak invigorated that air. At AEI,
he wrote The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism, published in
1982; by 1984 it was in wide underground circulation
behind the Iron Curtain. (The work was translated with
Novak’s clandestine permission and assistance—thus vindi-
cating AEI’s position on the importance of intellectual prop-
erty rights in emerging markets.) All the revolutionary
leaders of the 1980s attested to the influence of that book.
In Poland, Solidarity itself appropriated the term “demo-
cratic capitalism” to describe the goal of its struggle against
socialism; and in this decade, after the fall, Michael has been
treated as a conquering intellectual hero throughout central
and eastern Europe, including in his own ancestral Slovakia.

Soon he may be parading farther east. Democratic
Capitalism has recently been published in Chinese in the
People’s Republic of China, and the Communist Party, by
restricting circulation and excising the book’s religious pas-
sages, can only heighten popular interest in its secrets.

At home, Novak’s influence has been so pervasive as to
become invisible, absorbed into the political and intellectual
atmosphere, transforming the chemistry of discourse. When he
received the 1994 Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion, I
tried to explain to a group of student interns at AEI the achieve-
ments that had justified an honor bestowed on Mother Teresa,
Billy Graham, and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. They were baffled
and uncomprehending. Novak was like the Nobel Prize econo-
mist whose theories, radical and unsettling when first pro-
pounded, seem obvious to everyone who reads about them
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decades later in the New York Times news story. Today it is
important to recall how bold it was in the age of Ralph Nader
to use “capitalism” in other than a pejorative sense, and how
outrageous it was to couple “capitalism” with “democracy” at a
time when socialism, dressed up as “social democracy,” still
held the moral high ground. The subsidiary notions of
“empowerment” and “mediating structures” were simply
strange, although Novak would be the first to insist that the
ideas they described were ancient.

Today these Novakian terms are commonplace, and the
rhetorical shift registers tectonic shifts in practice and policy. The
current popular prestige of private enterprise and entrepreneur-
ship would never have come to pass if the market economy had
continued to be understood as a value-free engine of material
welfare and personal gratification, rather than as an intrinsically
noble and morally exacting institution—what Novak calls
“business as a calling.” The exciting devolution of social welfare
programs and schooling from government to church, commu-
nity, and other private organizations would never have come so
far in the name of budget cutting and fiscal rectitude. The deci-
sive change has resulted from renewed appreciation of the
advantages of voluntary, spontaneous social organization, where
questions of conduct, ethics, and self-mastery are central to the
business at hand.

Today the risks we face are very different ones: those of
success and of forgetting the truths that brought us to where
we are. We are told that there is a “third way” to democratic
capitalism, as if capitalism were something that needs to be
tamed by government rather than the other way around.
“Empowerment” is in such promiscuous use that it may, and
often does, describe something bestowed by a government
program or a tax credit, and thus is it twisted to the oppo-
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site of its true meaning, in service to the continuing effort to
establish a direct and unmediated dependency of the indi-
vidual on the state. Most serious is the resurgence, in trendy
nineties garb, of the conceit that our astounding material
prosperity is a mechanical, technological phenomenon—the
economy on Internet autopilot, divorced from, and incon-
venienced by, issues of character and culture and our
Western heritage of religious teachings and ethical precepts.

But Michael Novak does not believe in “compartmental-
ization.” His great appeal (akin to that of John Paul II and
Ronald Reagan) is the almost eerie serenity with which he
appreciates and interprets modern aspirations without
budging an inch from ancient truths. He has continued to
write brilliantly on business ethics, social and economic pol-
icy, culture, and religion. In his latest book, Tell Me Why,
coauthored with his daughter Jana, he has even taken on the
one issue that dwarfs all others in delicacy and potential for
social disruption—the religious instruction of one’s own
children.

It is immensely gratifying to everyone at AEI that this
prophet who has been honored in so many countries should
finally be honored at home. His Boyer Award is inscribed:

To Michael Novak
Theologian, philosopher, and moral ecologist—

Who has brilliantly cultivated
Gardens of religious and secular thought;

Who has instructed and inspirited
Democrats and capitalists

And other fighters for freedom and social justice.

The award consists of the first complete edition of the
published works of St. Thomas More, a fifty-year project at
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Yale University whose first volume appeared in 1963 and
whose twenty-first, and last, in 1999. We have assembled
the individual volumes in a custom-made bookcase
designed after a cabinet Thomas Jefferson had constructed
for his use at Monticello. For those of you who wonder why
Thomas More should be embellished by Thomas Jefferson
for this award, Novak will now tell you why.
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God’s Country:
Taking the Declaration Seriously

I
n nine months, the church bells of Rome will begin peal-
ing, clanging, tolling to open the third millennium since
the birth of a Jewish infant born in poverty. Through

him, knowledge of the Creator who knows and attends to
individual nations and persons was spread to the Gentiles: a
vision of a benign Governor of the universe, a gracious
Providence, the undeceivable Judge of the consciences of all,
the Source of Nature’s Laws, the Guarantor through sacred
oaths of the truthfulness of systems of justice. Through him,
the Law of Moses became, as Blackstone put it, the font and
spring of constitutional government.1 

The “God Who gave us life,” Jefferson wrote, “gave us lib-
erty at the same time.”2 This God endowed every woman
and every man with inalienable rights.

Five thousand years of belief in such a God, Alfred North
Whitehead observed, made possible the rise of modern sci-
ence.3 The call to imitate the Creator imparted to discovery,
invention, and creativity a profound and palpable joy. David
Landes, in The Wealth and Poverty of Nations, says that the
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Jewish-Christian “joy of discovery” was as responsible as any
other factor for the economic breakthroughs of the West.4

And yet we come to the new millennium with a heavy
question. Does the century about to begin mark our last? Is
America a meteor that has blazed across the heavens and is
now exhausted? Or, rather, is our present moral fog a tran-
sient time of trial, those hours cold and dark before the
ramparts’ new gleaming? Are we nearing our end, or at a
new beginning?

Looking Back 100 Years

Just a century ago, in 1899, 50 million of the 75 million people
of the United States lived in rural areas. Most had no plumbing
or electricity, or any transport except the horse. Ordinary peo-
ple endured cold, heat, darkness, stench, crowding, spoilage.
But 80 percent of households were headed by a married cou-
ple, and the federal government spent about 2 percent of the
gross national product.5

In the 100 years since 1899, the United States has been
much tested—by the harsh and bitter shock of Argonne; by
the lows of the Great Depression; by the agonies of Omaha
Beach and the biting cold of the Korean peninsula and the
steaming heat of Quang Ngai—and has endured wrenching
and transforming change: from tail-fins, Ike, and Elvis to
flower children and the march on the Pentagon; from Martin
Luther King’s letterwriting in a Birmingham jail to Colin
Powell’s becoming chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; from
McCarthyism to the collapse of the myth of socialist
inevitability in the collapse of the Berlin Wall; from the
Reagan tax cuts to the greatest extended prosperity in
American history. Technologies we never heard of thirty years
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ago characterize our lives today: word processors, faxes, cell
phones, e-mail, biogenetics.

Along this short road of 100 years, we have become pow-
erful and rich. And what about our nation’s soul? Five subter-
ranean earthquakes have altered the ecology of souls:

• Our great Protestant establishment lost both its self-confi-
dence and its religious convictions following World War
II. The old Yankee elite of Boston, Philadelphia, and New
York no longer sets the nation’s moral tone.

• Remember the erudite and eloquent letters written by
soldiers of the Civil War, educated in one-room schools
and by the Bible? Then watch MTV. Our moral ethos has
fallen into the hands of “popular culture.”

• Throughout the last century, Europe looked up to America
as a model for the world. In this century, our intellectual
class has looked up to Europe as the model for America—
social democracy, the welfare state, Sweden.

• Beginning in 1947, in the guise of becoming “neutral,”
our courts and law schools became hostile to religion in
the public square.

• Confined by the courts to private quarters, religious peo-
ple who act in public spaces are rebuked with ridicule
and penalties in university employment and in the law.

Jolted by these five institutional upheavals, in a brief fifty
years the great well of religious and moral self-awareness of
the American public has been emptied of its living water.
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Few today can understand the American proposition in
the way our forebears understood it. Words central to the
American creed, such as truth (“we hold these truths”), lib-
erty (“conceived in liberty”), law (“liberty under law”), and
judge (“appealing to the Supreme Judge of the World for
the rectitude of our intentions”) once formed a great and
glorious mosaic across the apse of the republic. That
mosaic has fallen to the dust, disassembled into tiny
pieces. Fewer every year remember how it used to look.

The Present Crisis

As a disturbing consequence, nonreligious people are grow-
ing more hostile to the remaining Jewish and Christian
impulses they detect in public life. Some portray religious
people as outside “the American way,” extremists whose aim
is to impose “theocracy.”

An opposite consequence is that serious religious people
are becoming alienated from the American polity. This
U.S.A. (they say) is not the partner with whom our forebears
made a covenant. This is not an ethos we admire. We know
and we admire Philadelphia, 1787, but that culture lives no
more.

Other citizens want not to be judged by anyone. They
abhor “judgmentalism.” The ancient biblical maxim “Judge
not, lest ye be judged” implied that God’s standards are high.
The modern maxim forbids standards altogether (they are
harmful to self-esteem). 

Thus has the ancient Jewish, Christian, and modern
virtue of “tolerance” been undone. Tolerance used to mean
that people of strong convictions would willingly bear the
burden of putting up peacefully with people they regarded
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as plainly in error. Now it means that people of weak con-
victions facilely agree that others are also right, and anyway
the truth of things doesn’t make much difference, as long as
everyone is “nice.” I don’t know whether “judgmentapho-
bic” is a word, but it ought to be. This republic crawls with
judgmentaphobes. Where conscience used to raise an eye-
brow at our slips and falls, sunny nonjudgmentalism winks
and slaps us on the back. 

In the absence of judgment, however, freedom cannot
thrive. If nothing matters, freedom is pointless. If one choice
is as good as another, choice is merely preference. A glan-
dular reflex would do as well. Without standards, no one is
free, but only a slave of impulses come from who knows
where. That is sometimes dignified as the scientific view of
man. 

To the contrary, the whole point of liberty is this: every
choice makes a difference, for the fate of every soul and for
the fate of the republic. 

Nature itself highlights liberty; it is unique to human
beings. The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, says the
Bible, values liberty so mightily that He created this vast
expanding cosmos to show it off—so that somewhere in it,
in at least one place, there would be creatures free to recog-
nize their Creator’s friendship, and freely to walk with Him. 

The Creator called on humans to build a city on a hill (a
“shining city on a hill,” as Ronald Reagan taught us to amend
it). This Creator called humans to learn from history how to
build, eventually, a Republic of Liberty and Justice for all: a
city, at last, worthy of such creatures as He had fashioned.
They would have to do this by trial and error. 

Fittingly, when the time was ripe, after the passage of
thousands of years, in a city named for the Second Great
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Commandment, “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself”—
Philadelphia—men proclaimed the independence of such a
republic, invoking His just judgment and asking His protec-
tion. Will that protection last forever?

All history is proof of a law of moral entropy.
Civilizations, given time, end badly. Surrounded in
Washington by monuments that echo Greece and Rome,
we are reminded daily of the fall of great republics and
democracies. What hope have we that our nation will end
differently?

There are lessons in this nation’s covenant with God, of
which the Declaration of Independence is the primary jewel.

The Covenant

During the first days of September 1774, from every region,
members of the First Continental Congress were riding
dustily toward Philadelphia, where they hoped to remind
King George III of the rights due them as Englishmen. As
these delegates were gathering, news arrived that Charlestown
had been raked by cannonshot and that red-coated landing
parties had surged through its streets.

The gathering delegates proposed a motion for public
prayer, that all might gain in sobriety and wisdom. Mr. Jay
of New York and Mr. Rutledge of South Carolina spoke
against the motion, because Americans were so divided in
religious sentiments—some Episcopalians, some Quakers,
some Anabaptists, some Presbyterians, and some Congre-
gationalists—that all could not join in the same act of wor-
ship. Sam Adams arose to say that he was no bigot and could
hear a prayer from any gentleman of piety and virtue who
was at the same time a friend to his country. Mr. Adams was
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a stranger in Philadelphia but had heard that a certain
Reverend Duché had earned that character, and he moved
that the same be asked to read prayers to Congress on the
morrow. The motion carried.

Thus it happened that on September 7, 1774, the first
official prayer before the Continental Congress was pro-
nounced by a white-haired Episcopal clergyman dressed in
his pontificals who read aloud from the Book of Common
Prayer the 35th Psalm:

Plead my cause, O Lord, with them that strive with me,
fight against them that fight against me. Take hold of
buckler and shield, and rise up for my help. . . . Say to my
soul, “I am your salvation.” Let those be ashamed and
dishonored who seek my life; let those be turned back
and humiliated who devise evil against me.

Before him knelt Washington, Henry, Randolph, Rutledge,
Lee, and Jay, and by their side, heads bowed, the Puritan
patriots, who could imagine at that moment their homes
being bombarded and overrun. Over these bowed heads the
Reverend Duché uttered what all testified was an eloquent
prayer, “for America, for Congress, for the Province of
Massachusetts Bay, and especially for the town of Boston.”
The emotion in the room was palpable, and John Adams
wrote to Abigail that he “had never heard a better prayer, or
one so well pronounced. I never saw a greater effect upon an
audience. It seemed as if heaven had ordained that Psalm to
be read on that morning. . . . It was enough to melt a heart
of stone. I saw tears gush into the eyes of the old, grave
pacific Quakers of Philadelphia. . . . I must beg you to read
that Psalm.”6
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In that fashion, right at its beginning, this nation formed a
covenant with God, which it repeated in the Declaration (“with
a firm Reliance on the Protection of Divine Providence”) and in
many later acts of Congress regarding Days of Fasting (for
repentance) or Thanksgiving.7 Let me quote from the Day of
Fasting, December 11, 1776:

Resolved, That it be recommended to all the United
States, as soon as possible, to appoint a day of solemn
fasting and humiliation; to implore of Almighty God
the forgiveness of the many sins prevailing among all
ranks, and to beg the countenance and assistance of his
Providence in the prosecution of the present just and
necessary war.8

Years later, in Federalist 38, Publius marveled at the una-
nimity improbably achieved among fragmented delegates
from free states and slave, from small states and large, from
rich states and poor: “It is impossible for the man of pious
reflection not to perceive in it a finger of the Almighty hand
which has been so frequently and signally extended to our
relief in the critical stages of the revolution.” Three times
The Federalist notes the blessings of Providence upon this
country.9

That has been our covenant with God. God wills free peo-
ples to build communities in cities that gleam upon the hills,
cities of virtue, and probity, and honor. God knows we are
only fallen human beings, clay, poor materials for so grand
a task. No matter. He calls on us.

Among the nations, no people has embraced that
covenant so gladly as Americans. Their brightest jewel was
the Declaration.
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The Declaration

On July 2, 1776, the Continental Congress voted, and on
July 4 proclaimed, the Declaration of Independence of the
United States. In that document, Thomas Jefferson twice
referred to God in biblical terms, and before assenting to it,
the Congress added two more references.10

The fifty-six Signers were, mostly, Christians; they repre-
sented a mostly Christian people; and it was from Christian
traditions that they had learned these names of God. But the
names they chose were entirely of Jewish provenance. Of
names specific to the Christian faith the Signers were
(wisely) silent, since it lies not in the competence of govern-
ment to adjudicate theological differences beyond those
essential for the common good.

Recall the four names that these Americans gave to God:
Lawgiver (as in “Laws of Nature and Nature’s God”); Creator
(“endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights”);
Judge (“appealing to the Supreme Judge of the World for the
Rectitude of our Intentions”); and Providence (“with a firm
Reliance on the Protection of divine Providence”).

One of the names for God (Lawgiver) could be considered
Greek or Roman. But Richard Hooker showed that long tra-
dition had put Lawgiver, too, in a biblical context.11 The
other three names (Creator, Judge, Providence) derive from
Judaism and came to America via Protestant Christianity. 

That is not all. Implicit throughout the Declaration are
four biblical paradigms: ways of imagining reality. First, this
world had a beginning, was not an eternal cycle. Second, it
was created—was not an accident. Third, on the entire cos-
mos was bestowed an intelligent and gracious purpose, a
Providence. Fourth, this purpose of creation was to place
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human liberty in a kind of holy light, as captured in the
hymn “America”:

Our fathers’ God! To Thee,
Author of liberty,
To Thee we sing.

Long may our land be bright
With freedom’s holy light;
Protect us by Thy might,

Great God our king.12

These four conceptions are neither Greek nor Roman
notions. They are biblical. They arose from Judaism.
Jerusalem, not Athens, is their birthplace. They gave our
forebears an almost eerie confidence.

The God of liberty is not, and cannot be, a remote watch-
maker God. Examine closely the God of the Framers. Like
the God of the Hebrew prophets, this God plays favorites
and, as an artist, delights in singular contingencies and
ironic serendipities. In the Battle of Long Island, fog pro-
longed the night, allowing Washington’s entire army to
escape a British trap. This God exercises liberty. He makes
choices. He chooses “chosen” peoples and “almost chosen”
peoples and loves every people with a love unique to it. 

For the Seal of the United States the Framers chose a
motto that derives from Virgil, the Roman poet, but applies
better to divine Providence in the biblical sense: Annuit
Coeptis, “God smiles [approvingly] on our beginnings.” If
this be deism, it is a biblical deism. The God of liberty, like
Providence, must love contingency and chance, since only
in a universe arrayed in probabilities (not pure necessities)
can individual freedom thrive.13
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My point is not that our Founders were, on the whole,
religious men (much less that they were Jewish). My point,
rather, is that our Founders understood the drama of liberty
in a biblical way. It is a mistake to say that they were solely,
even predominantly, shaped by the Enlightenment. Of the
founders of the French Revolution, that might well be
said—but they passed by another route.

The American Signers thought of liberty in a biblical
way—the way men think who are sinners, and know what
sinners do, and how we must be checked, and how sentinels
to our ambitions must be set in place by the ambitions of
every other. “If men were angels,” Madison wrote, knowing
full well that men are not angels, and that the only moral
majority that exists is all of us sinners.14

The high standards to which God calls a nation composed
of Jews and Christians convict us all of sin. That we all are
sinners is the elementary finding of biblical religion. That is
why any republic built to endure must divide all powers
and, as sentries to the common good, set proclivity against
proclivity, so that a Republic of sinners, by sinners, and for
sinners shall not perish from this earth. 

The Framers loved the simple motto: “In God we trust.”
Its operational meaning is: “For everyone else, checks and
balances.”

But What Is Liberty?

The Signers thought of liberty, then, not as something given but
as something learned, and learned only in a social way by the
weight of an ethos; by public vigilance over habits and behaviors;
by education in the virtues that make liberty a practice; by books
of exemplars and practitioners; by heroes. They honored “moral

novak lecture (REV)  8/16/02  11:13 AM  Page 17



18

God’s Country: Taking the Declaration Seriously

ecology,” holding that culture is prior to, and more basic than,
politics or economics. Since culture shapes the habits of the
heart, and habits are the tuned engines of our liberty, a polity
neglecting them is suicidal. So wrote Samuel Adams in 1775:

For no People will tamely surrender their Liberties, nor
can any be easily subdued, when Knowledge is diffused
and Virtue is preserved. On the Contrary, when People
are universally ignorant, and debauched in their
Manners, they will sink under their own Weight with-
out the Aid of foreign Invaders.15

The Signers, then, thought of liberty as an achievement
needing to be earned each day anew. A free people every day
takes up responsibilities, with reflection and deliberate
choice. But laws, teachings, and official acts are needed to
protect an ethos of virtue, to diminish toxins in the air, and
to drive away pollutants.

Equally, the first page of The Federalist shows how pivotal
one act of liberty may be.

It seems to have been reserved to the people of this coun-
try, by their conduct and example, to decide the important
question, whether societies of men are really capable or
not of establishing good government from reflection and
choice, or whether they are forever destined to depend for
their political constitutions on accident and force.16

Reflection and choice are themes the Bible taught our
Founders. Through their families, they had many years’
experience in testing those ideas in their own lives. Neither
they nor their teachers believed that the lessons of the
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Bible—or, for that matter, any moral teachings of the past—
should lie about unused. Moral teachings should be sub-
jected to experiment in the tests of daily living, proved,
absorbed into one’s flesh and blood. That is what the
Founders meant by traditional virtues. Traditions live by
new appropriations (“making one’s own”) in every genera-
tion; otherwise they die.

For the Americans, as Lord Acton saw, liberty is not doing
what you wish or what you feel like. Liberty is doing what you
ought to do.17 Dogs and cats have no such choice; they do what
instinct urges them to do. Humans are the only animals who
have the choice whether or not to obey the higher law of their
own being, whether to follow the better angels of their nature.

Here is the advice the author of the Declaration gave to
Peter Carr, a young Virginian who wished to know how to
live a life of liberty:

Give up money, give up fame, give up science, give the
earth itself and all it contains, rather than do an
immoral act. And never suppose, that in any possible
situation, or under any circumstances, it is best for you
to do a dishonorable thing, however slightly so it may
appear to you. Whenever you are to do a thing, though
it can never be known but to yourself, ask yourself how
you would act were all the world looking at you, and
act accordingly. Encourage all your virtuous disposi-
tions, and that exercise will make them habitual.18

What, then, is human liberty? After reflection and delib-
eration, to do what you are prepared to commit yourself to,
in a way that others may count on. The capacity to practice
that sort of liberty the Signers called “character.” A man who
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acts from deliberation and choice they called a “manly” man.
(Manly was not a term interchangeable with male.)19 The
woman who acts so they called a valiant woman. They
believed that men and women need help from the sur-
rounding society if enough of them are to act that way. They
believed that, whatever may be said of a few of peculiar
character, most people need the steel of religion if they are
to be tolerably moral.20

As adherents to the biblical conception of freedom, the
Signers were not sure that the American people of 1776 pos-
sessed sufficient virtue to bear the costs of war or, after it,
the long, slow, grinding work of peace. John Adams
expressed his nagging fear:

I sometimes tremble to think that, altho We are engaged
in the best Cause that ever employed the Human Heart,
yet the Prospect of success is doubtful not for Want of
Power or of Wisdom but of Virtue.21

Then, later, Abraham Lincoln warned in 1838 that the mem-
ories of the extraordinary virtues that the Revolutionary War
taught were being leveled by “the silent artillery of time,” as
each generation became more remote from the originating spirit
of the nation.22

What Is Virtue? What Is Character?

What did the Signers mean by virtue? They meant habits of
self-control, calm reflection, sober consideration of costs and
contingencies, courage, and that ability to persevere despite
setbacks without which no difficult plan of action can be car-
ried through to completion.23 In other words, they knew the

novak lecture (REV)  8/16/02  11:13 AM  Page 20



21

Michael Novak

difference between people who pledge fidelity, chastity,
courage, sacrifice, and, in general, reverence for moral truth,
and then do not deliver, and those whose characteristic
habits make their words more bankable than bars of gold. 

Between a public fit for liberty and one fit for tyranny,
good habits make the difference. The name for habits by
which men act as slaves is vice.

The Signers held three principles: “No republic without lib-
erty, No liberty without virtue, and No virtue [for most men, in
the long run] without religion.”24 Of these three, we moderns
have weakened on the last two. 

These are the principles the Signers clung to when they
dared to sign their earthshaking Declaration. Contemplating
the many solemn oaths of loyalty they had sworn as subjects
of the king; counting the costs of the impending war they were
now accepting; weighing the consequences of a dreadful act of
rebellion on which they would now embark, they pledged
their lives, their fortunes, the safety of their families and their
homes, and their good names as men who keep their oaths. All
these they were prepared to lose, for liberty, if Providence did
not permit them to prevail. 

The Signers taught us what they meant by liberty by what
they did and how they did it. Liberty sallies forth amid a
troop of virtues, missing any one of which its resolve will
surely fail. Benedict Arnold’s commitment to liberty failed
when one of his inner sentinels slept, perhaps the sentinel
that checked his pride.

The Three Meanings of Self-Government

By this path, the Declaration gave the term “self-government”
a triple sense. Obviously, the term means a massive shift in the
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form of government, from a monarchy to a republic. On a
deeper level, self-government means a regime of self-mastery
that requires higher virtues than a monarchy.25 For self-
government demands a degree of alertness, self-sacrifice, and
responsibility that tests endurance. Obedience to law over time
is onerous, and maintaining good habits when the good times
roll is tedious. A prior generation may have risen to moral
heights, and perhaps its sons and daughters will, in filial piety,
maintain that level. But it is not in accord with human nature
for later generations to keep that passion burning; it was not
so, even in biblical times. “The silent artillery of time” thins out
the ranks.

To refill the ranks, virtue must be summoned up. “A
Republic can only be supported by pure religion or austere
morals,” John Adams wrote:

Public Virtue cannot exist in a Nation without private,
and public Virtue is the only foundation of Republics.
There must be a positive Passion for the public good,
the public Interest, Honor, Power and Glory, established
in the Minds of the People, or there can be no
Republican Government, nor any real liberty: and this
public passion must be superior to all private Passions.26

Why should this be so? Because liberty means acting from
reflection and choice, yet often we find deliberation burden-
some. Sometimes we want to act from passion before we
have time to think. Sweet are the uses of perversity.

The third meaning of “self-government” is this: What in
France they turn to l'Etat to do, and what in Sweden they
turn to Social Democracy to do, in the United States people
turn to each other to do, in their own undirected associa-
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tions. “The first law of democracy,” Tocqueville wrote, “is the
principle of association.”27

These are the three meanings of self-government embod-
ied in the Declaration: a republican regime; a moral code of
self-mastery; and a capacity for social organization inde-
pendent of the state. All three enlarge and ennoble ordinary
people, make them feel responsible, brave, and free, inspire
them to do extraordinary things.

Is It a Declaration Merely of Self-Interest?

A final lesson of the Declaration is more profound. Most
scholars give the Declaration a Lockean interpretation by
which the fundamental human drive is a pre-moral princi-
ple—self-preservation. So powerful is the war of all against
all that we surrender our capacity for violence to the State,
and only then does civil society come into being.

Under the Lockean interpretation, each man has an inter-
est in his own freedom, but feels no positive calling to end
the slavery of others, except by an argument from an
enlarged egotism: My safety is more assured in a larger
community.28

But there is another interpretation—that of Abraham
Lincoln. Under Lincoln’s view, the need to end slavery is not
egotistical but social. No man is an island. Each human is an
integral part of one temple, one house. A house divided can-
not stand. A house cannot remain half slave, half free (and I
must add today, half pro-life, half pro-death). Either it will
go all for slavery, or all for liberty. No man can properly will
slavery (or abortion) for himself; hence, not for any other.

Madison, too, in arguing for religious tolerance, noted
that creatures of God have duties to God prior to the forma-
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tion of civil society.29 There is a unity in us, as creatures of
One Creator, that grounds in us a sense of what is due to oth-
ers as others, of what is right, no matter how we feel about
it.30 This sense obliges us to defend the rights of others, not
just our own.

In other words, as Lincoln said, “All honor to Jefferson—
to the man who, in the concrete pressure of a struggle for
national independence by a single people, had the coolness,
forecast and capacity to introduce into a merely revolution-
ary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all
times, and so embalm it there, that today, and in all coming
days, it shall be a rebuke and a stumbling block to the very
harbingers of reappearing tyranny and oppression.”31

The Declaration holds before us a vision, by which we
have vowed to be measured. In the dead of night, as if fore-
seeing Lincoln’s principle, Jefferson wrote: “I tremble for my
country when I reflect that God is just.”32 This nation’s
covenant with the God of liberty cuts its shoulders raw with
responsibilities.

The Apple of Gold in the Frame of Silver 
(Proverbs 25:11)

There is one more point to stress about our Founders: their
lives, the success of their rebellion, all that they held dear
depended on the strength and power of their union. If the
apple of their eye was liberty, a golden apple, then the pic-
ture that framed it in silver was the Union.33

If the king divided them, they were finished. Among the
friends of liberty, there was no room for discord between the
South and the North, between the most religious and the
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least so. Everything was done to hold the Union firmly
together. Union was the condition of every other good. 

To that end, great efforts were made by leading religious
preachers such as John Witherspoon,34 the president of
Princeton, and Samuel Cooper, who preached at Harvard for
the inauguration of the Constitution of Massachusetts in
1781,35 to show the consonance of faith and reason. Faith
and reason, they held, are friends, not enemies. Our
Founders stressed what faith and reason hold in common.

For instance: that it is hard to act with liberty, taking up
full responsibility, without sometimes falling and needing to
get up again and persevere. Such lessons they found in
Plutarch and in Seneca, in Aristotle and in Cicero, as well as
in the Book of Kings and Genesis and Deuteronomy. In
Proverbs they found much that echoed maxims of the
Greeks and Romans. From this, they drew much consola-
tion. Their belief in a Creator of all things made it difficult
for them to see a separation between the Creator and the
laws the Creator placed in nature. They learned from nature
willingly, as if it were another book of God. 

The Union of all citizens, believers and unbelievers, is
important in these months before the new millennium
when, despite the surface calm, our country lies in grievous
moral turmoil. Among Americans, some who are not reli-
gious, and some who are, speak as if the other were an alien
race. For all of us, it is crucial to see that for America’s fun-
damental principles we have two languages, one of reason,
one biblical. For our Signers, actually, the language of the
Bible included the language of reason; the language of reason
gave practical force to biblical lessons. That is what Jefferson
achieved in the Declaration. Its language is Jewish and bib-
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lical, but it is also the language of reason, or close enough to
it for the generous mind to make translation easily.

This is the practical point I want to establish tonight. The
Declaration ties us all together, nonreligious and religious.
“United we stand, divided we fall.” That was their motto
then. It is still a sound motto.36

Our Founders did not intend this to be a nation in which
Christianity was established as the federal religion. On the
other hand, they did establish the principle that every state
of the Union must have the constitutional form of a repub-
lic. And religion, they said often, is indispensable to the sur-
vival of republican principles. For instance, in George
Washington’s farewell testament: “Reason and experience
both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in
exclusion of religious principle.”37

Our Founders learned—and taught—a twofold language:
the language of reason and the language of biblical faith.
They did not think that these two languages—at least as
regards principles of liberty—were in contradiction. These
two languages form a union. The Creator speaks both lan-
guages, and so can we. Thus spake the Declaration. 

In our time, religious people have made the mistake of
thinking that a culture war can be won by political methods.
The two—culture and politics—are closely related in certain
questions of law. But, mostly, they thrive in different spheres
and must be addressed by different methods—even, usually,
by different institutions. 

Still, a peace between these two groups—the nonreligious
and the religious—may demand more of the first than of the
second. The nonreligious of today pursue a view that is far
too narrow in holding that there is only one valid language,
that of reason. In this way, they block their ears to half the
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music of this nation’s founding. They fail to plumb the
depths of Lincoln, Washington, or even Jefferson. In the
name of tolerance, they themselves have failed to learn one of
the two basic languages of many fellow citizens. 

We need to repair the Union. We all have work to do.

Pessimism? Or Optimism?

Has the culture been lost? Is moral entropy unavoidable?
Like Jefferson, we may tremble when we reflect that God is
just.

Still, I heard a joke in Poland that I really like, on the dif-
ference between the optimist and the pessimist. The pes-
simist says that things are so bad they can’t get any worse.
The optimist says, “Oh yes, they can!”

A man I much admire, John Paul II, Karol Wojtyla, has a
mordant sense of everything the other side can throw at
us—the “culture of death,” he calls it, not exactly a cheery
prospect. But his favorite admonition is, “Be not afraid.”

I heartily approve of his policy prescription too: Think
with the pessimists. Act with the optimists. “With the pes-
simists” means without illusion. “With the optimists” means
with a firm reliance on divine Providence.

Joseph Warren of Massachusetts stood with the
Minutemen at Lexington and took a bullet through his hair
above the ear. Two months later, just commissioned a major
general in the Continental Army, he learned that 1,500
patriots had crept up Bunker Hill at night and silently
erected earthen walls. Shocked at daylight to discover this,
battalions of Redcoats were assembling for an afternoon
attack. Some of them put all of Charlestown to the torch,
and tongues of flame from 500 houses, businesses, and
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churches leapt into the sky. Breathless, Abigail Adams
watched from a distant hillside and heard the cannons of the
warships bombarding Bunker Hill for five long hours. As
they did so, Joseph Warren rode to Boston and took a posi-
tion in the ranks on Bunker Hill.

The American irregulars proved their discipline that
day—and the accuracy of huntsmen firing in concentrated
bursts. Twice they broke the forward march of 3,500 British
troops, with fire so withering they blew away as many as 70
to 90 percent of the foremost companies of Redcoats, who
lost that day more than a thousand dead. Then the ammu-
nition of the Americans ran out.

While the bulk of the Continental Army retreated, the last
units stayed in their trenches to hold off the British hand-to-
hand. That is where Major General Joseph Warren was last
seen fighting, as a close-range bullet felled him. The British
officers had him decapitated and bore his head to General
Gage.

Freedom is always the most precarious regime. Even a
single generation can throw it all away. Every generation
must decide.

Joseph Warren had told the men of Massachusetts:

Our country is in danger now, but not to be despaired
of. On you depend the fortunes of America. You are to
decide the important questions upon which rest the
happiness and the liberty of millions not yet born. Act
worthy of yourselves.38
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Whereas, it hath pleased Almighty God, the father
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20. “Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined
education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and
experience both forbid us to expect that national moral-
ity can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.”
George Washington, “Farewell Address,” in George
Washington: A Collection, ed. W. B. Allen (Indianapolis:
LibertyClassics, 1988), pp. 521–22. 

21. John Adams to Mercy Warren, April 16, 1776, in Kurland
and Lerner, The Founders’ Constitution, vol. I, p. 670.

22. “Address to the Young Men’s Lyceum of Springfield,
Illinois,” in Abraham Lincoln: Speeches and Writings
1832–1858, ed. Don Fehrenbacher (New York: The
Library of America, 1989), pp. 29–36.

23. On this part, see Christopher DeMuth’s unpublished
paper “Remarks at AEI Chairman’s Dinner,” December
10, 1998, and George F. Will, “The Primacy of Culture,”
Newsweek, January 18, 1999, p. 64.
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24. Jeffrey Morrison, unpublished paper, “John Witherspoon
on ‘The Public Interest of Religion,’” prepared for presen-
tation at the John Courtney Murray seminar, American
Enterprise Institute, February 16, 1999, p. 18.

25. “For my own part I am so tasteless as to prefer a
Republic, if We must erect an independent Government
in America, which you know is utterly against my
Inclination. But a Republic, altho it will infallibly beggar
me and my Children, will produce Strength, Hardiness,
Activity, Courage, Fortitude and Enterprise; the manly
noble and Sublime Qualities in human Nature, in
Abundance. A Monarchy would probably, somehow or
other make me rich, but it would produce so much Taste
and Politeness, so much Elegance in Dress, Furniture,
Equipage, so much Musick and Dancing, so much
Fencing and Skaiting, so much Cards and Backgammon;
so much Horse Racing and Cockfighting, so many Balls
and Assemblies, so many Plays and Concerts that the
very Imagination of them makes me feel vain, light, friv-
olous and insignificant.” John Adams to Mercy Warren,
January 8, 1776, in Kurland and Lerner, The Founders’
Constitution, vol. 1, p. 669.

26. Ibid.

27. Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. I, Henry Reeve
text, as revised by Francis Bowen, ed. Phillips Bradley
(New York: Vintage Books, 1945), p. 189.

28. “Jefferson’s horizon, with its grounding in Locke, saw all
commands to respect the rights of others as fundamen-
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tally hypothetical imperatives: if you do not wish to be
a slave, then refrain from being a master. Lincoln
agreed, but he also said in substance: he who wills free-
dom for himself must simultaneously will freedom for
others. . . . Because all men by nature have an equal
right to justice, all men have an equal duty to do jus-
tice.” Harry Jaffa, The Crisis of the House Divided
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959), p. 326.

29. “It is the duty of every man to render to the Creator
such homage, and such only, as he believes to be
acceptable to him. This duty is precedent, both in order
of time and degree of obligation, to the claims of civil
society. Before any man can be considered as a member
of civil society, he must be considered as a subject of
the Governor of the universe.” James Madison,
“Memorial and Remonstrance against Religious
Assessments,” Amendment I, 43, in Kurland and
Lerner, The Founders’ Constitution, vol. I, p. 82.

30. “The concept of what is right is the concept of an objec-
tive condition, a condition discernible by reason. ‘All I
ask for the negro is that if you do not like him, let him
alone,’ said Lincoln, with a pathos which anticipates the
war years. But his meaning is that the test of right is not
how something agrees with our passions but how it
agrees with a discernment of what is due to a man.
Right conceived as subjective passion does not forbid us
to do what is objectively wrong; it only directs us to do
whatever we deem necessary for our lives and our lib-
erty. Right conceived as a state or condition in which
every man is rendered his due forbids us to dissociate
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the value to ourselves of our own lives and liberties
and the value to themselves of the lives and liberties of
any men who may be affected by our actions.” Jaffa, The
House Divided, p. 329.

31. Letter to Henry L. Pierce and Others, April 6, 1859, in
Abraham Lincoln: Speeches and Writings, 1859–1865, ed.
Don Fehrenbacher (New York: The Library of America:
1989), p. 19.

32. To this famous sentence, Jefferson added: “I think a
change already perceptible, since the origin of the pres-
ent revolution. The spirit of the master is abating, that
of the slave rising from the dust, his condition mollify-
ing, the way I hope preparing, under the auspices of
heaven, for a total emancipation, and that this is dis-
posed, in the order of events, to be with the consent of
the masters, rather than by their extirpation.” “Notes on
the State of Virginia,” in Thomas Jefferson: Writings, ed.
Merrill D. Peterson (New York: The Library of America,
1984), p. 289. These sentences indicate that Jefferson,
too, saw the Declaration as an ideal already working in
history.

33. “The assertion of that principle, at that time, was the
word, ‘fitly spoken,’ which has proved an ‘apple of gold’
to us. The Union, and the Constitution, are the picture of
silver, subsequently framed around it.” Abraham
Lincoln, fragment, “The Constitution and the Union”
(1860), in Abraham Lincoln: His Speeches and Writings,
ed. Roy Basler (New York: World Publishing, 1946), p.
513.
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34. “If your cause is just—you may look with confidence to
the Lord and intreat [sic] him to plead it as his own. You
are all my witnesses, that this is the first time of my
introducing any political subject into the pulpit. At this
season, however, it is not only lawful but necessary, and
I willingly embrace the opportunity of declaring my
opinion without any hesitation, that the cause in which
America is now in arms is the cause of justice, of liberty,
and of human nature. So far as we have hitherto pro-
ceeded, I am satisfied that the confederacy of the
colonies has not been the effect of pride, resentment, or
sedition, but of a deep and general conviction, that our
civil and religious liberties, and consequently in a great
measure the temporal and eternal happiness of us and
our posterity, depended on the issue. The knowledge of
God and his truths have from the beginning of the
world been chiefly, if not entirely, confined to those
parts of the earth, where some degree of liberty and
political justice were to be seen. . . . There is not a sin-
gle instance in history in which civil liberty was lost,
and religious liberty preserved entire. If therefore we
yield up our temporal property, we at the same time
deliver the conscience into bondage.” John Witherspoon,
“The Dominion of Providence over the Passions of Men,”
quoted in Ellis Sandoz, Political Sermons of the American
Founding Era, 1730–1805 (Indianapolis: LibertyPress,
1991), pp. 529–59.

35. “We want not, indeed, a special revelation from heaven
to teach us that men are born equal and free; that no
man has a natural claim of dominion over his neigh-
bors, nor one nation any such claim upon another. . . .
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These are the plain dictates of that reason and common
sense with which the common parent of men has
informed the human bosom. It is, however, a satisfac-
tion to observe such everlasting maxims of equity con-
firmed, and impressed upon the consciences of men, by
the instructions, precepts, and examples given us in the
sacred oracles.” Samuel Cooper, “Sermon on the Day of
the Commencement of the Constitution” (1780), ibid.,
pp. 627–57.

36. Between the religious and the nonreligious the relation
is not symmetrical. For the nonreligious, it may be dif-
ficult to use religious language. For the religious, it is a
quite familiar move to recur to the language of reason,
a move often endorsed in the religious tradition. For the
religious, one additional reason for trusting reason is
that the Creator created it as well. Some of the nonreli-
gious trust reason, but these days many don’t.

37. Op. cit., p. 522. William Bennett collects several of these
texts in Our Sacred Honor (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1997). Another source is James Hutson, Religion and the
Founding of the American Republic, Conference at the
Library of Congress, June 19, 1998 (Lanham, Md.:
Rowman & Littlefield, 1999).

38. Quoted in Ronald Reagan’s “First Inaugural Address,”
January 20, 1981, Speaking My Mind: Selected Speeches
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1989), p. 64. Regarding
Joseph Warren’s role at Bunker Hill, I have learned much
from Catherine Drinker Bowen, John Adams and the
American Revolution (Boston: Little, Brown & Company,
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1950); David Ramsay, The History of the American
Revolution (first published 1789), ed. Lester H. Cohen
(Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1990); and Benson
Bobrick, Angel in the Whirlwind (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1997). 
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