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In the aftermath of Presidents’ Day on Monday, I have been reflecting on the 

holiday and what it means for us today. Initially established in 1879 to celebrate the 
birthday of George Washington, the scope of the holiday officially expanded in 1968 to 
include Lincoln’s birthday and informally celebrates all US presidents. 

Like many of our national holidays, Presidents’ Day has turned out to be 
increasingly awkward to celebrate. These days, we tend to evaluate our elected leaders 
not only by the political effectiveness of their public conduct, but also by the moral 
worthiness of their private character. 

If you set up a graph, with effectiveness of public conduct on one axis and 
worthiness of private character on the other, you can plot the presidents. Jimmy Carter, 
for example, generally gets high marks for character and low marks for effectiveness. 
Bill Clinton turned out to be the reverse: relatively low marks for character and 
relatively high marks for effectiveness. Especially among recent presidents, Barack 
Obama probably ranks highest in both categories, and Donald Trump undoubtedly 
ranks lowest. 

But not everyone would agree with these rankings. Therein lies a paradox, which 
has to do with the role of religion in public life. Many religious people who should care 
most about the character of our political leaders seem not to care at all, and many 
nonreligious or indifferently-religious people care a great deal about character. 

In a recent meeting of the Council on Foreign Relations, Andrew Whitehead 
discussed Christian nationalism and its cultural and political impact on our public life. 
Whitehead teaches sociology at Indiana University and co-authored the new book 
Taking Back America for God: Christian Nationalism in the United States.  

Whitehead defines Christian nationalism as a cultural framework — a collection 
of “myths, traditions, symbols, narratives, and value systems that idealize and advocate 
for a fusion between Christianity with American civic life.” About 20% of Americans 
champion this fusion (Whitehead calls them ambassadors) and another 32% are 
passively comfortable with it (Whitehead calls them accommodators). Together, these 
two groups make up slightly more than half the population.  

For Christian nationalists, Whitehead says, the ends justify the means. How you 
get to a truly Christian nation doesn’t matter all that much, nor does the character of the 
political leaders who get us there. The cultural framework of Christian nationalism, 
Whitehead says, “includes assumptions of nativism, white supremacy, patriarchy, 
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authoritarianism, militarism, and it sanctifies and justifies violence in the service of 
what they deem the greater good or even God's plan.” 

This no-holds-barred approach is not new. Chris Hedges, a Pulitzer prize-
winning journalist and an ordained Presbyterian minister, tells of being a student at 
Harvard Divinity School in 1980. His ethics professor was Dr. James Luther Adams, the 
leading Unitarian theologian of the 20th Century. Adams, eighty years old at the time, 
told his students that by the time they were his age (in roughly the year 2025) they 
would be fighting what he called Christian fascists. Adams had listened to Pat Robertson 
and other prominent evangelists in the 1970’s speak of a new political religion. It would 
try to take control of all major American institutions and the U.S. government, so as to 
transform the United States into a global Christian Empire.  

At the time, such rhetoric seemed too outlandish to take seriously. Adams, 
however, had been in Germany in the mid-1930’s and had seen fascism up close. 
Fascism, Adams warned Hedges and his classmates, “would not return wearing brown 
shirts and swastikas. Its ideological inheritors would cloak themselves in the language of 
the Bible; they would come carrying crosses and chanting the Pledge of Allegiance.” 

In the unholy alliance between Trumpism and evangelical Christianity, we have 
seen Adams prediction come true – and even sooner than he thought. It is an alliance 
that is easy to see but hard to comprehend. How can so-called good Christians embrace 
such a reprehensible agenda promulgated by a president of such reprehensible 
character?  

The University of Chicago philosopher and legal scholar Martha Nussbaum has 
an answer. Human goodness, in her view, is not a force of nature like gravity or a 
durable good like a temple built of stone. Rather, she says, human goodness turns out to 
be always fragile and often fragmentary. Why? Because many human beings are, in her 
words, “lazy, self-preoccupied, racist, nationalist, or in other ways hate-filled and blind 
to the full humanity of others.”  

Especially now, it is easy to point fingers at those who most fully embody 
Nussbaum’s characterization, all the while feeling smugly satisfied that we do not. The 
primary political discipline of recent years has been to double down on the weaknesses 
of one’s political opponents, while doubling down on one’s own strengths. Political 
expediency has demanded this strategic approach. But the truth is that human goodness 
is fragile everywhere, both without and within, both in other people and in ourselves. 

We may not consider ourselves ambassadors for racist views and actions, but 
many of us have passively and willingly accommodated the institutions of white 
supremacy upon which our nation was built. We may not champion nationalism in the 
Christian sense, but we have certainly been willing to accommodate America’s 
disproportionate claim to the resources and products of our global economy. We may 
not be hate-filled, but we are often preoccupied with our own needs and concerns, and 
end up being indifferent to the full humanity of others who share our planet. 
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If the political discipline of recent years has been to double down on the 
shortcomings of others and focus on our own strengths, the spiritual discipline of today 
requires us to do the opposite. We need to double down on our own weaknesses and 
recognize the worthiness of our opponents’ need and desires. Human goodness is 
fragile, always and everywhere. While no one in the human family is wholly evil, 
although some may appear to come close, it is also true that none of us is wholly good. 

This does not mean that we should tolerate the intolerable — either in others or 
in ourselves. But it does mean we need to be careful of what we are willing to tolerate in 
ourselves that we are not willing to tolerate in others. 

For example, it has been easy for progressives to forgive ourselves for not paying 
attention to the economic and existential crisis of right-leaning people in the heartland, 
while not forgiving right-leaning people for ignoring the economic and existential crisis 
of immigrants, people of color, and other marginalized communities. Human goodness 
will always remain a tenuous and fragile presence in human life.  

When a society is constituted by people who tend to be preoccupied with 
themselves and blind to the needs of others, it is difficult to end up with a good society. 
The flawed nature of our public life as a nation ends up mirroring the flawed nature of 
our private lives as individuals. For this reason, Reinhold Niebuhr thought it was well-
nigh unto impossible to achieve a genuinely good society. 

The Missouri-born son of a German pastor, Niebuhr spent most of his career 
teaching religion and ethics at Union Theological Seminary. He was one of the most 
prominent public intellectuals in the U.S. from the 1930’s into the 1960’s. A pacifist in 
his early years, he became an advocate of U.S. intervention in World War II, and later a 
harsh critic of the Vietnam War. Chastened by the brutality of human nature, Niebuhr 
steadfastly rejected idealism in all its forms, especially the liberal view that human 
nature is essentially good. “I hold it to be the chief sin of liberalism,” he said, “that it has 
given selfish humanity an entirely too good opinion of itself.”  

Even so, Niebuhr believed that individuals could be capable of self-transcending 
virtue and self-disregarding compassion — but only individuals. When individuals 
gather themselves into nation states, the moral calculus changes. In his 1932 volume 
titled Moral Man and Immoral Society, Niebuhr insisted that nations can never 
overcome the lure of their own self-interest. “Individuals may strive to be moral,” he 
said, “but collectively human beings are compromised and prone to immorality, even 
evil.” 

This principle applies to all nations, even to America. For Niebuhr, the belief that 
America is a nation set apart, enjoying God’s favor at home and doing God’s work 
abroad, is a dangerous one.  Americans are not, as Niebuhr put it, tutors of humanity in 
its pilgrimage to perfection. In fact, we are more like our enemies that we wish to admit: 
“The evils against which we contend are frequently the fruits of illusions which are 
similar to our own,” he said.  
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In Niebuhr’s book titled The Irony of American History, he agrees that there is 
evil in the world, but he also says that there is evil in us – all of us. If we try to ignore the 
presence of the evil inside, the irony of our moral blindness can turn into tragedy. The 
final sentences of The Irony of American History describe such a specter. Writing after 
the end of the Second World War, Niebuhr concludes, “For if we should perish, the 
ruthlessness of the foe would be only the secondary cause of the disaster. The primary 
cause would be that the strength of a giant nation was directed by eyes too blind to see 
all the hazards of the struggle; and the blindness would be induced not by some accident 
of nature or history but by hatred and vainglory.” 

Before moral introspection can become a national endeavor, however, it must 
become a personal discipline. In one of the most famous passages in The Irony of 
American History, Niebuhr writes:  

 
Nothing worth doing is completed in our lifetime; therefore, we are saved by 
hope. Nothing true or beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate 
context of history; therefore, we are saved by faith. Nothing we do, however 
virtuous, can be accomplished alone; therefore, we are saved by love. No virtuous 
act is quite as virtuous from the standpoint of our friend or foe as from our own; 
therefore, we are saved by the final form of love which is forgiveness. 
 
The changes in our nation over the past few months indicate that we have been 

doing the political work that is necessary to reclaim our nation from the Christian 
nationalists. My concern this morning is that we also do the necessary spiritual work to 
safeguard ourselves and our nation from the danger of moral hypocrisy. In this 
endeavor, Niebuhr maps the road to our salvation. 

Because the spiritual formation of morally worthy citizens is a never-ending task, 
we need to be saved by hope. I prefer to think of hope in terms of optimism, which I 
describe as the power to do the work that is ours to do. We need to build institutions 
that will outlive us — strong religious institutions and strong civic institutions. Strong 
institutions will enable this necessary work to continue even when we ourselves are not 
able to do it. 

Because human goodness will always remain fragile, we need to be saved by faith. 
Our faith lies not in the probability that the arc of the universe will bend toward justice, 
but rather in the possibility that that it can. We have faith that goodness can yet emerge, 
even when we cannot see the evidence.  

Because we ourselves sometimes display the fragility of human goodness, we 
need to be saved by love. We need others to support us and encourage us — to pick us up 
when we stumble and guide us when we lose our way. Because we are prone to moral 
failure, we need to forgive others their moral failures as well. 

Does this mean that I need to forgive Donald Trump for the suffering he has 
caused and the damage he has done? In my view, forgiveness is more about the future 
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than it is about the past. It does not set aside another person’s moral culpability for their 
wrongdoing, nor does it diminish the consequences that remain. Rather, it shifts my 
mind and heart from a self-defeating focus on what others have done wrong in the past 
to a self-affirming focus on what I need to do right in the future. 

Each day of our lives marks a new beginning. Today is yet another opportunity to 
choose right and do good. We begin where we are, and we do what we can. We are 
prophets of possibility. 


