
"AMERICA" 

Every now and then, 
INTRODUCTION Neu a.H:~ a.gein I get into a book that becomes an unusually ex-

citing adventure in reading. So do I feel about Alistair 
Cooke's book, "America". Approaching as we do our national Day of Independence, 
I felt it might be an appropriate time for us to reflect upon the health of our 
nation. This large volwne - delightfully written and beautifully illustrated -
provides us with a starting point., ;u~f5! af.("'o;rr;;Jg EJbl. 5nteresting perspec-t-ive 

DEVELOPMENT The credentials of the author would make an interesting book in 
themselves. Alistair Cooke was born in England, where he spent his 

first 23 years. Graduating from Cambridge University, he came to this country in 
1932, expecting to study only briefly at Harvard and Yale. But he stayed, became 
a citizen, and in time became an authority on America - past and present. You 
may recall that the fruits of his travels and his studies were shared with the 
American people in a thirteen-part television series a year ago: "America: A 
Personal History of the United States". NevJ'sweek termed the series, "The first 
and perhaps the finest gift to the nation for its two-hundredth birthday". The 
spoken narrative of that series has now been expanded to become this book. 

He describes the motive behind his writing in these words: 

11 ••• to try and say what is moving about the Amer·ican experience 
over fourL~hundred years, at a time when that experience is 
either forgotten, badly taught, or shamelessly sentimentalized; 
and to recall what is tough and good about the American system 
of government at a time when that system is poorly understood 
and in some high and low places, perilously close to corruption 
or betrayal". 

THIS BOOK This book is best described as a history of America. l ~fie~~~ as 
I , gg.k;QQ. tRPo~gA: H ~J.q.a~ tA:io io pPobably the fil'st time sinee 

college i;Jq,ai; I A:ave ae~ally Feet~ e beelr ef Ptmeriean hil:'ltoi y. 1 tJ.qiBlE it i~ a 
~elpi\!:1 oneFeiee, beth feF tfie Y'e'tl:l'lger and bhe older, ~ ~t gives us a refresh
ing perspective on our heritage. This history, I feel, is a fair history, written 
by a man who loves America, but who includes the blemishes and the wrinkles on 
the pictures that he dravTS. There is no attempt to whitewash the stains on our 
record - the exploitation of the Indian and the black man, the fratricide of the 
Civil War, the plundering and blundering of Reconstruction days, the tragedy of 
Vietnam. Stains they are, and they are a part of our national experience. 

Nor are our national heroes painted as saints with halos. They are pictured 
as mortal men who sometimes made mistakes, but who also possessed certain 
qualities of mind and character and temperament which were demanded and further 
developed by the necessities of some particular moment in history. 

Someone has said that "Greatness is a combination of the man with the moment". 
So, Alistair Cooke reminds us - \1Jashington, Jefferson, Lincoln, Wilson, FDR -were 
men who happened on the stage of history just when their particular qualities were 
needed. Conversely, he suggests some persons that we do not ordinarily list in 
the "top ten" of our national heroes, who under other circumstances and at 
different times would have gained greater and lasting pre-eminence. Alexander 
Hamilton he hails as a brilliant mind and in Cooke's appraisal, "represents the 
politician at his very best showing an absence of mali-ee". Herbert Hoover, as 
far as Cooke is concerned, was a really great man who had the misfortune to become 
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President at just the wrong moment, and so become the scapegoat for the suffering 
and unhappiness of the depression. 

The great and the near-great are portrayed just as Oliver Cromwell asked a 
portrait painter to picture him, "warts and all". Yet, it is not a debunking 
process. There is a beautiful sentence about Lincoln, which in the purest and 
truest sense, could be said of Jesus of Nazareth, "He had an extraordinary feel 
for the humanity of quite inhuman people. •••" 

This matter of heroes Alistair Cooke sees to be important for our nation. 
There was a stirring passage about Bobby Jones, the golfer, that appealed to me. 
Writes Cooke, 

"His universal appeal 1v-as not as a golfer. What then? The word 
that comes to mind is an extinct word: a gentleman, a combina
tion of goodness and grace, an unwavering courtesy, self
deprecation, and consideration of other people". 

He recalls how once, in a national championship, Jones drove.the ball into the 
woods. He went after it alone, and in standing to the ball, he barely touched 
it. He came out of the woods, signaled his fault, penalized himself on a stroke 
and by one stroke lost the championship. When he was praised for this and for 
similar acts of sportsmanship, he 1r1as genuinely disgusted. Said he, "You might 
as well praise a man for not robbing a bank". Paralyzed in his mid-forties by a 
rare disease, he was asked by a friend about the medical outlook and replied, 

"I will tell you privately it's not going to get better, it's 
going to get worse all the time, but don't fret. Remember, 
'we play the ball where it lies', and now let's not talk about 
this ever again". 

1rlrote Cooke, "So Y.That we 1 re talking about is not the here as golfer, but something 
that America hungered for and found: the best performer in the world who was also 
the hero as human being ••• ". "The hero as human being •••• ". This is one of the 
most important parts of our national heritage. 

So this history, I tRi iRk, attempts to be very honest.. It does not gloss over 
our flaws and failures, nor does it minimize our strengths. And tvhen this reader, 
at least, finished the book, he sensed afresh the vision, the courage, the 
persistence, the creativeness, the generosity that have been woven into the fabric 
of America and that are part of our heritage. Because the book takes us into some 
of the valleys of American history, one appreciates all the more the view from 
the mountain peaks. 

FINAL CHAPTER Perhaps the most thought-provoking part of the book is the 
last chapter in which the author attempts to appraise where we 

are as a nation and where we may be headed. He is neither unduly optimistic, nor 
unduly pessimistic. I think the following sunrrnary sentence is the key to it: 

"As I see it, in this country - a land of the most persistent 
idealism and the blandest cynicism - the race is on between 
its decadence and its vitality." 

He sees some signs of hope. "The original institutions of this country" he 
believes "still have great vitality". He writes, 

"Much of the social turmoil in America springs from the energy 
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of people who are trying to apply those institutions to for
gotten minorities who have awakened after a long sleep". 

He thinks there is great strength in our diversities of background and out
look, and he quotes Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, "A Constitution is made for 
people of fundamentally differing views". Nor is he unhopeful about solutions 
for problems that we share with the world - over-population, pollution, the 
descrution of nature. He says, 

"I find it impossible to believe that a nation that produced 
such dogged and ingenious humans as Jefferson and El'i Whitney, 
John Deare and Ford, Kettering and Oppenheimer and Edison and 
Franklin, is going to sit back and let the worst happen". 

In some respects - ·important respects - I found Cooke to be a prophet of hope. 

But he also expresses his concerns for his and our America. He recognizes 
~some of the symptoms that Edward Gibbon maintained were signs of the decline 
of Rome and "which arose not from external enemies, but from inside the country 
itself ••• " and observes, 

"A mounting love of show and luxury. A widening gap between 
the very rich and the very ppor. An obsession with sex. 
Freakishness in the arts masquerading as originality. The 
general desire to live off the state, whether it is a junkie 
on welfare or an airline subsidized by the government". 

And perhaps the malaise' that most concerns him is what he calls "moral numbness". 
His TV series. liaJS concluded and his book was all but written when the conglomerate 
of events that we have come to call irJatergate became more fully known to the 
American people. He makes one parenthetical reference to it in the concluding 
chapter of his book. 

"Not until the Spring of 1973 were the whole people galvanized 
out of their cynical torper by the revelation that inside 
the White House itself a group of the President's senior 
advisors had organized a politburo using secret methods of 
spying and burglary that appeared to flout both the legis
lative power of Congress and the most fundamental guarantees 
of the Constitution." 

It is for the judicial process to determine the architects and perpetrators 
of such unAmerican activ·ities at the very heart of our government. But one need 
not wait for the verdict of the jury to know that at the very least, there has 
been a deeply disturbing lack of moral sensitivity in Washington, involving many 
leaders that we wanted to trust. This is not confined to one presidency or to one 
party. It is a moral malaise that has been deepening over at least a decade and 
the ravages of the disease have only recently become more apparent. It is not 
enough to say, as the President said several weeks ago, 11 0ne year of 1N'atergate 
is enough". This is like saying, 11 0he year of an infection is enough". In 
either instance, you cannot dismiss the disease with a declaration, and the need 
is to probe deep - however long and painful the surgery may be, until the 
disease is checked and the healing can truly begin. 

And yet what we are dealing with here is not just a Potomac fever, but a 
national disease as vJell. As Ernest Campbell remarked last Summer, when he watched 
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some of the vJatergate hearings on TV, "It is not a glass through 1vhich we can 
watch while others squirm. It is a mirror in which vJe see ourselves". For do ,. ... c-. you think that some potentially fine persons like Magruder and Krogh &&] 

would have become ensnared in the Watergate morass if there had not been a 
national climate of acceptance of deviousness and cheating and a philosophy of 
"anything goes as long as you don't get caught11 ? 

Peter Howard sat down with Paul Tournier, the distinguished Swiss psychiatrist 
and Christian and said, 

"Success TrJaS my aim. I sought it through power. And I sought 
it through money •••• most young men like myself believed that 
our first duty to ourselves, our families and our nation was 
to get ourselves along in the world. I, for one, never 
stopped to think what sort of nation would be produced 
by millions of individuals all selfishly elbowing, manuevering 
and tearing each other's throats to obtain for themselves a 
larger cut off the national joint". 

CONCLUSION Now we begin to see. For me there is the ring of authenticity to 
Alistair Cooke's declaration, "The race is on between decadence 

and vitality" for the future of America. This outcome will be determined not 
only in 1rJashington, important as that is - but in these communi ties in which you 
and I live - and in hamlets and cities, farms and factories, campuses and churches 
across America. 

I have said less about religion in this sermon than in most sermons I have 
preached from this pulpit. But the resolution of the whole matter regarding the 
future of America - and indeed of the world - is basically very religious. It 
is whether we and our fellows recognize and respond to a moral order at the center 
of things - whether we see liberty as permissiveness or rather what someone has 
called "the luxury of self-discipline" - and whether we are capable of repentance 
by 1r1hich the old can fall away and the new can happen - whether we are receptive.., 
to a Power beyond our own to summon and shape "the hero as human being". ·:t- j 

If just the people who call themselves Christian in this land were to consider 
again what it means to be a follower of Christ - to receive the freedom from 
materialism and pretense and power and hatred and anxiety and tl!O]lgs and drink -
then the issue would be decided and the race would go to vitality rather than 
decadence. 

Finally a person is most responsible for himself, and you and I can decide 
whether as one of Christ's followers, the "stubborn ounces of our weight" will 
come down on the side of decadence or vitality. The familiar words of Edward Hale 
c orne to mind. His words, but their spirit of that of Jesus: 

"I am only one, 
But still I am one. 
I cannot do everything, 
But still I can do something. 
And because I cannot do everything 
I will not refuse to do the something that I can do". 

PRAYER Out of our presence confusion and crossroads, judge us and jolt us and 
guide us, Our Father, that '\ve may become a 1-J"iser, purer peo:•le, who will 

count it a joy to do justly, to love mercy and to walk humbly with Thee. Amen 
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'J.'.tiiRD SUNDAY AFTER TRINITY 
June 30, 1974 

ORDER OF WORSHIP 
11 A. M. 

PRELUDE "Ar ioso" J. S. Bach 
CALL TO WORSHIP 
HYMN NO. 550 "O God, Beneath Thy Guiding Hand' ' 
PRAYER OF CONFESSION (seated) 

0 God, the loving Father of us all~ give us 
the wisdom born of love to see beneath the surface 
of other hun.an lives, the aspirations and struggles, 
the hopes and fears. Give us the discernment to 
sense the burdens that are borne silently, the 
closed doors, the handicaps of life, the hidden 
tragedies and the hidden heroisms. May we look out 
upon our fellows with the eyes of the heart as well 
as with the eyes of the mind; that, in grateful re
sponse to thy mercy, we may be endlessly, incredibly 
merciful; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 

SILENT MEDITATION - WORDS OF ASSURANCE - LORD'S PRAYER 
._•:*~'; 

PSALTER "The Glory of God" No. 558 
GLORIA PATRI 
AFFIRMATION OF FAITH No. 740 

SCRIPTURE Galatians 6: 1 - 10 
PASTORAL PRLYER 
ANNOUNCEMENTS OF CONGREGATIONAL CONCERN 
OFFERTORY "Allegretto - Cantabile" Flor Peeters 
PRESENTATION OF THE OFFERING WITH THE DOXOLOGY 
HYMN NO. 547 "My Country, 'Tis of Thee" 
SERMON "America" Mr. Clarke 
HYMN NO . 552 "God of Our Fathers" 
BENEDICTION 
POSTLUDE "Corale" S. Karg-Elert 

*** Interval for Ushering 

AN INVITATION 

Punch and cookies will be served in the Community 
Room after the service. Members and friends are in
vited to share in these moments of fellowship made pos
sible for us today by Mrs. D'Ambrosio, Mrs. Hairston , 
Miss Kinney and Miss Taylor. 

USHERS 

The ushers today are Mr. Kenneth Barclay, Mr . 
Timmothy Brooks ; Mr. Edward DeSea~ and Mr . Kenneth 
Pew. 

AT THE ORGAN CONSOLE 

We welcome Mr. Joseph Surace to the organ console 
today. He will be our summer organist, in the absence 
of Mr. Lyndon Woodside, our regul~r organist and choir 
director. 

CHILD CARE SERVICE 

Nursery care for infants and toddlers is provided 
on the third floor from ten-thirty to twelve-thirty 
during the Summer months. Children , five years and up, 
are invited to attend church with their parents. 

FINANCIAL REt1INDER 

We come to that time of the year when many of our 
people are away on vacations and away from the city on 
\>Teekends. If the church can have the helpful coopera
tion of all in keeping gifts up t o date, we shall avoid 
a financial crisis "during the coming Summer months. 

THE CHURCH OFFICE 

During the months of July and August, the church 
office will be open on a limited b1sis. For the next 
two weeks, Linda MacDuffie will be in the office 
Monday , Wednesday and Friday,nine to five. 


