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Abraham Lincoln’s Theological Legacy

Today is Abraham Lincoln’s two hundred third birthday.  Carl Sandburg once told  a joint session of the Congress,  “Millions there are who take him as a personal treasure.  He had something they would like to see spread everywhere over the earth.”  Part of the “something” Lincoln had was a theological profundity that may be unmatched in American history.  It was, I think, one the keys to his greatness.


It is strange to think of Abraham Lincoln as theologically deep.  He was never a member of a church.  Some of his early biographers called him an “infidel.”  He passed through long periods of doubt.  And in October 1863, not long before his death, he wrote, “I have often wished that I was a more devout man than I am.”


It is impossible to exaggerate the cultural poverty of Lincoln’s boyhood years in the Kentucky forest.  His total schooling was less than one year.  But he had access to a few books, great books.  One of them was the Bible.


His parents attended the Pigeon Creek Baptist Church.  Young Abe was repulsed by frontier preaching.  On Monday mornings, he would mount a stump, and mimic the hellfire and brimstone sermon he had heard the day before.


During his 1846 campaign for Congress, the young Springfield, Illinois lawyer attended a revival.  The evangelist asked everyone who wanted to go to heaven to stand up.  Everyone did, except Lincoln.  The evangelist called for all to rise who wanted to go to hell.  Lincoln remained seated.  “I’m grieved,” said the preacher, “to see Abe Lincoln unmoved by these appeals. If he doesn’t want to go to heaven and doesn’t want to escape hell, where does he want to go?”  Lincoln slowly got up and said, “I’m going to Congress.”  His humor backfired.  Later in the campaign, he was accused of being “an open enemy of the Christian religion.”
* * * *


For many the path to faith leads through sorrow.  This was true for Lincoln.  His sorrow was both public and private.  It was private grief that changed him from a light-hearted agnostic to a serious believer.

In 1850, his and Mary’s three-year old son Eddie died, after two months of sickness.  Dr. James Smith, the well-educated Scottish pastor of Springfield’s First Presbyterian Church, preached the funeral sermon.  It was the first time Lincoln had encountered a minister who could meet him on his intellectual level.  They became friends.  He began to attend church.  And Lincoln wrote, “I am now convinced of the truth of the Christian religion.”

So it was not the same man who headed to Washington to be President as the one who went to Congress fourteen years before.  Not only was Lincoln changed.  So were the times.  The nation was coming apart.  Six states had seceded already.  More were threatening to go.  War was on the horizon.  And before he got on the train to leave Springfield, the President-elect said:

I now leave not knowing when, or whether ever, I may return, with a task

before me  greater than that which rested upon Washington…  Trusting in Him

who can go  with me, and remain with you  and be  everywhere  for good,

let us confidently hope  that all will be well.  To His care commending you, 

as I hope in your prayers  you will commend me,  I bid you affectionate farewell.
As a newly-convinced Christian, Lincoln set a new style in national life.  He spoke openly about the nation’s dependence on Divine Providence.


He established the first national day of Thanksgiving.  The phrase “In God we trust” was introduced, and not about money!  And in the Gettysburg Address,  his manuscript  read,  “that this nation shall have a new birth of freedom,”  but when he delivered it  Lincoln spontaneously added a phrase,  because the newspaper version  has it,  “that this nation  under God  shall have a new birth.”  These convictions helped to sustain not only the President, but the nation as well.
* * * *


There was more private sorrow to come, but Lincoln’s public sorrow was no less excruciating.  No sooner was he inaugurated than the batteries of Charleston fired on Fort Sumter.  The nation was at war – with itself – a long bloody conflict, which the President had to conduct, even as he was in anguish over it.  


But out of the anguish came greatness.  A Quaker delegation visited Lincoln in sympathy and prayer for his great burden.  And the President responded:

We are indeed going through a great trial, a fiery trial.  In the very

responsible position in which I happen to be placed…  I have desired

that all my works may be according to the will of [our Heavenly Father]. 

And that it might be so, I have sought His aid.  But if, after endeavoring

to do my best  in the light which He affords me,  I find my efforts fail, I

must believe that  for some purpose unknown to me,  He wills it otherwise.

He went on:

If I had my way, this war would never have commenced… [or it] would

have ended before this,  but we find it still continues,  and we must believe

that [God] permits it  for some wise purpose of His own,  mysterious and

unknown to us;  and though with our  limited understandings  we may not

be able to comprehend it,  yet  we cannot but believe  that He who made the

world still governs it.


One night, friends found Lincoln sitting by the fireplace, his elbows on his knees and his face in his hands.  They came back the following morning to find him still in the same posture.  And they overheard him saying over and over, “O God, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me.”  Many nights Lincoln would lie awake on a sofa in the Executive Office with disastrous news of the war by his side.

Then,  in early 1862,  his favorite child  eleven-year old Willie  died.  His personal grief was intensified by the constant sense of national tragedy.  His nurse feared that he would lose his mind.  Perhaps Mary did.  Each successive Tuesday after Willie’s death, Lincoln would brood for hours.  His depression seemed absolute.


But by mid-summer there was a new spirit in him, marked by a confidence from which he never again wavered.  Once again, a minister helped him.  This time it was Phineas Gurley, pastor of the New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, across the street from the White House.  Gurley admonished Lincoln that the nation needed him.  “Out of this period of intolerable confusion,” a biographer wrote, “a gigantic figure at last emerged.”


This Lincoln was the one who in July didn’t consult, but instead informed his cabinet of his plan of emancipation.  He was convinced it was the will of God.  He replaced his commanding general, and the tide of the war turned.  And it was this Lincoln – his matured theology having emerged from the crucible of his and Mary’s and the nation’s anguish – who wrote  the Meditation on the Divine Will, the Gettysburg Address,  and the Second Inaugural Address.

* * * *


Now probably there is no one so dangerous as a chief of state convinced  that he is doing  the will  of God.  That terrible mixture – of religious certainty and military might – has led to the worst fanaticism, imperialism, and slaughter in human history.    


But thank God Abraham Lincoln was such a good theologian.  He recognized that sincere intention to do God’s will does not guarantee that what we do sincerely is the will of God.  And he realized that identifying our adversaries as God’s enemies is a sure path to self-deception and malevolence.  Lincoln believed that God is sovereign, and not our flawed and expedient conceptions of God.

Listen to the profound way he expressed this truth in his Second Inaugural Address, which was delivered while the war was still going on:

Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each evokes His

aid against the other…  The prayers of both could not be answered; that of

neither has been answered fully.  The Almighty has His own purposes.

“Human humility under God’s sovereignty” is the way I would summarize Abraham Lincoln’s great theological contribution.  That belief meant not taking himself too seriously.  A visitor to the White House once shouted, “Mr. President, I’m from up in New York state where we believe that God Almighty and Abraham Lincoln  are going to save the country!”  To which the President replied, “My friend, you’re half right.”


Human humility under God’s sovereignty meant that Lincoln could concentrate on binding up the nation’s wounds, because he did not feel compelled to punish the enemy.  The YMCA appointed a committee to go to the President to protest his appointment of a non-fundamentalist minister as an army chaplain.  “He doesn’t believe in eternal punishment,” they told the President.  “He believes that even the rebels themselves will finally be saved.”  Lincoln was silent for a moment, and then responded,  “If that be so, gentlemen,  and there be  any way under heaven whereby the rebels can be saved,  then let the man be appointed.”


And human humility under God’s sovereignty means that the temptation to deify our own particular cause – our own viewpoint – needs to be resisted.  It reminds me of something David Brooks wrote recently about our present political impasse, brought on, he said, by a culture that “encourages people to think… that they and they alone possess  direct access to the truth.”  Instead of angrily insisting that our side is always right, Brooks wrote, how about “a return to modesty.”  

A clergyman approached Abraham Lincoln during the early war period, and said with great solemnity, “Let us have faith, Mr. President, that the Lord is on our side in this great struggle.”  Lincoln replied, “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  may be  on  the Lord’s  side.”  
- with thanks to Elton Trueblood and Ronald C. White
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