God in Our Nation’s Capital

U.S. Capitol Building

In our minds, lets take a walking tour through Americas
capital city, Washington, DC. What we will be seeing in our
minds eye comes from the book Rediscovering God in America:
Reflections on the Role of Faith in Our Nations History and
Future.{1} As we consider what religious symbols are found in
the buildings and monuments, I think we will gain a fresh
appreciation for the role of religion in the public square.

We will begin with the U.S. Capitol Building. No other
building in Washington defines the skyline like this one does.
It has been the place of formal inaugurations as well as
informal and spontaneous events, such as when two hundred
members of Congress gathered on the steps on September 12,
2001, to sing God Bless America.

President George Washington laid the cornerstone for the
Capitol in 1793. When the north wing was finished in 1800,
Congress was able to move in. Construction began again in 1803
under the direction of Benjamin Latrobe. The British invasion
of Washington in 1812 resulted in the partial destruction of
the Capitol. In 1818, Charles Bulfinch oversaw the completion
of the north and south wings (including a chamber for the
Supreme Court).{2}

Unfortunately, the original design failed to consider that
additional states would enter the union, and these additional
representatives were crowding the Capitol. President Millard
Fillmore chose Thomas Walter to continue the Capitols
construction and rehabilitation. Construction halted during
the first part of the Civil War, and it wasnt until 1866 that
the canopy fresco in the Rotunda was completed.

The religious imagery in the Rotunda is significant. Eight
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different historical paintings are on display. The first 1is
the painting The Landing of Columbus that depicts the arrival
on the shores of America. Second is The Embarkation of the
Pilgrims that shows the Pilgrims observing a day of prayer and
fasting led by William Brewster.

Third is the painting Discovery of the Mississippi by DeSoto.
Next to DeSoto is a monk who prays as a crucifix is placed in
the ground. Finally, there 1is the painting Baptism of
Pocahontas.

Throughout the Capitol Building, there are references to God
and faith. In the Cox Corridor a line from America the
Beautiful is carved in the wall: America! God shed His grace
on thee, and crown thy good with brotherhood, from sea to
shining sea!{3}

In the House chamber is the inscription, In God We Trust. Also
in the House chamber, above the Gallery door, stands a marble
relief of Moses, the greatest of the twenty-three law-givers
(and the only one full-faced). At the east entrance to the
Senate chamber are the words Annuit Coeptis which is Latin for
God has favored our undertakings. The words In God We Trust
are also written over the southern entrance.

In the Capitols Chapel is a stained glass window depicting
George Washington in prayer under the inscription In God We
Trust. Also, a prayer is inscribed in the window which says,
Preserve me, God, for in Thee do I put my trust.{4}

The Washington Monument

The tallest monument in Washington, DC, is the Washington
Monument. From the base of the monument to its aluminum
capstone are numerous references to God. This is fitting since
George Washington was a religious man. When he took the oath
of office on April 30, 1789, he asked that the Bible be opened
to Deuteronomy 28. After the oath, Washington added, So help



me God and bent forward and kissed the Bible before him.{5}

Construction of the Washington Monument began in 1848, but by
1854 the Washington National Monument Society was out of money
and construction stopped for many years. Mark Twain said it
had the forlorn appearance of a hollow, oversized chimney. In
1876, Congress appropriated money for the completion of the
monument which took place in 1884. In a ceremony on December
6, the aluminum capstone was placed atop the monument. The
east side of the capstone has the Latin phrase Laus Deo, which
means Praise be to God.

The cornerstone of the Washington Monument includes a Holy
Bible, which was a gift from the Bible Society. Along with it
are copies of the Declaration of Independence and the U.S.
Constitution.

If you walk inside the monument you will see a memorial plaque
from the Free Press Methodist-Episcopal Church. On the twelfth
landing you will see a prayer offered by the city of
Baltimore. On the twentieth landing you will see a memorial
offered by Chinese Christians. There is also a presentation
made by Sunday school children from New York and Philadelphia
on the twenty-fourth landing.

The monument is full of carved tribute blocks that say:
Holiness to the Lord; Search the Scriptures; The memory of the
just is blessed; May Heaven to this wunion continue its
beneficence; In God We Trust; and Train up a child in the way
he should go, and when he is old, he will not depart from it.

So what was George Washingtons faith? Historians have long
debated the extent of his faith. But Michael Novak points out
that Washingtons own step-granddaughter, Nelly Custis, thought
his words and actions were so plain and obvious that she could
not understand how anybody failed to see that he had always
lived as a serious Christian.{6}

During the first meeting of the Continental Congress 1in



September 1774, George Washington prayed alongside the other
delegates. And they recited Psalm 35 together as patriots.

George Washington also proclaimed the first national day of
thanksgiving in the United States. In 1795 he said, When we
review the calamities which afflict so many other nations, the
present condition of the United States affords much matter of
consolation and satisfaction. He therefore called for a day of
public thanksgiving and prayer. He said, In such a state of
things it is in an especial manner our duty as people, with
devout reverence and affectionate gratitude, to acknowledge
our many and great obligations to Almighty God and implore Him
to continue and confirm the blessings we experience.{7}

The Lincoln Memorial

The idea of a memorial to the sixteenth president had been
discussed almost within days after his assassination, but lack
of finances proved to be a major factor. Finally, Congress
allocated funds for it during the Taft administration.
Architect Henry Bacon wanted to model it after the Greek
Parthenon, and work on it was completed in 1922.

Bacon chose the Greek Doric columns in part to symbolize
Lincolns fight to preserve democracy during the Civil War.{8}
The thirty-six columns represented the thirty-six states that
made up the Union at the time of Lincolns death.

Daniel Chester French sculpted the statue of Abraham Lincoln
to show his compassionate nature and his resolve in preserving
the Union. One of Lincolns hands is tightly clenched (to show
his determination) while the other hand is open and relaxed
(to show his compassion).

Lincolns speeches are displayed within the memorial. On the
left side is the Gettysburg Address (only 267 words long). He
said, We here highly resolved that these dead shall not have
died in vain, that this nation, under God, shall have a new



birth of freedom.

On the right side is Lincolns second inaugural address (only
703 words long). It mentions God fourteen times and quotes the
Bible twice. He reflected on the fact that the Civil War was
not controlled by man, but by God. He noted that each side
looked for an easier triumph, and a result less fundamental
and astounding. Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same
God; and each invokes his aid against the other.

He concludes with a lament over the destruction caused by the
Civil War, and appeals to charity in healing the wounds of the
war. With malice toward none, with charity for all, with
firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us
strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nations
wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and
for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and
cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all
nations.

It is fitting that one hundred years after Lincolns second
inaugural, his memorial was the place where Reverend Martin
Luther King, Jr. delivered his most famous speech, I have a
dream. An inscription was added to the memorial in 2003 that
was based upon Isaiah 40:4-5: I have a dream that one day
every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and mountain
shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and
the crooked places will be made straight and the glory of the
Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together.

At a White House dinner during the war, a clergyman gave the
benediction and closed with the statement that The Lord is on
the Unions side. Abraham Lincoln responded: I am not at all
concerned about that, for I know that the Lord is always on
the side of the right. But it is my constant anxiety and
prayer that I and this nation should be on the Lords side.{9}



The Jefferson Memorial

Thomas Jefferson was Americas third president and the drafter
of the Declaration of Independence, so it is surprising that a
memorial to him was not built earlier than it was. In 1934,
Franklin Delano Roosevelt persuaded Congress to establish a
memorial commission to honor Jefferson. After some study the
commission decided to honor Pierre LEnfants original plan,
which called for the placement of five different memorials
that would be aligned in a cross-like manner.{10}

The architect of the memorial proposed a Pantheon-like
structure that was modeled after Jeffersons own home which
incorporated the Roman architecture that Jefferson admired.
The original design was modified, and the memorial was
officially dedicated in 1943.

When you enter the Jefferson Memorial you will find many
references to God. A quote that runs around the interior dome
says, I have sworn upon the altar of God, eternal hostility
against every form of tyranny over the minds of man.

On the first panel, you will see the famous passage from the
Declaration of Independence: We hold these truths to be self-
evident: That all men are created equal, that they are endowed
by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among
these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

On the second panel is an excerpt from A Bill for Establishing
Religious Freedom, 1777. It was passed by the Virginia
Assembly in 1786. It reads: Almighty God hath created the mind
free. . . . All attempts to influence it by temporal
punishments or burdens . . . are a departure from the plan of
the Holy Author of our religion. . . . No man shall be
compelled to frequent or support any religious worship or
ministry or shall otherwise suffer on account of his religious
opinions of belief, but all men shall be free to profess, and
by argument to maintain, their opinions in matters of



religion. I know but one code of morality for men whether
acting singly or collectively.

The third panel is taken from Jeffersons 1785 Notes on the
State of Virginia. It reads: God who gave us life gave us
liberty. Can the liberties of a nation be secure when we have
removed a conviction that these liberties are the gift of God?
Indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God 1is
just, that His justice cannot sleep forever. Commerce between
master and slave 1is despotism. Nothing 1is more certainly
written in the book of fate than that these people are to be
free.

The Supreme Court

Of the three branches of government, the Supreme Court was the
last to get its own building. In fact, it met in the Capitol
building for over a hundred years. During that time, it met in
many different rooms of the capitol until it finally settled
in the 0ld Senate Chamber in 1860.

Supreme Court Justice William Howard Taft (who also had served
as president) persuaded Congress to authorize funds for the
Supreme Court building. It was modeled after Greek and Roman
architecture in the familiar Corinthian style and dedicated in
1935.

It is ironic that the Supreme Court has often issued opinions
which have stripped religious displays from the public square
when these opinions have been read in a building with many
religious displays. And it is ironic that public expressions
of faith have been limited when all sessions of the court
begin with the Courts Marshal announcing: God save the United
States and this honorable court.

In a number of cases, the Supreme Court has declared the
posting of the Ten Commandments unconstitutional (in public
school classrooms and in a local courthouse in Kentucky). But



this same Supreme Court has a number of places in its building
where there are images of Moses with the Ten Commandments.
These can be found at the center of the sculpture over the
east portico of the Supreme Court building, inside the actual
courtroom, and finally, engraved over the chair of the Chief
Justice, and on the bronze doors of the Supreme Court

itself.{11}

Nevertheless, the Supreme Court has often ruled against the
very kind of religious expression that can be found in the
building that houses the court. Former Speaker of the House
Newt Gingrich says in his book Rediscovering God in America,
that we see a systematic effort . . . to purge all religious
expression from American public life. He goes on to say that
for the last fifty years the Supreme Court has become a
permanent constitutional convention in which the whims of five
appointed lawyers have rewritten the meaning of the
Constitution. Under this new, all-powerful model of the Court,
and by extension the trail-breaking Ninth Circuit Court, the
Constitution and the law can be redefined by federal judges
unchecked by the other two coequal branches of government.{12}

This is the state of affairs we find in the twenty-first
century. If five justices believe that prayer at a public
school graduation 1is wunconstitutional, then it 1is
unconstitutional. If five justices believe that posting the
Ten Commandments is unconstitutional, it is unconstitutional.

If the trend continues, one wonders if one day they may rule
that religious expression on public monuments 1is
unconstitutional. If that takes place, then you might want to
invest in sandblasting companies in the Washington, DC, area.
There are lots of buildings and monuments with words about
God, faith, and religion. It would take a long time to erase
all of these words from public view.

The next time you are in our nations capital, make sure you
take a walking tour of the buildings and monuments. They



testify to a belief in God and a dynamic faith that today is
often under attack from the courts and the culture.
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The Decline of a Nation -
History and Christian Values

Kerby Anderson considers factors which may lead to the decline
of this nation’s position as the only world super-power. He
points out the relationship between moral and spiritual
decline and the decline of society in general. We need to
return to godly principles if we are to avoid a descent into
irrelevance and depravity.

This article is also available in Spanish.
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Doomsayers for many years have been predicting the decline and
fall of this country. And while many of these short-term
predictions have proved inaccurate, there is some truth to the
prevailing belief that this nation will fall like every great
nation before it. Apart from revival and reformation, this
nation is destined to decline.

The problem with many of these doomsayers is that while their
prognosis is right, their diagnosis is wrong. Yes, the future
is bleak. But our problem is not ultimately political,
economic, or social, as these doomsayers would have us
believe. The decline of this nation (just as the decline of
every other nation) is due to spiritual factors. The
political, economic, and social problems we encounter are the
symptoms of the spiritual deterioration of a nation.

Just as there are spiritual principles that influence the life
of an individual, so there are political-spiritual principles
that govern the life of a nation. And though we may feel that
these are obscure and difficult to discern, in reality they
are visible to anyone willing to look at the record of
history.

OQur problem is that we don’t really learn from history. George
Santayana said that “those who forget the past are condemned
to repeat it.” The philosopher Hegel said, “What experience
and history teach us is this: that people and government never
have learned anything from history or acted on principles
deduced from it.” Or as Winston Churchill said, “The one thing
we have learned from history is that we don’t learn from
history.”

The refrains that are often heard are: “It can’t happen here,”
or “Our country is different.” But the reality is that nations
are born and die just like individuals. Their longevity may
exceed the average person’s lifespan. But the reality is that
nations also die.



History has shown that the average age of the great
civilizations 1is around two hundred years. Countries like
Great Britain exceed the average while other countries like
the United States are just now reaching the average age.

Each of the great civilizations in the world passed through a
series of stages from their birth to their decline to their
death. Historians have listed these in ten stages.

The first stage moves from bondage to spiritual faith. The
second from spiritual faith to great courage. The third stage
moves from great courage to liberty. The fourth stage moves
from liberty to abundance. The fifth stage moves from
abundance to selfishness. The sixth stage moves from
selfishness to complacency. The seventh stage moves from
complacency to apathy. The eighth stage moves from apathy to
moral decay. The ninth stage moves from moral decay to
dependence. And the tenth and last stage moves from dependence
to bondage.

These are the ten stages through which the great civilizations
have gone. Notice the progression from bondage to liberty back
to bondage. The first generation throws off the shackles of
bondage only to have a later generation through apathy and
indifference allow itself to once again be enslaved.

This is the direction this and every other country is headed.
The book of Judges shows that the nation of Israel passed
through these same stages. And this country will do the same
unless revival and reformation break out and reverse the
inexorable decline of this nation.

The Cycle of Nations

In his book The End of Christendom, Malcolm Muggeridge makes
this powerful observation. He says:

I conclude that civilizations, like every other human
creation, wax and wane. By the nature of the case there can



never be a lasting civilization anymore than there can be a
lasting spring or lasting happiness in an individual life or
a lasting stability in a society. It’'s in the nature of man
and of all that he constructs to perish, and it must ever be
so. The world is full of the debris of past civilizations
and others are known to have existed which have not left any
debris behind them but have just disappeared.

He goes on to say that

.whatever their ideology may be, from the Garden of Eden
onwards such dreams of lasting felicity have cropped up and
no doubt always will. But the realization is impossible for
the simple reason that a fallen creature like man though
capable of conceiving perfection and aspiring after it, 1is
in himself and in his works forever imperfect. Thus he is
fated to exist in the no man’s land between the perfection
he can conceive and the imperfection that characterizes his
own nature and everything he does.

Nations rise and nations fall. Every nation has followed this
progression from bondage to bondage. The nations of this
century will be no different. But let us not accept the
Marxist notion that these are fixed and intractable laws of
history. Christians can point to unusual times when revival
has redirected the inexorable decline of a civilization. In
the 0ld Testament, Jonah saw revival postpone God’s judgment
of Nineveh. In the sixteenth century, Martin Luther and John
Calvin saw a Protestant Reformation transform Europe. And even
in the history of the United States the First and Second Great
Awakenings changed individuals and our society.

But apart from God’s intervention, nations will decline and
eventually pass off the scene. Much of the 0ld Testament
records the history of the nation of Israel. It passed through
these same stages and so will every country in the world.

As Christians we must recognize that nations will rise and



fall just as individuals will be born and die. OQOur
civilization will not last indefinitely, but will eventually
pass off the scene. Only God’'s Word endures forever. We should
not put our trust in the things of this world for they are
destined for destruction. Instead, we should put our faith in
God and His word.

The Decline of the Family

Nations most often fall from within, and this fall is usually
due to a decline in the moral and spiritual values in the
family. As families go, so goes a nation.

This has been the main premise of thinkers from British
historian J. D. Unwin to Russian sociologist Pitirim Sorokin
who have studied civilizations that have collapsed. In his
book Our Dance Has Turned to Death, Carl Wilson identifies the
common pattern of family decline in ancient Greece and the
Roman Empire. Notice how these seven stages parallel what 1is
happening in our nation today. In the first stage, men ceased
to lead their families in worship. Spiritual and moral
development became secondary. Their view of God became
naturalistic, mathematical, and mechanical.

In the second stage, men selfishly neglected care of their
wives and children to pursue material wealth, political and
military power, and cultural development. Material values
began to dominate thought, and the man began to exalt his own
role as an individual. The third stage involved a change in
men’'s sexual values. Men who were preoccupied with business or
war either neglected their wives sexually or became involved
with lower-class women or with homosexuality. Ultimately, a
double standard of morality developed. The fourth stage
affected women. The role of women at home and with children
lost value and status. Women were neglected and their roles
devalued. Soon they revolted to gain access to material wealth
and also freedom for sex outside marriage. Women also began to
minimize having sex relations to conceive children, and the



emphasis became sex for pleasure. Marriage laws were changed
to make divorce easy.

In the fifth stage, husbands and wives competed against each
other for money, home leadership, and the affection of their
children. This resulted in hostility and frustration and
possible homosexuality in the children. Many marriages ended
in separation and divorce.

Many children were unwanted, aborted, abandoned, molested, and
undisciplined. The more undisciplined children became, the
more social pressure there was not to have children. The
breakdown of the home produced anarchy.

In the sixth stage, selfish individualism grew and carried
over into society, fragmenting it into smaller and smaller
group loyalties. The nation was thus weakened by internal
conflict. The decrease in the birthrate produced an older
population that had less ability to defend itself and less
will to do so, making the nation more vulnerable to its
enemies.

Finally, unbelief in God became more complete, parental
authority diminished, and ethical and moral principles
disappeared, affecting the economy and government. Thus, by
internal weakness and fragmentation the societies came apart.
There was no way to save them except by a dictator who arose
from within or by barbarians who invaded from without.

Although this is an ancient pattern of decline found in Greece
and Rome, it is relevant today. Families are the foundation of
a nation. When the family crumbles, the nation falls because
nations are built upon family units. They are the true driving
social force. A nation will not be strong unless the family is
strong. That was true in the ancient world and it 1is true
today.

Social commentator Michael Novak, writing on the importance of
the family, said:



One unforgettable law has been learned through all the
disasters and injustices of the last thousand years: If
things go well with the family, life is worth living; when
the family falters, life falls apart.

The Decline of Values

There are many factors in the decline of a nation. Certainly a
major one is the breakdown of the family. But another potent
but less perceptible force is the power of ideas.

False ideas are bringing about the decline of western culture.
Carl F. H. Henry, in his book Twilight of a Great
Civilization, says:

There is a new barbarism. This barbarism has embraced a new
pagan mentality . . . not simply rejecting the legacy of the
West, but embracing a new pagan mentality where there is no
fixed truth.

Today we live in a world where biblical absolutes are ignored,
and unless we return to these biblical truths, our nation will
continue to decline.

To understand how we have arrived at this appalling situation,
we need to go back a century and look at the influence of five
intellectual leaders who still profoundly affect the modern
world. The first person is Charles Darwin (1809-1882). In 1859
he published The Origin of Species and later published The
Descent of Man. His writings blurred the distinction between
humans and animals since he taught that we are merely part of
an evolutionary progression from lower forms of Llife.
Darwinism, as it came to be called, not only affected the
field of biology, but became the foundation for the fields of
anthropology, sociology, and psychology.

The second person is Karl Marx (1818-1883). He and Friedrich
Engels published the Communist Manifesto around 1850, and Marx
devoted his life to writing about the demise of capitalism and



coming of communism. He understood the importance of ideas.
Marx once wrote: “Give me twenty-six lead soldiers and I will
conquer the world.” (So did Benjamin Franklin.) The twenty-six
lead soldiers are the keys on a typewriter. The pervasive
influence of communism in the world today is testimony to the
truthfulness of his statement.

The third person is Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918). Although he
may not be as well known as the other two men mentioned, his
influence was just as profound. He was a German Bible scholar
whose theory on the dating of the Pentateuch completely
transformed Old Testament studies.

Wellhausen argued that the early books of the Bible were not
put together by Moses but were gathered together many
centuries later by several different men called redactors who
wove various strands together. He and his disciples
established an anti-supernatural approach to the scriptures
which is influential in most denominational seminaries today.

The fourth person is Sigmund Freud (1856-1939). He merely took
the logical implications of what Darwin was doing in biology
and applied them to what today is known as psychology and
psychiatry. Freud argued that humans are basically autonomous
and therefore do not need to know God. Instead, we need to
know and understand ourselves since our problems stem from
those secret things that have evolved in our lives from our
past.

A fifth person is John Dewey (1859-1952). He is the founder of
modern education and published his first work, The School and
Society, in 1899. John Dewey was also one of the co-signers of
the Humanist Manifesto in 1933.

Dewey, like Darwin and Freud, believed that humans are
autonomous. They don’t need to have an authority above them
but can evolve their our own system of education. Thus the
very foundation of modern education is anti-supernatural.



Ideas have consequences, and false ideas can bring down a
nation. The theories of these five men are having devastating
consequences in our nation and world. Unless we return to
biblical absolutes, our nation will continue its decline.

Spiritual Decline

The decline and fall of nations 1is usually due to internal
factors rather than external threats. Even though some may
have fallen to barbarians, their demise ultimately came
because of moral and spiritual weakness which manifested
itself as military weakness. Historians have listed the stages
in the decline of a nation. These should not be too surprising
to any student of the 0ld Testament. The stages of decline
parallel the stages through which the nation of Israel passed.

But neither should they surprise a student of the New
Testament. In the opening chapter of the Apostle Paul’s letter
to the church in Rome, he traces a similar progression. In
fact, Romans 1 shows the decline of a civilization from a
societal perspective. Looking at the Hellenistic world of his
time, he reflects on the progression of sin in a nation.

The first stage is when people turn from God to idolatry.
Although God has revealed Himself in nature to all men so that
they are without excuse, they nevertheless worship the
creation instead of the Creator. This is idolatry. In the
past, this took the form of actual idol worship. In our day,
it takes the form of the worship of money or the worship of
self. In either case, it 1is idolatry. A further example of
this is a general lack of thankfulness. Although they have
been prospered by God, they are ungrateful. And when they are
no longer looking to God for wisdom and guidance, they become
vain and futile and empty in their imaginations. They no
longer honor God, so their foolish hearts become darkened. In
professing to be wise, they have become fools.

The second stage is when men and women exchange their natural



use of sex for unnatural uses. Here the Apostle Paul says
those four sobering words, “God gave them over.” In a society
where lust- driven sensuality and sexual perversion dominate,
God gives them over to their degrading passions and unnatural
desires. The third stage 1is anarchy. Once a society has
rejected God’s revelation, it is on its own. Moral and social
anarchy is the natural result. At this point God has given the
sinners over to a depraved mind and so they do things which
are not proper. This results in a society which is without
understanding, untrustworthy, unloving, and unmerciful.

The final stage is judgment. God’s judgment rightly falls upon
those who practice idolatry and immorality. Certainly an
eternal judgment awaits those who are guilty, but a social
judgment occurs when God gives a nation over to its sinful
practices.

Notice that this progression is not unique to the Hellenistic
world the Apostle Paul was living in. The progression from
idolatry to sexual perversion to anarchy to judgment is found
throughout history.

In the times of Noah and Lot, there was the idolatry of greed,
there was sexual perversion and promiscuity, there was anarchy
and violence, and finally there was judgment. Throughout the
history of the nation of Israel there was idolatry, sexual
perversion, anarchy (in which each person did what was right
in his own eyes), and finally judgment.

This progression happened throughout the Bible and to Greece,
to Persia, to Babylon, and to Rome. And if it happened to
these nations, then it can happen today.Unless we return to
God’'s principles, decline and destruction are inevitable.
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