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Foreword

Edmund A. Opitz

There are three key sentences in Father Sirico’s finely
crafted essay; they constitute the theme of the book. They are:
“No civilization has survived or flourished without a religious
foundation. Nor have the great classical liberal thinkers neglect-
ed the spiritual dimension of man. From the writings of the late
Scholastics to eighteenth-century economists, they have always
discovered a linkage between faith and freedom.”

1 am honored and privileged to write an introduction to this
important work from the skilled pen of an admired friend. What
follows is merely a series of reflections inspired by my reading
of this slender volume.

The Pilgrims and Puritans who settled along the northeast
coast of this country during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries had sailed across the rugged Atlantic seeking a piece
of land where they might put their deepest religious convictions
into practice. They were called Dissenters or Separatists; they
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were estranged from the doctrines and practices of the govern-
ment church of the nation from which they fled. For their faith
they had suffered various hardships and some persecution.
Alexis de Tocqueville, writing of the men and women who
established Plymouth Colony observed: “. . . it was a purely
intellectual craving that exiled them from the comforts of their
former homes; and in facing the inevitable sufferings of exile
their object was the triumph of an idea.” That idea was con-
veyed by a motto that Thomas Jefferson used on his personal
seal: “Rebellion to tyrants is obedience to God.”

These early settlers were not peasants or serfs; they were
clergymen and teachers, farmers and men of business. Many
had degrees from Cambridge University. The late Samuel Eliot
Morison, a Harvard professor specializing in early Massa-
chusetts history, declared that there was a higher percentage of
Ph.D.s in the Puritan population in the 1640s than in any time
since, in this country!

The “idea” referred to by Tocqueville had been spreading
in England even before the Reformation; it bears directly upon
the English people having, for the first time, the Bible in their
own tongue. The idea of a new commonwealth, fired by reading
in the Old Testament of “the people of the covenant,” launched
in America what Tocqueville described as “a democracy more
perfect than antiquity had dared dream of.” John Cotton, who
has been rightly called the patriarch of New England, served as
minister of The First Church of Boston from 1633 until his
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death in 1653. Cotton Mather wrote that John Cotton “pro-
pounded to them an endeavor after a theocracy, as near as might
be, to that which was the glory of Israel, the ‘peculiar people.””
The Puritan regime, taken by itself, might seem to us a
pretty rigorous affair. But these people were in what might be
termed a fortress-under-siege situation. The first order of busi-
ness was survival under conditions more primitive than they had
experienced in England. Most survived, more people arrived
from abroad. They had an educated ministry in every town; they
were readers; they had regular news sheets and engaged in vig-
orous pamphleteering. All towns had a large measure of self-
government; they learned about self-government by practicing
it in local town meetings. And there were, in the pulpits of the
time, vigorous and articulate spokesmen for liberty. Here, for
instance, is Reverend Daniel Shute of the Second Parish in
Hingham, in 1759: “Life, Liberty, and Property are the gifts of
the Creator.” And again: “Mankind has no right voluntarily to
give up to others those natural privileges, essential to their hap-
piness, with which they are invested by the Lord of all; for the
improvement of these they are accountable to Him.” {I had the
privilege of serving in Dr. Shute’s pulpit two centuries later.)
The difficulties and dangers of travel in early New England
forced each village to generate its own resources. The Colonists
hunted and fished, grew their own food, and traded with the
Indians. Early on the Pilgrims practiced communal farming,

putting all crops into a common warehouse from which all
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shared. But if every member of a community gets an equal share
from unequal productivity it is inevitable that production will
slow down. This happened in Plymouth, and the rules were
changed. Under the new order each family worked its own plot
of land and worked harder knowing that what they produced
belonged to them, and would not be turned over to nonproduc-
ers or inefficient workers. As a result the general level of pros-
perity rose.

The local churches in New England shared the same creed
and were perforce independent of one another; there was no
ecclesiastical body to supervise them. A small group of ministers
met in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1648 and drew up a doc-
ument that came to be labeled The Cambridge Platform,
affirming that the exigencies of the New England situation at
the time dictated that each local church must take charge of its
own affairs. This polity was called “congregational,” and the
churches which practiced it were Congregational Churches.
This denomination played an important role in American histo-
1y, not only in New England but in other parts of the continent
as the West was settled.

The early settlers on these shores, whom we’ve discussed
briefly, did not improvise or invent the ideas they brought with
them. These people were the heirs of sixteen centuries of cul-
tural, intellectual, and spiritual development of one of the
world’s great civilizations: the culture called European

Civilization, or Christendom. There are several other great civ-
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ilizations, of course, and it is not to disparage them to say that
we are the heirs of Western Civilization, which is in some ways
unique. It is, in the first place, our civilization, and American
Civilization was launched from it as a base.

By the fourth quarter of the eighteenth century there were
thirteen colonies. The population was approximately 3,000,000.
They were a literate people, knowledgeable in history and apt to
quote from Cicero and other Romans; not fond of Plato with his
utopia and its “guardians.” They were industrious: farmers, mer-
chants, craftsmen, teachers, writers. Paraphrasing Sir Francis
Bacon, they acted on the premise that we work for two reasons:
for the glory of God, and for the improvement of Man’s estate.
A job was a calling, Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations came out in
two volumes in 1776 and hundreds of copies were sold in the
colonies. And no wonder; Smith gave his readers a rationale for
what they were already doing. And he was a free trader, which
the British were not; the British interfered with trade and treat-
ed the colonists as if their main purpose was to give King
George some extra income.

The nations of Europe had national churches operating
under government funding and control. The colonists had been
working toward the idea that churches should be free and inde-
pendent, and eventually—with the Constitution—the idea
became fact. Their way of life demonstrated that the town did
not need a government to tell the people what to do; the Bible
told them what to do, and what not to do. The Commandments
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forbade murder, theft, false witness, adultery: The Law is need-
ed to deter those who might wantonly kill a human being, and
to punish the culprit who has taken another’s life. Private prop-
erty is a sacred trust; the thief who steals what belongs to anoth-
er, or the arsonist who burns his home, deserves punishment.
False witness may be slander or libel; more importantly it is
breach of contract, which is to go back on one’s word. “Life,
Liberty, and Property” was the popular slogan.

These rules and others come to us in our Bible as the Ten
Commandments. And they are also graven into the very nature
of things in terms of the way this universe works; general obe-
dience to these Commandments is necessary if we are to have a
society, and some society is our natural environment. Only with-
in some society is the full potential of our nature realized.

Imagine a town with a population of 10,000. Two of its
inhabitants are dimwitted and spaced out from time to time.
They find life pretty dull. They watch lurid videos and read
weird magazines and decide to become satanists, just the two of
them. The town soon learns that it has a couple of “serial killers”
in its midst. The town panics after three bodies are found on
three successive days. The police are pressured to get tough;
gun shops are sold out; houses are double-bolted, alarm systems
installed; armed vigilante groups form spontaneously.
Suspicions are rife. The town has ceased being a civic organiza-
tion and turns into an armed camp—all because a tiny fraction

of one percent of its population has turned to murder. We have
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here a cause-and-effect sequence as convincing as a lab test: this
universe has a moral order as an integral part of its natural order,
simply awaiting discovery by wise men and seers, and its prac-
tice by the rest of us.

The moral order is the Natural Law, an important concept
rooted in Greek and Roman thought, and part of the intellectu-
al equipment of European thinkers until recent times. It was a
central element in the legal philosophy of our Founding
Fathers. It was also referred to as the Higher Law, and as such
is part of the title of Edwin Corwin’s important little book of
some sixty years ago, The “Higher Law” Background of
American Constitutional Theory. Positive Law, in contrast to the
Natural Law, is the kind of law enacted by legislators, or
decreed by commissions. The Natural Law is discovered; a pos-
itive law is good law if it accords with the Natural Law; bad law
if it runs counter to the Natural Law.

The Founding Fathers appealed to Natural Law argument
in their attacks on restrictive legislation that impaired their
rightful liberties. Jefferson declared that God had made the
mind of man free, implying that any interference with men’s
peaceable actions, or any subordination of one man to another
is bad law; it violates the fundamental intent of Nature and
Nature’s God.

Thus they conceived the idea of a separation of powers in
government—Executive, Legislative, and Judicial—plus a

retention of certain prerogatives in the several states. This was
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the purpose of the remarkable group of men who met to forge
an instrumentality of government in conformity with the
Natural Law, based on the widely held conviction that God is
the Author of Liberty. In short, our political liberties were not
born in a vacuum; they emerged among a people who believed
in their unique destiny under God-—the God whose nature,
works, and demands they gleaned from the Old and New
Testaments. The eighteenth-century New England clergymen
were learned men and often spoke along these lines. Many ser-
mons made their way into print and Liberty Press has favored us
with a mammoth one-volume collection of them. Such messages
contributed much to the mental climate of the time, which
Jefferson and his committee drew upon to compose the immor-
tal words that give our Declaration of Independence its endur-
ing influence.

The Declaration is the first of the documents upon which
this nation was founded, the others being the Articles of
Confederation, the Constitution, and the Northwest Ordinance.

Let’s examine the opening words of the Declaration: “We
hold these truths to be self-evident. . . .” The Declaration did
not say that “these truths are self-evident,” or that all men hold
them to be such. This is not true. Were it possible for us to
cross-examine the “We” who offered the Declaration, they
might explain that “We” are speaking, first, for those of us here
gathered; and second, for the generality of our fellows whom we

judge to share our view as determined by the clergy they
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admire, the pamphlets they write and circulate, the Committees
of Correspondence, and the documents emanating from the
legislators of the thirteen colonies. “We” are the end result of
long exposure to the Bible, which teaches us that we are creat-
ed beings and not the accidental end result of a chance
encounter of atoms; and that we belong on this planet, earth,
which was created to teach us what we need to know in order to
grow, train our characters, and become the mature men and
women we have it in us to be. God has given us reason and free
will, which we often misuse so as to cause a breach between
God and ourselves, and for our sins Christ died on the cross——
not just for some of us but for all of us. It is in this sense that “all
men are created equal,” male and female, master and bonds-
man. They are unequal and different in other respects, as com-
mon observation convinces us. Richard Rumbold, convicted in
England because of his beliefs, ascended the scaffold in 1685
and uttered these immortal words: “none comes into the world
with a saddle on his back: neither does one come booted and
spurred to ride him.” Jefferson quoted these words in one of his
letters; it's a fair surmise that they had an effect on his own
thinking and writing,

A group of extraordinary men assembled in Philadelphia
and gave us a Constitution. In 1789, after much debate, it was
accepted by the required number of states and the United
States of America took its place among the nations of the world.

While the Constitution was being debated and argued out,
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1787-1789, three very able public men who were also philoso-
phers—James Madison, John Jay, and Alexander Hamilton—
presented the case for adoption in the public press, 85 essays in
all. The essays were gathered in book form as The Federalist {or
sometimes The Federalist Papers}, which has long assumed its
place as a major work of political philosophy, certainly the finest
exposition of the nature and requirements of a republican form
of government. It is an indispensable treatise and rationale for
the governmental structures essential to equal freedom in a civ-
ilized social order, as envisioned by the men we refer to as the
Founding Fathers. My suspicion is that in today’s colleges few
political science majors are exposed to it.

The Declaration opens with a theological statement, assert-
ing that our rights are Creator-endowed. This plants the idea of
a political order rooted in the Transcendent, designed to maxi-
mize individual liberty in society, and incorporating the great
“Thou Shalt Nots” of the Ten Commandments. The citizens
were already earning their daily bread by working along free-
market economy lines even betore they discovered The Wealth
of Nations. Thus our threefold society: religious-moral; legal-
political; and economic-commercial. These three sectors inter-
act and mutually implicate one another, supporting one another
as well,

People tend to act out their beliefs, and our characters are
shaped by our deepest and most firmly held convictions. As we

believe, so will we become; and as we are so will our societies
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be. The religious, moral, and political convictions of our late
eighteenth-century forebears were not improvised on the spot;
they were supported by eighteen centuries of Western experi-
ence in religious, ethical, and political matters. History has its
ups and downs, its gigantic swings, and some historians find
major changes about every five hundred years from the begin-
ning of the Christian era. The modern age might find its pivotal
point at the time of the Renaissance, Reformation, and Counter
Reformation. Christendom was sharply divided; minor sects
proliferated. It was a time of exploration; the West came to real-
ize that there were other civilizations, far more ancient than
Christendom, with religions of their own, including sacred
scriptures. A few Western philosophers began to realize that
there is no reason why the God they believed in, the God of the
Bible, should limit his attention to one narrow part of the world,
and a relative newcomer at that, on the world scene. Well, we
do have something to learn from Islam, Buddhism, and
Hinduism, as well as from Taoism and Confucianism. And they
have a lot to learn from us. But that’s another story.

Most of us do not create the ideas and assumptions which
guide our everyday actions; we borrow from thinkers of the past
whose names we may not know. Joseph Wood Krutch taught at
Columbia University and was a well-known drama critic with
the mind of a philosopher. Here’s his thumbnail description of
how the modern mind was formed, the assumptions we habitu-

ally act upon: “The fundamental answers which we have on the



