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“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 nation’s 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.”

Closing paragraph of Abraham Lincoln’s 2nd Inaugural Address, March 4th, 1865

In February 1860, at Cooper’s Union in New York, presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln concluded his notable speech about slavery and the right of the federal government to restrict expansion of slavery into the Federal Territories, with “…let us, to the end dare to do our duty as we understand it.  Before the War, Lincoln also could bravely assert that “right makes might, but after the magnitude of the bloodshed and suffering endured by both sides after four years of fighting, Lincoln was not as sure about the connection between might, righteousness, and duty.  If Lincoln is remembered for leading the nation through the difficulties of slavery, Southern secession, insurrection and war-we must not overlook the battle and transformation deep within the man.  His words in his 2nd Presidential Inauguration speech echoed his personal journey.  Where before the Civil War he said that [right] and duty was necessitated as we as a people came to understand it, his thoughts and perspective evolved so that by the time of the 2nd Inaugural he had a more tempered view.  Lincoln with increased humility saw that determining one’s proper duty and assessing what is right as being not solely in the realm of man but also under God’s influence and providence.  He said, “with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see what is right.”  Man’s purpose and understanding of what is ultimately right may not coincide with God’ s ideal purpose.  In this speech, the reelected President Abraham Lincoln advocated reconciliation, justice and peace for all.  By repeated use of the word “all” he was absolute in his inclusivity.  He recognized that both the just and unjust on both sides of the conflict had been punished by the War, and with such atonement suffered by all, it was not time for further revenge but for a reconciliation between past brothers, neighbors and countrymen.

	His most remembered statement of his 2nd Inaugural Address, “With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right’ exemplifies the Christian ideal of forgiveness and represents an admonishment for us to love thy neighbor as well as thy enemy.  The third and final imperative, “with firmness in the right” is often overlooked, but it constitutes Lincoln’s belief that a balanced, ethical response was needed in carrying forth the nation’s resolve and duty to rebuild the peace.  Evil in conflict is more easily contributed to the other side.  By the waning days of the War, Abraham Lincoln had little patience for those who boasted “God is on our side.”  Lincoln also realized that by invoking God’s name in politics he tempted fate.  He was aware of the dangerous calls for retribution embraced by those who were self-righteous.

	Even devout Christians often struggled to comprehend the practicality of loving one’s enemy in light of the hatred and ugliness of human conflict.  Both the South and North had many sons and daughters who denied facing up to the malevolence committed by their chosen side.  The evil behind Southern slavery and racism was apparent to most Northerners and many moderate Southerners, but the strident self-righteousness of Northern abolitionist inflamed the deepest fears of the slave-holding southerners concerning the loss of their “rightful” property.  To the alarmed South, Lincoln’s election in late 1860 signaled, perhaps irrationally, the North’s willingness to destroy slavery and the stability of the Southern rural economy; likewise it was assumed that Negro emancipation would lead to the white supremacists’ nightmare of racial mixing.  

The original sin in slavery was the belief that men and women could be the property of others, those with more power and privilege.  Both the North and South had benefited from the work and fruits of those in bondage.  “Give to him that is needy” is the rule of Judeo-Christian charity while “Take from him that is needy is the rule of slavery.”  In his quest for understanding, reconciliation and justice for all parties, Abraham Lincoln must have accepted the wisdom behind the motto of his Confederate enemy: “Deo Vindice”; Latin for “God will avenge.”  Ironically, despite condoning slavery, Southern politicians and pastors identified themselves as the true Christian people compared to their northern counterparts whose belief they felt had been corrupted by theological liberalism and the arrival of non-Christian immigrants.  

	By March 4th, 1865, Abraham Lincoln was at peace; the struggle had ended within.  In 703 words, delivered slowly and deliberately, he reiterated what he had started with his Emancipation Proclamation of 1863-again lifting the meaning of the War, from one fought to save for the Union the resources of the South, to one of sublime sacrifice to end slavery.  He had been criticized, cajoled and vilified by friend and foe alike over Negro emancipation and after enduring the anguish and loneliness of leading a nation through the horrors of civil war, Lincoln was earnest in the prospect of guiding a reunited nation into peace.  Calling the whole nation into account Lincoln offered a moral model for an ethical reconciliation that contradicted the calls for retribution of many in his audience.  Lincoln understood that forgiveness and love does not rejoice in other’s wrong doings but seeks truth to show the way for human direction.  His words took on more significance after his death for his assassination was less than six weeks away.  His words and solemn advice went largely unheeded during the reconstruction phase of the South.

	Truth was also a casualty after the war by apologists for the Confederate Cause including Confederate President Jefferson Davis and Vice-President Alexander H. Stephens; who tried to claim that it was the issue of state’s right and not slavery that was the main cause for the South’s drive for independence.  In trying to deceive after the fact they contradicted their own words, those uttered before the rebellion when they were trying to convince their fellow Southerners on the immediate need for secession.  It is a claim mistakenly echoed today in 2002 by Neo-Confederate writers and partisans.  The current issue of reparation to the descendants of former slaves in America is high minded but unrealistic.  A contrary view, taken in full light of Lincoln’s advice to follow God’s lead in dealing fairly with enemies, was that reparation should have been considered back in a time when action might have forestalled and prevented conflict.  But payment to the slave, no matter how just, would have been opposed by many in the North as well as in the South.  We now should debate that if back then, when alternative choices might have averted catastrophe, would it not have been wiser to compensate slave owners for their loss of human property in an attempt to allay their deepest anxieties.  Surely, an alien solution based on lofty Christian ideals, but so contrary to our usual dealings with those who have opposing viewpoints.  Undeserved compensation perhaps but rightfully meant to quell the deepest Southern fears surrounding Lincoln’s election in 1860, neutralize Southern extremists’ incessant calls for secession and to bolster more moderate voices advocating a more rational resolution.  Money invested not for appeasement just to prevent war but to help pave the way for the radical changes needed to eliminate slavery and lessen racism, ensure a lasting peace and foster the acceptance of equality and civil rights by all and for all Americans. 
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President Abraham Lincoln’s 2nd Inaugural Address
Delivered March 4th, 1865.

Fellow Countrymen:

At the second appearing, to take the oath of the presidential office, there is less occasion for an extended address than there was at the first. Then a statement, somewhat in detail, of a course to be pursued, seemed fitting and proper.  Now, at the expiration of four years, during which public declarations have been constantly called forth on every point and phase of the great contest which still absorbs the attention, and engrosses the energies [sic] of the nation, little that is new could be presented.  The progress of our arms, upon which all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the public as to myself; and it is, I trust, reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all.  With high hope for the future, no prediction in regard to it is ventured.

	On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago, all thoughts were anxiously directed to an impending civil war.  All dreaded it-all sought to avert it.  While the inaugural[sic] address was being delivered from this place, devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, insurgent agents were in the city seeking to destroy it without a war-seeking to dissolve [sic] the Union, and divide effects, by negotiation.  Both parties deprecated war; but one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive; and the other would accept war rather than let it perish.  And the war came.

	One eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not distributed generally over the Union, but localized in the Southern part of it.  These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest.  All knew that this interest was, somehow, the cause of the war.  To strengthen, perpetuate and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union, even by war; while the government claimed no right to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it.  Neither party expected for the war, the magnitude, or the duration, which it has already attained.  Neither anticipated that the cause of the conflict might cease with, or even before, the conflict itself should cease.  Each 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.  It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces; but let us judge not that we be not judged.  The prayers of both could not be answered; that of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has his own purposes. “Woe unto the world because of offences! For it must needs be that offences come; but woe to that man by whom the offence cometh!”  If we shall suppose American slavery is one of those offences which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but which, having continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South, this terrible war, as the woe due to those by whom the offence came, shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to Him?  Fondly do hope-fervently do we pray-that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away.  Yet, if God wills that it continue, until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by another drawn by the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said “the judgments of the Lord, are true and righteous altogether[.”]

	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 nation’s 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.


In their own words!

“Have you [Slave owners] not, in your own secret souls, in your own private conversing, felt that there are woes and evils, in this accursed system.”

					From closing of Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe, published in March 1852

“Let us have faith that right makes might, and in that faith, let us, to the end, dare to do our duty as we understand it”

				Abraham Lincoln, Cooper’s Union Address in New York, February, 1860

Slavery was ordained by God and sanctioned by humanity…The moment that slavery is pronounced a moral evil-a sin-by the general [Union] government, that moment the safety of the rights of the South will be entirely gone.”  
					
				Judge Alexander Hamilton Handy, Mississippi’s commissioner to Maryland, December 19th, 1860

“And in the meantime African slavery has not only become one of the fixed domestic institutions of the Southern States, but forms an important element of their political power, and constitutes the most valuable species of their property, worth, according to recent estimates, not less than $ 4,000,000,000; forming, in fact, the basis upon which rests the prosperity and wealth of most of these States, and supplying the commerce of the world with its richest freights, and furnishing the manufactories of two continents with the raw material, and their operatives with bread.  It is upon this gigantic interest, this peculiar institution of the South, that the Northern States and their people have been waging an unrelenting and fanatical war for the last quarter of a century; an institution with which is bound up not only the wealth and prosperity of the Southern people, but their very existence as a political community.”

						From letter of Stephen F. Hale, commissioner from Alabama, to Governor Beriah Magoffin of Kentucky
						December 27th, 1860

“I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists.  I believe I have no legal right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so.”

						President Abraham Lincoln, First Inaugural Address-January 1861

Deo Vindice, the Latin Motto of the Confederacy meaning God will avenge.
									1861


“Within this government two societies have developed.  The one is the society of one race, the other of two races.  The one is based on free labor, the other slave labor…The one embodies the social principle that equality is the right of man; the other, the social principle that equality is not the right of man, but the right of equals only.”

					Secessionist commissioner to Florida from South Carolina, Leonidas W. Spratt, January 7th, 1861

“Thomas Jefferson and the Founding Fathers had believed “that the enslavement of the African was in violation of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, socially, morally, and politically…Those ideas, however, were fundamentally wrong.  They rested upon the assumption of the equality of races.  This was an error.  Our new Government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its cornerstone rests, upon the truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery, subordination to the superior race, is his natural and moral condition…

					Confederate Vice-President AlexanderH. Stephens of Georgia, March 21st, 1861

Fellow citizens, we cannot escape history…The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation… In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free-honorable alike in what we give, and what we preserve.  We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last, best, hope on Earth”

					President Abraham Lincoln, in his second Annual Message to Congress, December 1st, 1862

“Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each invokes His aid against the other.  It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other’s men’s faces; but let us judge not that we may be not judged.  The prayers of both could not be answered; that of neither has been answered fully”.

					President Abraham Lincoln, paragraph three of his Second Inaugural Address, March 4th, 1865

					
“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 nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widows, and his orphan-to do all which may achieve and cherish a just, and lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.”
					President Abraham Lincoln, last paragraph of his Second Inaugural Address, March 4th, 1865

Sic semper tyrannis! Latin phrase that some thought Lincoln’s assassin and actor John Wilkes Booth shouted after shooting the president.  It means “thus be it ever to tyrants” and was also Virginia’s state motto.  Others in audience heard it as “The South is avenged! April 14th, 1865


“There can be no ‘greater violence…done to the truth of History’ than to refer to the Southern opponents of Northern ‘Consolidationists’ as a ‘Pro-Slavery Party.’”

							Confederate Vice-President Alexander H. Stephens in his A Constitutional View of the Late War between the States, 1868

The truth remains intact and incontrovertible, that the existence of African servitude was in no wise the cause of the conflict, but only an incident…to whatever extent the question of slavery may have served as an occasion, it was far from being the cause.”

Confederate President Jefferson Davis in his The Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government, 1881










