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Introduction

Michael Novak has been and continues to be one of the
most influential intellectuals of our time. Author of more than thirty books, he has
been a professor at Harvard, Stanford, and Notre Dame and was awarded the $1
million Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion.
So it is significant that his recent book, On Two Wings, documents the JudeoChristian foundations of this country and disputes the teaching that the American
Founders were secular Enlightenment rationalists. Instead, he persuasively
argues that they were the creators of a unique American blend of biblical faith,
practical reason, and human liberty.
In his preface, Michael Novak says, “Although I have wanted to write this book for
some forty years, my own ignorance stood in the way. It took me a long time, time
spent searching up many byways and neglected paths, and fighting through a
great deal of conventional (but mistaken) wisdom, to learn how many erroneous
perceptions I had unconsciously drunk in from public discussion.”{1}
Novak believes that “most of us grow up these days remarkably ignorant of the
hundred men most responsible for leading this country into a War for
Independence and writing our nation’s Constitution.”{2}

The way American history has been told for the last century is incomplete.
Secular historians have “cut off one of the two wings by which the American eagle
flies.” The founding generation established a compact with the God of Israel “and
relied upon this belief. Their faith is an indispensable part of their story.”{3}
Historical research by a number of scholars documents the significant influence
of the Bible on the founders. Two decades ago, Constitutional scholars and
political historians (including one of my professors at Georgetown University)
assembled 15,000 writings from the Founding Era. They counted 3154 citations in
these writings. They found that the two political philosophers most often quoted
were Montesquieu and Blackstone. But surprisingly, the reference most quoted
was the Bible. It was quoted 34 percent of the time. This was nearly four times as
often as Montesquieu or Blackstone and 12 times more often than John Locke.
While secular historians point to Locke as the source of the ideas embodied in
Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence, they usually fail to note the
older influence of other authors and the Bible. “Before Locke was even born, the
Pilgrims believed in the consent of the governed, social compacts, the dignity of
every child of God, and political equality.”{4} By forcing a secular interpretation
onto America’s founding history, these secular historians ignore the second wing
by which the American eagle took flight.

Philosophical Assumptions of the Founders of
this Country
First, the Bible was the one book that literate Americans in the 18th century could
be expected to know well. Biblical imagery was a central part of American life.
For example, Thomas Jefferson suggested as a design for the Seal of the United
States a representation of the children of Israel in the wilderness, led by a cloud
by day and pillar of fire by night.
Second, the founders believed that time “was created for the unfolding of human

liberty, for human emancipation. This purpose requires humans to choose for or
against building cities worthy of the ideals God sets before them: liberty, justice,
equality, self-government, and brotherhood.”{5}
The first paragraph of The Federalist describes this important moment with
destiny:
It seems to have been reserved to the people of this country, 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.{6}
The founders believed that they could learn from history and put together piece
by piece what they called “an improved science of politics.” History, they
believed, was a record of progress (or decline) measured against God’s standards
and learned from personal and historical experience.
Third, the founders also held that everything in creation was intelligible and thus
discernible through reason and rational evaluation. They also believed that God
was The Creator and thus gave us life and liberty. Thomas Jefferson said, “The
God Who gave us life gave us liberty at the same time.”
Novak concludes that without this philosophical foundation, “the founding
generation of Americans would have had little heart for the War of Independence.
They would have had no ground for believing that their seemingly unlawful
rebellion actually fulfilled the will of God — and suited the laws of nature and
nature’s God. Consider the jeopardy in which their rebellion placed them: When
they signed the Declaration, they were committing treason in the King’s eyes. If
their frail efforts failed, their flagrant betrayal of the solemn oaths of loyalty they
had sworn to their King doomed them to a public hanging. Before future
generations, their children would be disgraced. To still their trembling, they pled

their case before a greater and wholly undeceivable Judge, appealing to the
Supreme Judge of the world for the Rectitude of our Intentions.”{7}

Seven Events in the Founding of this Country
The first event was the first act of the First Continental Congress in September
1774. When the delegates gathered in Philadelphia, their purpose was to remind
King George of the rights due them as Englishmen. But as they gathered, news
arrived that Charlestown had been raked by cannon shot while red-coated landing
parties surged through its streets.
The first motion of the Congress proposed a public prayer. Some of the delegates
spoke against the motion because, they argued, Americans were so divided in
religious sentiments (Episcopalians, Quakers, Anabaptists, Presbyterians,
Congregationalists). Sam Adams arose to say he was no bigot and could hear the
prayer from any gentleman of piety and virtue. He proposed that Reverend Duch
had earned that character.
The next day, a white-haired Episcopal clergyman dressed in his pontificals
pronounced the first official prayer before the Continental Congress. Before this
priest knelt men like Washington, Henry, Randolph, Rutledge, Lee, and Jay. The
emotion in the room was palpable. John Adams wrote to his wife Abigail that he
“had never heard a better prayer, or one so well pronounced.” He went on to say
that it was “enough to melt a heart of stone. I saw tears gush into the eyes of the
old, grave pacific Quakers of Philadelphia.”{8}
The second event was the sermon by John Witherspoon of Princeton on May 17,
1776. In this pivotal sermon, Witherspoon who had opposed the rebellion went
over to the side of independence. His influence cannot be overstated. He was
James Madison’s teacher and he is credited with having taught one vicepresident, twelve members of the Continental Congress, five delegates to the
Constitutional Convention, forty-nine U.S. representatives, twenty-eight U.S.

Senators, three Supreme Court justices, and scores of officers in the Continental
Army. His sermons were printed in over 500 Presbyterian churches throughout
the colonies.
His message centered on the doctrine of divine providence. He argued that even
things that seem harmful and destructive may be turned to the advantage of the
patriots. Even the enemies of law and morality cannot escape being the
instruments of Providence. Witherspoon argued that liberty is God’s gift and all of
creation has been contrived so that out of darkness and despair, freedom will
come to fruition.
Michael Novak concludes that, “During the years 1770-1776, the fires of
revolution were lit by Protestant divines aflame with the dignity of human
conscience. ‘To the Pulpit, the Puritan Pulpit,’ wrote John Wingate Thornton, ‘We
owe the moral force which won our independence.'”{9}
The third event was the writing of the Declaration of Independence. Its very form
was that of a traditional American prayer, similar to the Mayflower Compact. In
essence, it was only the latest in a long series of local and regional covenants
which put all governmental bodies on notice by establishing a national compact.
The fifty-six signers of the Declaration were mostly Christian and represented
mostly Christian people. The four names that these signers gave to God were:
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”).
Novak points out that “Three of these names (Creator, Judge, Providence)
unambiguously derive from Judaism and came to America via Protestant
Christianity. The fourth name for God, ‘Lawgiver,’ could be considered Greek or
Roman as well as Hebraic. But Richard Hooker showed that long tradition had put
‘Lawgiver,’ too, in a Biblical context.”{10}

The fourth event was a national day of prayer. Only five months after the
Declaration, “the pinch and suffering of war and a poor harvest seriously
imperiled morale.” Congress set aside December 11, 1776 as a Day of Fasting and
Repentance.
The fifth event occurred when George Washington became commander of the
amateurs who became the Continental Army. He knew he had to prepare them for
the adversity to come. “To stand with swollen chests in a straight line, beneath
snapping flags, to the music of fife and drums is one thing; to hold your place
when the British musketballs roar toward you like a wall of blazing lead, and all
around you the flesh of screaming friends and brothers is shredded, is
another.”{11}
Washington knew there would be bitter winters and hot summers with no pay and
little food. Often the soldiers would have to frequently retreat rather than face
frontal combat from the enemy. He knew his only hope was to fashion a godly
corps whose faith was placed in the Creator not battlefield victories. So
Washington gave orders that each day begin with formal prayer, to be led by
officers of each unit. He also ordered that officers of every unit “to procure
Chaplains according to the decree of the Continental Congress.” Washington
knew that prayer and spiritual discipline were essential to his army’s success.
The sixth event occurred toward the end of the fighting season in late August,
1776. George Washington had assembled 12,000 local militiamen of the
Continental Army on Long Island. British Generals Howe, Clinton, Cornwallis, and
Percy along with the German Major General von Heister landed a royal
detachment twice as large to the rear of the Continental Army. The British took
up positions to march swiftly toward the East River to trap Washington’s entire
army and put an end to the American insurrection.
Seeing that they might lose everything, Washington put out a call for every
available vessel so that he might ferry his troops by cover of night back to

Manhattan. All night the men scoured for boats, marched in silence, and rowed.
But by dawn, only a fraction had made their escape. The Americans prepared for
the worst. As if in answer to their prayers, a heavy fog rolled in and lasted until
noon.
By the time the fog lifted, the entire Army escaped. Many gave thanks to God. And
Washington and many others considered it one of those “signal interventions” by
Divine Providence that saved the army and allowed the revolution to continue.
The seventh event was the establishment of Thanksgiving near the end of the
third year of the war. Congress had many reasons to express thanksgiving to God
and to seek His continued mercy and assistance. John Witherspoon was called
upon to draft a Thanksgiving Day recollection of those events. The Congress
urged the nation to “humbly approach the throne of Almighty God” to ask “that he
would establish the independence of these United States upon the basis of
religion and virtue.”
Following the wartime precedent of the Congress, Washington issued his first
Thanksgiving Day Proclamation shortly after becoming president in 1789. He
reminded the nation of God’s protection and provision in the Battle of Long Island
all the way to their victory at Yorktown. Years later Abraham Lincoln, after annual
presidential proclamations of Thanksgiving waned, reinstituted a national day of
Thanksgiving on November 26, 1863 and the tradition has continued ever since.

Conclusion
Michael Novak has provided Americans with a great service in documenting the
Christian influence in the founding of this country. This religious influence is the
second wing that tapped into the deepest energies of the human spirit and
propelled this nation forward through difficult times and great challenges.
It is also fitting that we remember these important religious concepts and their
influence on our nation. If we take seriously the words of George Washington in

his Farewell Address to the Nation, then our ignorance of our nation’s past may
yet be our destruction. That is why we must study our history and teach it
correctly to the next generation so we may keep the torch of freedom alive for
generations to come.
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