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PREFACE

On a cold, dreary evening in the early spring of 1962 a man parked his rented car near the Robert Taft Memorial in Washington, D.C. Turning to his six-year-old son sitting on the seat beside him, he said, “Wait here, I’ll be right back,” whereupon he grabbed a notebook and dashed over to the base of the monument. As the young boy patiently waited, his father took out a pen and began to copy down the words inscribed in the stone while shielding the paper from the light rain. When he was finished, he walked back to the car, handed the notebook to his son, and they drove off.

On subsequent business trips over the next decade, often with one child or another in tow, the same scenario was repeated in all kinds of weather and at all times of day or night. Gradually, the father’s collection began to fill a folder, and then a large, white loose-leaf binder. In addition to inscriptions from monuments, it included legends and trivia from the place mat menus of roadside diners, mottoes printed on the backs of postcards from historic sites, and newspaper clippings about oaths and pledges. It also contained some outlandish fraternal initiation formulas, codes of ethics of florists and knitted underwear manufacturers, and such esoterica as the statement of purpose of the Barnstable (Mass.) Babe Ruth League.

As the years passed the son would occasionally wander into his father’s office at home. The room was not officially off limits, although its some-what exotic contents made it seem so. In plain view were a few mementos of the Pacific theater—mostly small statues from Korea and Japan. But the desk drawers contained the real treasure—a Distinguished Flying Cross, an Asian-Pacific Campaign Medal, various wings, stars, bars, and a pair of anchor-and-eagle cufflinks. There was also a German Luger and a Zippo lighter with Marine Corps insignia.

While the boy found these things to be interesting, he felt no particular connection to them. Instead, his attention was increasingly drawn to the white loose-leaf binder that sat propped upon a shelf. Taped, typed, and inserted between its covers, a trove of ancient and modern creeds, sacred oaths and pledges, solemn codes, mottoes of great institutions, golden rules of life, and architectural inscriptions from near and far afforded the boy a glimpse into a fantastical world.

The wondrous collection bore the title The Words People Live By, and it seemed to encompass the wisdom of the ages, the secrets of the temple, indeed the very fabric of civilization. Within its motley pages the boy discovered the Latin creeds he silently mouthed at church each week, the pledge he recited in school every morning, and the professional codes followed by his doctor and dentist. He came upon the coronation oaths sworn by the kings of England alongside the oath of office of the President of the United States, the Marquess of Queensberry Rules next to Parkinson’s Law. He learned that “Wisdom and Knowledge Shall Be the Stability of Thy Times,” at least according to an inscription at New York’s Rockefeller Center, where his father had once taken him.

After immersing himself in his father’s collection he could reel off the motto of the Order of the Garter (Honi soit qui mal y pense—Shame to him who thinks evil of it), the inscription over the entrance to the locker room at Notre Dame’s football stadium (“Pride, Pride, Pride”), and the cardinal rule of coaching according to John Wooden (“Repetition is the last law of learning”).

From time to time he would have occasion to reflect on these words. For example, one night on the village green at Lexington, Massachusetts, the Vietnam Veterans Against the War staged a rally and were arrested along with what seemed like half the town. It all happened across the street from the boy’s house, just outside his bedroom window, in what is called the Birthplace of American Liberty. At the edge of the scene, where that night the school buses were lined up waiting to cart away the protesters, there is a rock inscribed with Captain John Parker’s order to the Minutemen on April 19, 1775. The boy knew it by heart. “Stand your ground. Don’t fire unless fired upon. But if they mean to have a war, let it begin here.”

A few years later the boy went off to college. While he was away one president resigned, and another president, who had been sworn in to restore America’s faith in the Constitution, came to Lexington to commemorate the bicentennial of the shot heard round the world. He gave a speech at the foot of the Minuteman statue, which just happened to be across the street from the boy’s father’s office, in which the white binder sat on the bookshelf gathering dust.

THE MARINE CORPS MEDALS and the dog tags are in my desk now, as is the binder. My father turned them over to me some time ago and moved on to other things. He continues to send me clippings in envelopes marked “for the book,” because I decided to see if I could finish what he had started.

While growing up I accompanied my father from Plymouth Rock to Cape Canaveral, from the Old North Church to the top of the Empire State Building. Everywhere we went, whether on vacation or on business trips, we had our own business to attend to, even if I didn’t always know exactly what it was. As a child I never bothered to ask him why he collected these words. The answer seemed obvious—they fascinated him, so they interested me, and that was that.

But there was more to it. Each week the newspapers seemed to unearth a new controversy that hinged on a few words—an oath of office, a professional code of conduct, a motto, or a mission statement. It might involve a dereliction of duty, a breach of ethics, or a conscientious objection. And each time the writer would stumble over the phrases that defined the issue. Who said them, who wrote them, and how did they come to be used in this way?

In my father’s loose-leaf notebook I came up against a great number of questions that I knew I would someday have to answer if I wanted to escape the frustrations of not knowing. What was it that led him to stand in the cold rain at the foot of the Taft Memorial? What are the words we live by? Where do they come from? Why do they persist while so many other things fade away? Among the many things he has given me, my father gave me these questions and the need to find their answers. This book describes some of what I found.


INTRODUCTION

We are nothing but ceremony; ceremony carries us away, and we leave the substance of things; we hang onto the branches and abandon the trunk and body.

Michel de Montaigne, Essays, II, 17 “Of Presumption”

In 1966 the Supreme Court ruled that police officers must advise those they arrest of their right to remain silent and of their right to counsel. As a result, the Miranda rights, as they are called, came to be spelled out in words that are by now familiar to just about every American who has ever seen a television crime story.

When Miranda became law, prosecutors and lawmen around the country worried that it would interfere with their ability to obtain confessions. Yet their fears proved groundless. Over time, as it became second nature for a policeman to read a suspect the statement of his Miranda rights, it became just as routine for the suspect to ignore it. One judge concluded that, “when an arresting officer reads from that small card in his hat or pocket, telling a suspect in custody that he has the right to remain silent, that anything he says may be used in evidence against him, and so forth, the officer might as well be reading the batting order of the New York Mets.”

And yet the Miranda statement exists for a very important reason—to ensure that the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution (the provision that no one may be forced to incriminate himself) is properly observed. Whether or not an officer reads a suspect his rights is a crucial point, one upon which the admissibility of a confession depends. The actual words, on the other hand, seem almost beside the point.

THE MIRANDA WARNING is typical of the kinds of words that my father used to collect in the scrapbook he labeled “The Words People Live By.” Part of what attracted him to such statements was a compelling paradox—that widespread acceptance can lead to a kind of obscurity. What is well-known, it turns out, is not necessarily well understood. For example, the Miranda warning, having lost its urgency through repetition and wide exposure, is now taken for granted; few of us can say precisely what it means or how it came to exist. Like countless other expressions that are spoken daily, referred to frequently, or hidden in plain sight, it remains essentially a mystery to all but a few specialists. The same fate has befallen many other items that found their way into my fathers collection. The Nicene Creed and the Pledge of Allegiance, for example, have also become conditioned responses. Their texts come easily to mind—so easily that it does not occur to most people to ask themselves what they are saying, why they are saying it, and in what sense they live by it.

When my father first began collecting expressions such as these in the 1960s, he was inspired by a wonderfully eclectic anthology entitled A Treasury of the Familiar, edited by Ralph L. Woods. A collection of poems, speeches, famous letters, and historic documents, the anthology’s title evokes “the familiar” in the most familiar sense of the word: well-known from constant association and everyday use. The Treasury featured, not surprisingly, some of the best-loved and most inspiring works in the popular canon—poems such as “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” “Casey at the Bat,” “The Wreck of the Hesperus,” and “Ozymandias”; speeches such as George Washington’s Farewell Address, Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, and Patrick Henry’s “Give me liberty or give me death” address; as well as excerpts from the works of Shakespeare, Daniel Webster, and Mark Twain. And yet with the passage of time, as rote memorization has disappeared from public school curricula, treasures such as these become more known of than known. At best they are “familiar” in a different sense of the word: possibly known, but imperfectly remembered.

This is what my father was getting at with his own collection—the very things which seem to us to be the most familiar, the most integral to our lives, are by consequence the things we tend to take the most for granted. Of course he had his eye on something much more specific than did Ralph Woods. While we often turn to poems and stories for inspiration, we “live by” them only in the imagination. They may shape some of our attitudes and even our sense of identity, but this rarely evidences itself in our day-to-day activities. There is, however, a body of literature, to which the Miranda statement belongs, which does more than shape our identity. It defines our sense of duty, determines the scope and substance of many of our activities, and holds together many, if not all, of our institutions.

Woods’s Treasury contained only a handful of formulas of this type—among them the Boy Scout Oath, the Ten Commandments, the Hippocratic Oath, and the inscription on the New York Post Office. What sets these apart from the rest of Woods’s collection is that they do more than inspire; they give direction. They provide a vocabulary of belief, intention, and commitment that we tend to accept more or less unquestioningly. This is what I assumed my father was after: rules of life that are familiar enough to be referred to in general conversation, yet are still prone to frequent misquotation and misapplication. What I would eventually discover as I explored further is that what allows such formulas to sustain a consensus of popular opinion is their inherent vagueness.

Nowhere is this more true than in the United States, where texts as momentous as the Declaration of Independence, as imposing as the inscription above the entrance to the Supreme Court Building (“Equal Justice Under Law”), and as irreverent as Murphy’s and Parkinson’s laws have become cultural icons. What they have in common is that they provide a shorthand approach to complex ideas and, naturally, not everyone manages to get them right.

For example, the words affixed to the New York Post Office—“Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds”—are widely believed to be the official motto of the U.S. Postal Service. But this is not their motto at all, or even their unofficial policy. It is merely what one inspired architect thought would be a fitting inscription for the building. Still, the public has come to regard it as a sacred trust. It creates an expectation that is not always lived up to, and can lead to some good-natured chiding when it is not.

Another example, the Hippocratic Oath, is commonly believed to be the binding legal code of the medical profession. Yet it is hardly used anymore at medical school graduation ceremonies. Even at the peak of its popularity it was never anything more than ceremonial. Still, the name alone manages to represent the idea of professional duty.

WHEN I TOOK IT upon myself to expand my father’s wide-ranging collection into a book, I set out to find a unifying thesis that would explain why we adopt so many expressions that we do not entirely understand. The most plausible explanation I could find, perhaps not surprisingly, comes from Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, which has the unfortunate distinction of being the most indiscriminately overquoted book ever written on American culture. Yet it is strangely appropriate that Tocqueville should provide the theme of this book, since this very theme explains how he himself, a brilliant social observer, has devolved into little more than a steady source of pithy and ironic epigrams.

What is most remarkable about Tocqueville is that as early as the 1830s he was able to recognize certain defining American traits and tendencies that have remained fairly constant; much of what he wrote seems no less true today. Perhaps only a disinterested foreigner could have seen through to the essence of the American character, and Tocqueville seemed to understand from the outset that a society founded on the principle of equality would produce a citizenry that thinks accordingly, which is to say, differently.

Tocqueville begins the second volume of Democracy in America by observing that in order for any society to function, “it is necessary that the minds of all the citizens should be rallied and held together by certain predominant ideas.” Unable to prove all things to their own satisfaction, “men will never cease to entertain some opinions on trust and without discussion.” Fair enough. We all gravitate towards catch phrases and seize upon general rules that provide ready answers to difficult questions. But to Tocqueville, Americans appeared to present a special and extreme case. In order to establish a common identity with our fellow citizens, he observed, we assent to, cling to, and even fight over beliefs and practices that we do not fully understand.

On his visit to the United States in 1831, Tocqueville noticed that the Americans he encountered tended to exhibit two opposing tendencies: they did not want to be told what to do or think, and yet their collective will could easily be rallied behind certain carefully chosen words, to which he gave a name. “In the United States, Tocqueville concluded, “the majority undertakes to supply a multitude of ready-made opinions for the use of individuals who are thus relieved from having to form opinions of their own.”

And what are these ready-made opinions? Tocqueville did not give examples, but my father found plenty. The Pledge of Allegiance, the Golden Rule, “In God We Trust,” and any number of expressions that we accept out of convenience, or simply out of habit, certainly seem to qualify. Many of them have wound up as the cornerstones of some of our most revered institutions.

There is probably no more succinct illustration of Tocqueville’s readymade opinions at work than a passage from Sinclair Lewis’s Babbitt, a novel which chronicles the mid-life crisis of a small city businessman in the 1920s. If I needed any further confirmation that Tocqueville and my father were onto something, this was it. Lewis succeeds brilliantly in capturing the way many of us speak in a kind of code that masks what we really feel. Here, in a thumbnail sketch of the title character, Lewis describes how ready-made opinions permeate one man’s life.


Just as he was an Elk, a Booster, and a member of the Chamber of Commerce, just as the priests of the Presbyterian Church determined his every religious belief and the senators who controlled the Republican Party decided in little smoky rooms what he should think about disarmament, tariff, and Germany, so did large national advertisers fix the surface of his life, fix what he believed to be his individuality. These standard advertised wares . . . were his symbols and proofs of excellence; at first the signs, then the substitutes, for joy and passion and wonder.



George Babbitt’s taste in ideas is fixed by the conversations at his barber shop, the editorials in his daily newspaper, and the posturings of his fellow businessmen. But these are not the only opinions to which he subscribes. There are other, far more formal expressions that govern his affairs. Unthinkingly, he assents to the creed of his church, the code of his profession, the oath of his lodge, the rules of his booster club, the vows he swore at his wedding, his fraternity motto, and no doubt the Boy Scout Laws and the Pledge of Allegiance.

Like most of us, George Babbitt proposes to live by a host of opinions that he has never bothered to examine. Formal expressions of principle and purpose have become so finely woven into the fabric of his life that he barely notices them, even though they constrict his every movement. So unthinking is his acceptance of them that he ends up cheating on his wife, breaking several other commandments, and transgressing the few principles his business association bothers to maintain, all without fully comprehending the difference between his actions and his words. He becomes vaguely aware that he has inherited a code that he never asked for. Ironically, this code, which he feels is tearing his life apart, is also what holds it together.

George Babbitt is left exhausted by the contradictions in his life because he fails to comprehend the language that allows his community to function, and he is not alone in his confusion. Can any of us claim to fully understand the words we supposedly live by, or appreciate to what extent we live by them? Obviously not, but my father, for one, wanted to try.

THIS BOOK IS about creeds, oaths, codes of ethics, rules, mottoes, and inscriptions, and the role they play in our lives. That is, it concerns the ready-made opinions we use to profess belief, swear allegiance, and guide actions—words that serve as public expressions of good citizenship, as tests of solidarity, and as the tenets of conventional wisdom. These words, by defining and maintaining our institutions, give a semblance of order, value, and stability to our lives. Many of them have become institutions in themselves.

To what extent does the majority supply these statements (as Tocqueville suggested)? It would be more accurate to say that they are taken up by the majority. As this book sets out to show, the wide variety of formulas that have achieved institutional status in American life were produced by a rather select group. Their usage, however, continues to be shaped by the multitude. Once the words gain a foothold in the public imagination, their meaning can change, often in unpredictable ways.

E Pluribus Unum, for example, a national motto chosen at the time of the country’s founding (but not the official national motto), means “one from many,” being a reference to one nation formed from the union of thirteen individual colonies. In this century the motto has shed this meaning, and it now refers to one nation consisting of many peoples—a multicultural and inclusive idea that would have been lost on the Founding Fathers, who conceived of America as a homogeneous society of transplanted Europeans.

Such expressions are not perfect, but their imperfections are part of their essential American-ness. The Pledge of Allegiance, for example, is less than half as old as the flag itself, and did not assume its current form until the 1950s. It has been used as a political football and as a rigid test of conformity; it has caused much anguish and even incited violence. But having settled into its place in American society, it now serves the purpose which it was created to serve, which is to instill pride and to teach respect for the ideals laid down by the Founders. Ironically, it is because of those very ideals that no one is forced to recite it (although this was not always the case). Yet most people do swear it, everyone manages to live with it, and the country is better for it if only because it serves as a source of discussion, even disagreement, about who we are.

It is one of American society’s greatest strengths that it can tolerate many opposing points of view and still sustain a high level of cooperation and community. This is made possible, in part, by the adaptability of expressions such as E Pluribus Unum and “In God We Trust.” Historian Samuel P. Huntington has pointed out that the American system of government, which relies heavily on written statements of principle and purpose, harbors a natural tension between its institutions and the ideals they were founded to serve. When Americans disagree, he says, it is not over the principles themselves (because almost all Americans assent to the validity of the country’s founding principles), but whether those principles are being effectively served. The controversies that have swirled around the Pledge of Allegiance provide one of the more dramatic illustrations of Huntington’s contention that “it is the peculiar fate of Americans that the beliefs that unite them as a nation should also divide them as a people.”

This is a sobering thought, but one that takes on a much more positive spin when it is flipped around: Americans may be divided on many particulars of belief, but it is their good fortune to be united as a nation behind certain predominant ideas, most of which someone had the good sense to write down.

I HAVE DIVIDED THIS BOOK into two parts. Part I is about the words them-selves—who wrote them, how they achieved their place in American culture, and what they have come to mean as opposed to what they actually say. Part II is something closer to what my father originally had in mind. It is an anthology that gives some idea of the variety of institutional expressions in American life. It contains many formulas that are too long or too peripheral to the discussion to be included in Part I. Admittedly, some of them have been included for no other reason than that they appeared in the scrapbook I pored over as a child, and I happen to like them.

I have retained my father’s original system of classification in dividing the book into chapters. This approach acknowledges how Western culture has produced certain familiar archetypes—golden rules, creeds, pledges of allegiance and loyalty, initiation oaths, codes of ethics, rules, advice, and mottoes—which have infiltrated the American language. I have also included a chapter devoted to one of my father’s favorite sources of words to live by: architectural inscriptions.

Among the chapters some overlap is unavoidable. After all, the line that separates a creed from an oath, code, or motto is not always clearly drawn. The Declaration of Independence, for example, begins as a creed, continues as a kind of code (actually as a list of transgressions against a code of civil government), and ends with a resounding pledge. This mixing of genres is not unusual. What some people refer to as their creed is often more properly their code, or perhaps nothing more than a motto. Many codes of ethics read like oaths; some begin in creedal form with the words “I believe.” In Chapter Five the Hippocratic Oath is grouped with codes of professional ethics because it serves as a code even though it reads like an oath. It is printed in its entirety along with other professional codes in Part II.

IN HIS PREFACE TO Democracy in America, Tocqueville notes, “I confess that in America I saw more than America; I sought the image of democracy itself, with its inclinations, its character, its prejudices, and its passions, in order to learn what we have to fear or to hope for from its progress.” This journey through the landscape of America’s ready-made opinions affords a similar prospect. Of course it shows more than America itself. Creeds, codes, oaths, mottoes, and architectural inscriptions were invented by earlier civilizations. But when they were imported to the New World they assumed a distinctively local character. American credos, codes of business practices, patriotic mottoes, rules for success, pledges of allegiance, loyalty oaths, and, of course, stately monuments inscribed with inspiring words—these are the accessories of belief that Americans still acknowledge every day.

The aim of this book is to show how these words quietly influence our attitudes and opinions. At the same time it serves as a collection that tolerates, if not embraces, some odd juxtapositions. What do the Apostles’ Creed and the creed of the Elvis Presley Imitators International Association have in common? Or the Mafia initiation oath and the Sunbeam Pledge? Occam’s Razor and Murphy’s Law? A similarity of form—though just barely. More striking is their similarity of purpose. They reflect an effort to make sense of things, to organize society, and to understand ourselves.

TO THAT END, we begin at the beginning, with what Confucius, some twenty-five hundred years ago, called “a rule of practice for all one’s life.” This most fundamental of all ethical principles—the Golden Rule—has outlived every great civilization and empire, only to wind up as a historical oddity in American culture, where it lies buried in our overstuffed attic of received ideas. If we can find it, polish it up, and consider it in the light of day, we might better appreciate what we have.




PART ONE

THE WORDS








DEAL WITH ANOTHER AS YOU’D HAVE
ANOTHER DEAL WITH YOU;

WHAT YOU’RE UN WILLING TO RECEIVE
BE SURE YOU’D NEVER DO.

THE NEW ENGLAND PRIMER





CHAPTER ONE



DO UNTO OTHERS

THE EVOLUTION OF THE GOLDEN RULE

Whatever happened to the Golden Rule? It seems only yesterday it was a figure of everyday speech, an idea so familiar and unassailable that it could confidently be invoked by name alone. In the booming 1920s the Western Implement Dealers Association made “Obey the Golden Rule!” the very first precept of its code of ethics. The Concatenated Order of Hoo-Hoo (also known as the Fraternal Order of Lumbermen) endorsed it as nothing less than “the basic principle of peace and prosperity for the world.” Roger Ward Babson, investment wizard and the founder of Babson College, went so far as to claim that “the Golden Rule is founded on the same law of Action and Reaction about which Sir Isaac Newton wrote the Principia.”

From today’s perspective these breathless endorsements seem quaintly naive, if not disingenuous. We still refer to the Golden Rule, but much more tentatively. It seems to have lost its glister, tarnished to no small degree by the cataclysmic events of the twentieth century. Yet even at the height of its popularity it was something of an enigma. It was never entirely clear, even to its staunchest supporters, what was so golden about it.

To many Americans, the very name still sums up the essence of Christian ethics. The Golden Rule epitomizes the Christian virtue of charity in thought and action, which is both an extraordinary reduction and a compelling one. It naturally leads to such questions as: How can anyone be a Christian and a racist at the same time? That is, how can one embrace the Golden Rule and yet hate one’s fellow man? The answer, not only for Christians but for people of all faiths (because every religion has its own version of the same golden principle), is that it’s impossible—in theory. Yet it is all too common in practice. And this is where the promise held out by the name is not fulfilled.

The Golden Rule, after all, is not a binding law but merely a figure of speech. Its strength lies in its ability to compress all of ethics into one sentence. It principal weakness, not surprisingly, is its generality. How could anything so simple serve as a rule for all men for all time? Yet the fact remains that it has done just that, and apparently continues to do so. Just as the heavens revolve around the polestar, the course of human events seems to swirl around the Golden Rule. But like the polestar, its constancy can only be appreciated through the lens of time—through a consideration of its past. Without some sense of its history, the rule remains unavailable to us.

Is IT JUST?

In American culture, what goes by the name of the Golden Rule seems on the surface to be a simple proposition: Do as you would be done by. But is it really all that simple? From its apparent beginnings as a Victorian platitude promoted by children’s primers, catechisms, and embroidered samplers, this modest proposition somehow acquired the status of a self-evident truth—one of the pillars of the American way of life. When the great Civil War-era statesman Charles Sumner died, the poet John Greenleaf Whittier could write with no irony, “His statecraft was the Golden Rule/ His right of vote a sacred trust/ Clear, over threat and ridicule/ All heard his challenge: ‘Is it just?’” Whittier’s contemporary, William Dean Howells, in his 1884 novel The Rise of Silas Lapham, has one character reprimand another by saying, “In our dealings with each other we should be guided by the Golden Rule.”

What Whittier seems to imply is that Sumner always did unto others as he wished to be done unto. But the poet was hardly in a position to know. It seems more likely that Whittier is using the term Golden Rule in a more general way. Charles Sumner apparently lived up to a standard of conduct which clearly distinguished right from wrong. We just don’t know what that standard was, and neither did Whittier.

In Silas Lapham, on the other hand, Howells’s down-on-his-luck character seems to be getting at something else entirely. What he wants, alas, is a handout—a misreading of the rule which hints at another fundamental weakness: that the Golden Rule can be construed as a demand to do for others what you would wish for yourself if you were in the same pitiful plight. In both instances the rule is invoked in earnest, yet with no apparent insight. It is not at all clear what it means.

Back then it hardly mattered. In Whittier’s time, as compared to today, Americans were less self-conscious, and more apt to speak and believe in platitudes. To “go by” the Golden Rule or any one of hundreds of old saws meant to draw from a common fount of received ideas which were not to be taken too literally. A populace schooled in proverbial wisdom understood in what sense “golden” meant fitting and proper, and they accepted it. But now, with our sense of disbelief not so easily suspended, we are less inclined to take things at face value. As a result, we are often left without a clue as to how some of our culture’s most common axioms work. This is one of the central paradoxes of the words invoked by this book’s title: we have come to accept, and even embrace, a host of expressions we barely understand. The Golden Rule is perhaps the most glaring case in point.

LIKE ALMOST ALL aphoristic wisdom, the Golden Rule was neither new or unique to America. It was part of our inheritance. Long before even Benjamin Franklin came along someone had already pointed out that time is money, that people who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones, and that God helps those that help themselves. Franklin’s unique talent was to be able to recast these nuggets of age-old wisdom in a distinctly American voice. Although not one of Poor Richard’s concoctions, the Golden Rule was also reinvented in American culture as a paragon of equity and fairness—a rule so simple that anyone could learn it and profit by it. Naturally, almost everyone accepted it. But that was part of its problem. What started out as the gospel truth soon turned into a deceptively solemn piece of high-minded yet dissembling rhetoric—a symbol of good faith instead of the real thing. By the 1920s the Golden Rule had become a throwaway gesture in pretentious codes of ethics, and by the 1950s an obligatory plank in every politician’s political creed.

The Golden Rule’s golden age (indeed the golden age of aphorisms) appears to have come and gone. Even politicians now shy away from using it. As soon as it became an artifact of popular culture, it became all too easy to write off. One of the Great Ideas that drifted into the mainstream, it has been buffeted about and cast upon the rocks of cynicism and doubt. Which naturally raises the question, is it worth rescuing?

If the name could be jettisoned, this would be a simpler matter. The problem with it, whether most people are aware of it or not (and for the most part they are not), is that it carries a wealth of historical, cultural, and religious associations that make it something more than a generic label. As a matter of historical fact, the name is a relatively recent development. The rule managed to circulate widely across all cultures for well over a thousand years without the benefit of a 10-karat name. Which is to say that what we so blithely call the Golden Rule turns out to be a complex idea with a long history—one that lies behind every philosopher’s and theologian’s attempt to understand how we should relate to each other. Despite its critics (and there have been many), it still has something useful to say. It is one of those rare artifacts in which the real treasure seems to lie beneath the gliding.

THE LAW AND THE PROPHETS

What exactly is the Golden Rule? Most of us think we know, although the word “exactly” should give us pause, because it implies (correctly) that the question cannot possibly be as simple as it seems.

Properly speaking, the term Golden Rule—capitalized—refers to a passage from the Sermon on the Mount. Of the two versions given in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, Matthew’s is the most widely accepted. Its most canonical English translation is the King James Version of 1611, which reads:

Therefore whatsoever ye would that others should do to you, do ye even so unto them.

Luke is more succinct:

As ye would that men should do to you, do ye also unto them likewise.

But in common parlance the name has become generic, and when not capitalized it can represent any number of seemingly equivalent statements. Those who cannot quote chapter and verse typically resort to such accessible variants as the nonscriptural “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you,” or the even more abbreviated “Do as you would be done by.” In Victorian America, schoolchildren often learned the Golden Rule in verse. The New England Primer rendered it this way:


Deal with another as you’d have

Another deal with you,

What you’re unwilling to receive

Be sure you’d never do.



Isaac Watts, the English hymn writer, set the idea to music with this lyric:


Be you to others kind and true,

As you’d have others be to you;

And neither do nor say to men

Whate’er you would not take again.



Although these variations on a theme manage to get the same basic idea across, they should not be considered perfectly interchangeable. This should dispel a common assumption. In searching for connections we often forget how context (or a lack of it) can alter meaning. In the case of the Golden Rule, each rephrasing repackages an old idea, and in some cases the packaging (if not the label) overshadows the content.

To set the record straight, Matthew does not single out any passage from the Sermon on the Mount by giving it a name. In fact nowhere in the Bible does anyone refer to a “golden” rule. Nor did any of the Church fathers, in their lengthy disquisitions and interpretations of Scripture, use such a name. Saints Paul, Augustine, and Aquinas recognized the importance of what we call the Golden Rule within the system of Christian morality. Each of them subjected it to an extended analysis because they knew it required interpretation, but they did not think of it as particularly golden, or as an idea that should stand alone.

In Matthew’s account, the maxim comes with this tag-line—“for this is the Law and the Prophets”—which is critical. It establishes the rule as a summary of Old Testament codes given in the biblical books referred to as the Law and the Prophets.* It is meant to be considered as part of a tradition of preexisting laws. When classical scholars refer to the Stoic Maxim, which is yet another version of the same rule stated in negative form (“Do not do to others what you do not wish them to do to you”), they invoke it within the context of Stoic philosophy as a whole. Which is to say that it can only be fully appreciated in context. This is one of the historical facts that the use of the term “golden rule” glosses over. When pious writers invoke the name, most have in mind the passage from Matthew or Luke, in many cases without being aware that the Law and the Prophets come with it, or that the Stoic philosophers promoted it, or that all of the great religions of antiquity acknowledged it, or that great thinkers of all cultures have long debated it. What the name did was to establish a virtual monopoly on the idea. Like a trademark, it legitimized Christianity’s sole proprietorship over what would otherwise be in the public domain. The irony of the situation is that the term “golden rule” originally referred to something else entirely.

By the time Isaac Watts began referring to the Golden Rule in the mid-1700s, it was already an established figure of speech, although with two very different meanings. When it was first coined in the late 1500s, the term belonged properly to mathematics. It first shows up around the year 1575 to describe the Rule of Three, an algebraic procedure for solving proportions. A century would go by before anyone thought to use it to describe a type of reciprocity between people rather than numbers. When Watts and other devout writers got hold of it, they managed to wrest it away from mathematics, and solidify the usage that we have today.

Surprisingly, this usage did not take hold outside of the English-speaking world. The Germans, Italians, French, and Spanish have a term that is roughly equivalent to “golden rule,” but in those cultures it has retained its primary sense of the mathematical Rule of Three. Only in Anglo-American culture does the name carry any cachet as a moral precept. And while the name made the scriptural maxim easy to refer to, the use of the word golden had a curious effect: it both elevated and trivialized the idea it described.

How did the naming come about? No doubt the King James Bible had something to do with it. Although not the first English translation of the Scriptures, the King James was the first one authorized to be read in churches, and thus it circulated widely. Its influence was felt in all of English literature, to the extent that it “established the rhythms of spoken English,” as the Encyclopaedia Britannica asserts. With the gospels made accessible in the common tongue, isolated passages—many of them from the Sermon on the Mount—became more and more common in everyday speech.

By the mid-1600s the Golden Rule had become a frequently used (although still not named) expression among the scripturally literate, who began to abbreviate it, paraphrase it, and sing its praises. They hailed it, along with its counterpart love thy neighbor as thyself, as a new commandment, one that should rightfully stand beside the Ten Commandments as the embodiment of Christian morality. It must have seemed natural to give it a suitably exalted name.

The spirit of the Enlightenment also made a golden rule of morality seem plausible. The Age of Reason raised the possibility of the perfectibility of mankind, and laws of ethics laid out by such thinkers as Spinoza and Hobbes unfolded in empirical fashion much like the axioms of geometry and algebra, with the Golden Rule serving as a fundamental theorem. In those days the leap from mathematics to ethics did not appear to be a particularly dangerous one. Although the comment may now appear to be farfetched, Roger Babson’s comparison of the Golden Rule to Newton’s law of actions and reactions was not an isolated crackpot idea, nor a particularly original one. In his Boyle lecture of 1705, the English metaphysician Samuel Clarke had said much the same thing: “Whatever I judge reasonable or unreasonable that another should do for me, that by the same judgment I declare reasonable or unreasonable that I in like case should do for him. And to deny this either in word or action is as if a man should contend that, though two and three are equal to five, yet three and two are not so.”

But what is reasonable is not necessarily undeniable. Responding to this line of thinking in the Encyclopaedia Britannica almost two centuries later, the English philosopher Henry Sidgwick quipped, “Let us grant that there is as much intellectual absurdity in acting unjustly as in denying that two and two make four; still, if a man has to choose between absurdity and unhappiness, he will naturally prefer the former; and Clarke cannot maintain that such preference is irrational.”

BUSINESS IS BUSINESS

Intellectual absurdity has always been the Golden Rule’s Achilles heel. Promoted as an invincible moral law, it has one fatal flaw: it is not binding, and can be used for self-serving and deceitful purposes as easily as for good ones. It relies on a mutual desire to do good, and this is not always the case. Sidgwick makes this point as delicately as possible, but other writers have been far less subtle.

In Charles Dickens’s Martin Chuzzlewit, the title character’s sly and conniving son announces, “Do other men, for they would do you,” calling this “the true business precept. All others are counterfeit.” Dickens adds, “The father applauded the sentiment to the echo.” The wily horse trader David Harum, of Edward Noyes Westcott’s 1899 best-selling novel of that name, observed, “‘Bus’nis is bus’nis’ ain’t part of the golden rule, I allow, but the way it gen’ally runs, fur’s I’ve found out, is ‘Do unto the other feller the way he’d like to do unto you, an’ do it fust.’”

This was hardly a modern discovery. The difference between what is laudable and what is practical or even necessary has long been known. In the fables of Pilpay, which date from the third century B.C., the moral of the story “The King Who Would Be Just” is that “men are used as they use others.”

This is one view of reality that the term “golden rule” could not shake as it gained widespread acceptance, and the self-promotion implied by the name prompted a rash of objections and ridicule. Henry David Thoreau, while boating down the Concord and Merrimack rivers, noted in his journal, “Absolutely speaking, Do unto others as you would that they should do unto you, is by no means a golden rule, but the best of current silver. It is golden not to have any rule at all in such a case.” George Bernard Shaw (in what was probably a plea in his own behalf) cautioned, “Do not unto others as you would that they should do unto you; their tastes may not be the same.” The English poet William Blake went so far as to say, “He has observed the Golden Rule ‘til he’s become a golden fool.”

Most philosophers wisely chose to stay above this unseemly fray by avoiding any mention of the golden name. Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and other enlightened thinkers understood that the term “Golden Rule” referred to a divinely inspired principle and not to something that they could prove like a mathematical theorem. But because they were trying to bring philosophy out of the shadow of religion and establish a rational basis for ethics, they had to find a way to justify the ideal of moral reciprocity without making any reference to God or to gold. None of them could.

A capsule survey can hardly do justice to the depths of philosophical investigation plumbed by these writers, but to be blunt, they managed to bring up to the surface very little of practical use. Their efforts produced some new golden rules, and more questions than answers. The section that follows runs through the high points of their quest, and the impatient reader will lose nothing by skipping it. What it shows is that the Golden Rule sits at the epicenter of any discussion of morals, and justifying it is the key to establishing a coherent and convincing theory of ethics.

CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVES

In Leviathan, his groundbreaking analysis of political society written in 1651, Thomas Hobbes set the stage for what is known as modern moral philosophy by justifying the scriptural golden maxim as a rule of necessity dictated by man’s essential self-interest. Because the natural state of man is a condition of war, according to Hobbes, in which everyone has the right to every thing, civilized society is only possible when all men mutually lay down their rights and claims. The Golden Rule of the Scriptures (which did not yet go by that name) was nothing more than an easy summation, “intelligible to even the meanest capacity,” of the laws of nature which governed survival.

This was not, of course, what the Church wanted to hear. Nor did Hobbes’s contemporaries. John Locke tried to claim that moral rules do not spring from political necessity, but instead from intuitive propositions as real and certain as those of mathematics. The French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau sought the basis of the rule in feelings, not reason. He argued that justice comes from God, but it is not recognized equally by everyone, so that, while Hobbesian brutality exists in the world, it is offset by many examples of compassion. “It is this compassion that hurries us without reflection to the relief of those who are in distress,” writes Rousseau. But why? Not because of the golden maxim of the Scriptures. A “less perfect, but perhaps more useful” rule, Rousseau admitted, would be: “Do good to yourself with as little evil as possible to others.”

The German philosopher Immanuel Kant responded to Hobbes by reinventing the Golden Rule. In his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), he proposed that any action, if it is to be considered moral, must be done out of a sense of duty, and not for selfish reasons or religious scruples. He named his new principle the Categorical Imperative, and stated it this way: “Act as if the maxim of your actions were to become through your will a universal law of nature.” In short, think over what you’re doing or about to do, and ask yourself if you would want everyone to behave that way. In a corollary which he named the Practical Imperative, he declared that people should treat each other “not as means only, but as ends.” The Stoic Maxim, which is how Kant referred to what we call the Golden Rule, is merely a consequence of his more comprehensive imperatives.

The Categorical Imperative has two things working against it as a ready-made opinion. Neither the name nor the rule is catchy enough to survive in the marketplace of popular ideas. Nor did it sway the critics. It advanced the discussion of ethics, and still stands as a milestone on the road to moral enlightenment, but it was not the last word. Kant had set out to establish “the supreme principle of morality,” and given the immensity of the task he set himself, he naturally came up short.

AFTER KANT, the Golden Rule still had its defenders among respected thinkers, but they were fighting a losing battle. Prince Kropotkin, the founder of anarchism, referred to it as the fundamental principle of anarchism. “How can anyone manage to believe himself an anarchist unless he practices it?” If this statement seems faintly amusing today it is because of the way anarchy has changed meanings. In its original and benign sense—its forgotten sense—it implies an ungoverned society ordered by free association and communitarian principles. Clearly such a society would need a golden rule if it were to avoid devolving into—there’s no other way of putting it—total anarchy.

Another system of ethics that relied heavily upon community interest over self-interest was utilitarianism, which aimed at the greatest good for the greatest number. In presenting this theory, John Stuart Mill endorsed the Golden Rule as “the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality,” a seemingly benign remark which merits our attention primarily because of the contempt it aroused in the volcanic Friedrich Nietzsche, who never met a golden rule he didn’t despise.

Reading Nietzsche on the Golden Rule is like reading Spiro Agnew on the American press. Whether you agree with him or not, he gets your attention. To Nietzsche, “the rule” (as he calls it) is the very embodiment of the English mentality, and it allows him to set up John Stuart Mill (whom he refers to as “that blockhead”) as a stand-in for John Bull. “I abhor his vulgarity, which says: ‘What is right for one is fair for another’; ‘what you would not, etc., do not unto others’; which wants to establish all human intercourse on the basis of mutual services, so that every action appears as a kind of payment for something done to us.”

Nietzsche did not believe in the possibility of equivalence of actions or equality of rights. Reciprocity, he says, “is a piece of gross vulgarity.” To him the Golden Rule serves only to insult the superior intellect and to coddle the inferior. Its only value is that it betrays a type of man—“it is the instinct of the herd that finds its formula in this rule.”

Kant and the Categorical Imperative came in for the same sort of treatment. “A virtue that is prompted solely by a feeling of respect for the concept of Virtue,’” as Kant would have it, “is harmful.” The struggle to maintain a slavish devotion to unworkable formulas, Nietzsche firmly believed, leads to moral exhaustion. And Kant was paving the way. “The fundamental laws of self-preservation and growth demand the opposite,” Nietzsche fumed, “that everyone invent his own virtue, his own categorical imperative. A people perishes when it confuses its duty with duty in general.”

Certainly Nietzsche was a difficult character. He rarely bothered to measure his words, many of which could and later did serve to justify the abominable acts of others (Hitler being the most notorious example). Because he tended to write in aphorisms, he is easy to quote out of context, and he left himself open to misinterpretation. Still, he is redeemed somewhat by what could be called a Nietzschean golden rule (although he would have bristled at the label), which demonstrates his sympathy with the ideal of reciprocity. “When the exceptional human being treats the mediocre more tenderly than himself and his peers,” Nietzsche wrote, “this is not mere politeness of the heart—it is simply his duty.”

THERE ARE NO GOLDEN RULES

Although the Golden Rule has survived in popular parlance, it is no longer taken very seriously. Most uses of the term could properly be classified as “babbittry”—part of the cant of middle-class conformity and materialism. In American culture the name has retained a largely symbolic value. It conveys a vague notion of fairness and generosity, much like two other popular ideals with which it was once frequently linked.

A conscientious citizen, it could once confidently be said, should try to do a Good Turn, offer a Square Deal, and live up to the Golden Rule whenever possible. As part of the Progressive-era rhetoric of the early twentieth century, these three principles derived most of their clout from strong institutional associations. The Good Turn (or Good Deed, as most Americans know it) grew out of the chivalric ethos of Scouting. The Golden Rule, of course, was lifted from the Gospels according to Matthew and Luke, while the Square Deal was the gospel according to Theodore Roosevelt. Like the Golden Rule, the Square Deal was driven by the sheer force of one dominating personality. The phrase seized the public’s imagination during Roosevelt’s presidency even though no one could say exactly what it meant. When he tried to recapture the nation’s highest office in 1912 running on the Progressive Party ticket, his campaign slogan was: A Square Deal All Around.

Just what did it mean? According to the code of ethics of the Fraternal Order of Lumbermen, a Square Deal served “to elevate humanity by charity of action and thought and by justice to all men.” They might have said the same of the Golden Rule. Both ideas were sufficiently vague as to appear indisputable—at least while they were in vogue.

But by the late 1950s, when Jimmy Hoffa remarked to reporters (with what would prove to be a terminal sense of irony), “I do unto others what they do unto me, only worse,” a new golden rule was born—one that jibed with a more cynical national mood that showed little patience for platitudes. By the 1970s the Golden Rule had all but disappeared, leaving in its wake such piquant observations as: “He who has the gold makes the rules.”

This would seem to confirm George Bernard Shaw’s conclusion of a century ago that “The Golden Rule is that there are no golden rules.” Perhaps what he meant was that there shouldn’t be.

RECIPROCITY

The apparent demise of the Golden Rule should not be taken too seriously. It has been around for at least twenty-five hundred years, and the events of the last hundred are not likely to kill it off. Despite all that is said against it—the parodies and the tirades—it embodies nothing more or less than the way civilized people treat each other. It is precisely what any patient parent tries to instill in a misbehaving child. Thoreau would have been correct in saying “better not to have a rule at all in such a case” if the rule were indeed so self-evident that it did not have to be taught. But it does need to be taught, and in this one respect it is not unlike the laws of mathematics or physics.

Putting it into words, of course, is where problems arise. No one is quite content with any one statement of it. Scholars bicker at each other over whose version is best, and there are countless versions to choose from.

With a little digging, the inquiring reader can connect the Sermon on the Mount to a vast body of preexisting literature in which the rule we thought Jesus invented turns up seemingly everywhere. In the fifth century B.C., in what may have been a retelling of an even older story, a young disciple asks the venerable Confucius whether there is one word which might serve as a rule of practice for all one’s life. “Is not reciprocity such a word?” the Master replies. “What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others.

A diligent reader will have the satisfaction of encountering this rule again several times in the Analects of Confucius and other Confucian texts, and there are similar satisfactions to be found in the Buddhist Dhammappada, the texts of Taoism, the Hindu Mahabharata, the jaina Sutras, the Jewish Talmud, and the Koran. Even Aristotle gets into the act, at least according to the sometimes reliable biographer Diogenes Laertes, who quotes him as saying, “We should behave to our friends as we wish our friends should behave to us.”

Taking all of these golden rules together, one might be led to think of reciprocity as a rule for all men for all time. The reality is somewhat different: it was not originally meant for all men, and certainly not for women. Throughout antiquity the “others” one should “do unto” hailed from a select group. Aristotle extends the courtesy only to friends—a reading of the rule that allows one to be a Christian, a Stoic, or even an Aristotelian, and yet still be a racist. Confucius simply conceded that social inequality was a fact of life, and broke his rule down into cases: “What a man dislikes in his superiors, let him not display in his treatment of his inferiors.” Seneca, the Stoic philosopher and statesman, says much the same thing in addressing the issue of slavery: “As often as you reflect how much power you have over a slave, remember that your master has just as much power over you.”

It is here that the Christian Golden Rule gets high marks from some commentators as a more ethical proposal than its predecessors, on two counts in particular. The first is that it is a positive rule—“Do unto others,” as opposed to “Do not do unto others.” The second is that it is a rule for all men (and presumably women). This is the point that Paul, finding the Sermon on the Mount to be too vague, decided to spell out in his letter to the Ephesians. Because everyone stands in the same relation to each other with respect to God, he argues, the good that we do is not to be reciprocated in kind, but in spirit. Whether coming from a servant or a master, “whatsoever good thing any man shall do,” Paul wrote, “the same shall he receive from the Lord.” This is because “there is no respect of persons with him.”

What may seem at first to be an obscure theological point goes a long way to explaining the eventual popularity of the Golden Rule in America. Long before the Golden Rule was golden, it was recognized as a useful expression of what now seems obvious: we should measure our actions by imagining how we would deal with their consequences, not only in this world but in the next. But this idea has not always been so obvious. The assumption that lies behind reciprocity, in its purest sense, is that there is an equality between persons, that the consideration each human being is entitled to is roughly equal. If anything, this is a modern idea, and a distinctively American one. It is a rule that assumes, following Saint Paul and Thomas Jefferson, that all men are equal, not only in the eyes of God but in the eyes of the state. In American culture the Golden Rule became the proof of this—a political tenet of faith.

It is easy to see why. Its strength, aside from its rich scriptural and pan-cultural history, lies in its simplicity. It places every person in a moral relationship to all other people. It demands and at the same time acknowledges everyone’s capacity for wisdom, compassion, and good judgment. In one sentence it conveys the ability and the responsibility to do the right thing, and the confidence that one will.

At times this confidence may seem to be misplaced. And yet the golden rule (here uncapitalized to represent a principle that transcends all faiths) can enlighten us if we are willing to wrestle with it. As Confucius said, “A man can enlarge the principles which he follows; those principles do not enlarge the man.”

IN SO MANY WORDS

There are an uncountable number of ways of expressing the ideal of reciprocity, and since the time of Confucius many people became convinced that they had found its perfect expression. But Confucius himself acknowledged that the ideal of doing unto others could not be adequately expressed in mere words or with simple deeds. What he had written, he conceded, was as unequal to virtue as himself. “To set the example in behaving to a friend as I would require him to behave to me,” the Master confessed, “I am not yet able.”

Yet the Golden Rule is still an ideal that many try to live up to. Although its name is mired in the past (along with the Square Deal), the rule itself has never really gone away. It continues to show up in a variety of guises that invoke the ideal of reciprocity in ways that people feel comfortable with.

In small-town newspaper profiles and man-on-the-street interviews, when asked to state their personal philosophy, a surprising number of people answer by saying, ‘To do unto others as I would have them do unto me.” This reflects how those of us who have attained a certain level of moral awareness in our day-to-day activities feel when given a chance to reflect on the consequences of our actions. We may not always use the term “golden rule” to describe this awareness. Often, we unconsciously act on a concept that since childhood we have found to be easy to grasp and simple to apply.

And the idea is still a viable one; it continues to reveal itself here and there in ways that manage to strike a resonant chord without sounding heavy-handed. In Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, for example, Scout Finch, the narrator, stands on the front porch of her next door neighbor, a reclusive man who has just saved her life. In this final scene, she has an epiphany, and finally understands something her father once told her. “Atticus was right,” she says. “One time he said you never really know a man until you stand in his shoes and walk around in them.” This, in so many words, is the golden rule.




THE AMERICAN’S CREED (1917)

I BELIEVE IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA AS A GOVERNMENT OF THE PEOPLE, BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE; WHOSE JUST POWERS ARE DERIVED FROM THE CONSENT OF THE GOVERNED; A DEMOCRACY IN A REPUBLIC; A SOVEREIGN NATION OF MANY SOVEREIGN STATES; A PERFECT UNION, ONE AND INSEPARABLE; ESTABLISHED ON THOSE PRINCIPLES OF FREEDOM, EQUALITY, JUSTICE, AND HUMANITY FOR WHICH AMERICAN PATRIOTS SACRIFICED THEIR LIVES AND FOR TUNES. I THEREFORE BELIEVE THAT IT IS MY DUTY TO MY COUNTRY TO LOVE IT; TO SUPPORT ITS CONSTITUTION; TO OBEY ITS LAWS; TO RESPECT ITS FLAG, AND TO DEEND IT AGAINST ALL ENEMIES.

WILLIAM TYLER PAGE





CHAPTER TWO



WE HOLD THESE TRUTHS

CREEDS AND OTHER PROFESSIONS OF FAITH

THIS I BELIEVE

From 1952 to 1959 one of the most popular features on American radio was a five-minute program entitled This I Believe. Hosted by Edward R. Murrow, the country’s most respected broadcast journalist, the show featured “the living philosophies of successful men and women from all walks of life.” Each week the show featured an invited guest who would read a brief statement of his or her most fundamental beliefs. Murrow, the show’s creator, wanted to know what made people tick, what they stood for, and stood up for, as expressed in their own words. “I have never yet heard a man express what he believed,” he said, “in a fashion that failed to interest me.”

He and the other producers of This I Believe were not looking for readymade opinions or for a rehash of institutional dogmas. What they got was a grab bag of sentiments, ranging from the banal to the poignant, that drew mainly upon stories, upon remembrances of parents, and upon formative influences. The contributors did indeed hail from many walks of life. They included the writers Pearl Buck, Aldous Huxley, Rebecca West, Thomas Mann, Carl Sandburg, and James Michener; politicians and statesmen Adlai Stevenson, Margaret Chase Smith, Bernard Baruch, Herbert Hoover, and Harry S. Truman; athletes Jackie Robinson and Bobby Doerr; as well as educators, industrialists, actors, musicians, and journalists; a taxi driver, a policeman, and a housewife. Each was allotted three and a half minutes of air time, or about six hundred words, in which to get his or her point across.

What soon became apparent to Murrow and his colleagues is that it is no easy task to come up with a meaningful statement of belief. To ask people to state their creed in their own words is to ask for something intensely personal. In theory, everyone’s life builds upon some set of principles or ideals that are at the very core of his or her identity, that underlie every action. But these prove to be so difficult to state that almost everyone chooses to adopt creeds that were written by others.

In retrospect, Murrow seems to have wanted people to explain their personal code of ethics—a different thing altogether. But by asking instead for a credo he inadvertently threw down a far greater challenge. What we genuinely believe to be true is not quite as simple as what we merely think should be true. If a code is what we bring to the table as we negotiate our way through life, a creed is the table, it is there before we arrive. Some people insist on bringing their own table, of course, but it isn’t easy. As someone once said, it is easier to believe than to doubt, which is a backhanded way of saying how much more convenient it is to adopt a creed than to invent one. Murrow probably did not intend to have his contributors invent a system of belief, but some of them took it that way, which placed them in rather distinguished company.

THE GREAT AGNOSTIC

At one time, in the not so distant past, a program like This I Believe would not have seemed necessary. Prominent citizens who felt secure in their beliefs once made a point of letting those beliefs be known, and they generally found a receptive audience.

The Founding Fathers were consumed by the issue of belief, and with the self-evident truths that would justify their endeavor. Privately, some of them held fast to beliefs that were not quite orthodox. In a letter of 1820 Thomas Jefferson wrote, “I hold the precepts of Jesus, as delivered by himself, to be the most pure, benevolent, and sublime which have ever been preached to man. I adhere to the principles of the first age; and consider all subsequent innovations as corruptions of this religion, having no foundation in what came from him.”

Benjamin Franklin also stated a personal religious creed in a letter: “I believe in one God, the creator of the universe. That He governs it by His providence. That He ought to be worshipped. That the most acceptable service that we render to Him is doing good to His other children. That the soul of man is immortal and will be treated with justice in another life respecting its conduct in this.” In a purely legalistic sense, such statements are blasphemies because they supersede, if not contradict, the ancient and established Christian creeds.

Yet the rejection of organized religion in favor of a personal conception of God is one of the hallmarks of American thinking. The popular nineteenth-century lawyer and rhetorician Robert G. Ingersoll wrestled with belief throughout his life, only to find that the one thing he could rely on was his own doubt. The Great Agnostic, as Ingersoll was known, was a brilliant public speaker who might well have run for president had he not so strongly insisted upon these doubts. Instead he used the podium and the pulpit to hammer home a personal philosophy of hope. As a result, the Ingersoll Creed became a popular piece of inspirational wisdom that was widely anthologized. It has no definitive version, having been condensed from his writings and speeches, but its most familiar expression is:


Justice is the only worship.

Love is the only priest.

Ignorance is the only slavery.

Happiness is the only good.

The time to he happy is now,

The place to be happy is here,

The way to be happy is to make others so.



Ingersoll’s creed, unlike Jefferson’s or Franklin’s, was a very public pronouncement—a humanist philosophy that he delivered over many years on a national stage. It served as a public act of self-definition, one that reflected a view expressed by the English biologist and evolutionary theorist Thomas Henry Huxley, when he wrote, “The longer I live the more obvious it is to me that the most sacred act of a man’s life is to say and feel I believe such and such to be true.’ All the greatest rewards and the heaviest penalties of existence cling about that act.”

Ingersoll (who as a staunch Darwinian himself had much in common with Huxley) was rewarded with the adulation of an adoring public. But he also paid a heavy penalty for his forthrightness. His political career never got off the ground because the Republican Party would not risk supporting Ingersoll for any prominent office or cabinet post. His views were too unorthodox to survive in the political arena.

A CONGREGATION OF ONE

Franklin and Jefferson understood the language of belief well enough to know what sort of confession of faith to make publicly, and which privately. The far less circumspect Tom Paine, like Ingersoll, was far more liberal with his opinions, and it earned him a reputation as an atheist.

In The Age of Reason (1794) Paine stated his personal creed in this way: “I believe in one God, and no more; and I hope for happiness beyond this life. I believe in the equality of man; and I believe that religious duties consist in doing justice, loving mercy, and endeavoring to make our fellow-creatures happy. .. . I do not believe in the creed professed by the Jewish church, by the Roman church, by the Greek church, by the Turkish church, by the Protestant church, nor by any church that I know of. My own mind is my church.”

Paine’s is the creed of an exceptional man, a congregation of one, and he found it to be a lonely and thankless lot. Surprised that his statement of a personal conception of God should lead to a charge of atheism, he betrays an ignorance of the way ready-made opinions work. Which is to say he failed to take into account why a Jewish, Roman Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Islamic, or Protestant creed is necessary. Taking such creeds too literally, seeing them as supposed literal truths instead of statements of affiliation, his own sense of enlightenment led him to condemn those who for convenience or loyalty’s sake, or out of a desire to belong, swear the creed of their fathers. By disavowing any creed, he placed himself beyond religion.

Yet there are many good reasons to adopt the creed of one’s forefathers. Creeds, after all, are nothing more than stories that try to make sense of the world. They assert certain absolute, unprovable truths which need to be asserted if one is to be free to go about the day-to-day business of getting on in the world. These truths might explain nothing more than a school of thought, or nothing less than the entire universe. They can show where we are coming from, and where we might be heading.

Because his mind was his own church, Paine failed to notice how a church service might provide a place to seek community with others, or that someone might adopt a creed without reading all of the fine print. Nor did he see how a creed might represent nothing more than an occasion to reflect upon one’s place In the world, on the value of life, and the reality of death.

These are not simple issues. Any attempt to deal with them must inevitably settle for something arbitrary—which is a characteristic of all creeds.

CONFESSIONS OF FAITH

There are many types of creeds, and not all of them begin with the words “I believe.” Many are not even called creeds or used as prayers. But a true creed is more than a simple succession of words. It is an act of faith as well as solidarity. A good one establishes a frame of reference, an identity, an affiliation, a sense of belonging, or a sense of affinity.

This much Paine managed to get right. When he referred to “the creed professed by the Jewish church, by the Roman church, by the Greek church, by the Turkish church, by the Protestant church,” he was not referring to specific documents, but to systems of belief. The Jewish church and the Turkish church, as he calls them, do not acknowledge authorized creedal statements like those used in the Catholic, Protestant, or Greek churches, but they do have a creed in the most general sense of the term.

This reflects how the meaning of the word has expanded over time to become interchangeable with the word faith, a development that can be credited in part to Anglo-American religious scholars of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, who could understand religions only from a mainstream Christian point of view in terms of creeds. The Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, for example, a product of British scholarship of the 1920s, refers to specific texts as Buddhist, Jewish, Muhammedan, and Parsi creeds, a practice which could easily be attributed to religious insensitivity had not these religions themselves taken up the term.

Indeed, Muslims have designated a prayer known as the Kalima as the Islamic creed: “I testify that there is no God but Allah, and I testify that Mohammed is the apostle of Allah.” In Judaism, the Shema (“hear” in Hebrew), the basic Jewish confession of faith, is not considered a creed, although many attempts have been made to formulate one. The most notable are Moses Maimonides’ Thirteen Articles of Faith and the Ani Ma’amin (Hebrew for “I Believe”), which serves as an inspirational prayer. In the Hindu faith the Gayatri is the supreme credo of the Brahmins. In Zoroastrianism, which is the ancient predecessor of the Parsi religion of Northern India, the Yasna—the purported words of the prophet Zoroaster—forms the basis of a Zoroastrian creed.

The meaning of the word creed also expanded not only across denominational lines, but within Christianity as well. It has become interchangeable with the more specific term confession, as in confession of faith.
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to understand ourselves.” —From the Introduction
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