Timothy Dwight, The Duty of Americans, at the Present Crisis, 4 July 1798 (excerpts)

Questions to Consider
1. How does Dwight’s use of an apocalyptic text function in this sermon?
2. How does Diwight use historical references to support his sermon? Why do you think he does that?
3. To what extent, if any, do the five duties espoused by Dwight assume a national character or identity?

The text [Revelation 16:15] is an affectionate address of the Redeemer to his children,
teaching them that conduct, which he wills them especially to pursue in this alarming season. It is
the great practical remark, drawn by infinite wisdom and goodness from a most solemn sermon, and
cannot fail therefore to merit our highest attention. Had he not, while recounting the extensive and
dreadful convulsion, described in the context, made a declaration of this nature, there would have
been little room for the exercise of any emotions, beside those of terror and despair. The gloom
would have been universal and entire; a blank midnight without a star to cheer the solitary darkness.
But here a hope, a promise, is furnished to such as obey the injunction, by which it is followed; a
luminary like that, which shone to the wise men of the east, is lighted up to guide our steps to the
Author of peace and salvation. . . .

The cautionary precept given to us by our Lord is, therefore,

That we should be eminently watchful to perform our duty faithfully, in the trying period, in which our lot is
cast.

To those, who obey, a certain blessing is secured by the promise of the Redeemer.

I. The great and general object, aimed at by this command, and by every other, is private,
personal obedience and reformation of life; personal piety, righteousness, and temperance. . . .

But it may be necessary to remind you, that personal obedience and reformation is the
foundation, and the sum, of all national worth and prosperity. If each man conducts himself aright,
the community cannot be conducted wrong. If the private life be unblamable, the public state must
be commendable and happy.

Individuals are often apt to consider their own private conduct as of small importance to the
public welfare. This opinion is wholly erroneous and highly mischievous. No man can adopt it, who
believes, and remembers, the declarations of God. If “one sinner destroyeth much good,” if "the
effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much,” if ten righteous persons, found in the
polluted cities of the vale of Siddim, would have saved them from destruction, the personal conduct
of no individual can be insignificant to the safety and happiness of a nation. . . .

The piety of Hezekiah reformed and saved a nation. Men far inferior in station to kings, and
possessed of far humbler means of doing good, may still easily circulate through multitudes both
virtue and happiness. The beggar on the dunghill may become a public blessing. Every parent, if a
faithful one, is a public blessing of course. How delightful a path of patriotism is this?

It is also to be remembered, that this is the way, in which the chief good, ever placed in the
power of most persons, is to be done. If this opportunity of serving God, and befriending mankind,
be lost, no other will by the great body of men ever be found. Few persons can be concerned in
settling systems of faith, moulding forms of government, regulating nations, or establishing empires.
But almost all can train up a family for God, instil piety, justice, kindness and truth, distribute peace
and comfort around a neighbourhood, receive the poor and the outcast into their houses, tend the
bed of sickness, pour balm into the wounds of pain, and awaken a smile in the aspect of sorrow. In
the secret and lowly vale of life, virtue in its most lovely attire delights to dwell. There God, with
peculiar complacency, most frequently finds the inestimable ornament of a meek and quiet spirit;



and there the morning and the evening incense ascends with peculiar fragrance to heaven. When
angels became the visitors, and the guests, of Abraham, he was a simple husbandman. . . .

II. Among the particular duties required by this precept, and at the present time, none holds
a higher place than the observation of the Sabbath.

The Sabbath and its ordinances have ever been the great means of all moral good to
mankind. The faithful observation of the sabbath is, therefore, one of the chief duties and interests
of men; but the present time furnishes reasons, peculiar, at least in degree, for exemplary regard to
this divine institution. The enemies of God have by private argument, ridicule, and influence, and by
public decrees, pointed their especial malignity against the Sabbath; and have expected, and not
without reason, that, if they could annihilate it, they should overthrow Christianity. . . .

I have been credibly informed, that, some years before the Revolution, an eminent
philosopher of this country, now deceased, declared to David Hume, that Christianity would be
exterminated from the American colonies within a century from that time. The opinion has
doubtless been often declared and extensively imbibed; and has probably furnished our enemies
their chief hopes of success. Where religion prevails, their system cannot succeed. Where religion
prevails, Illuminatism cannot make disciples, a French directory cannot govern, a nation cannot be
made slaves, nor villains, nor atheists, nor beasts. To destroy us, therefore, in this dreadful sense, our
enemies must first destroy our Sabbath, and seduce us from the house of God.

Religion and Liberty are the two great objects of defensive war. Conjoined, they unite all the
feelings, and call forth all the energies, of man. In defense of them, nations contend with the spirit
of the Maccabees; “one will chase a thousand, and two put ten thousand to flight.” The Dutch, in
defense of them, few and feeble as they were in their infancy, assumed a gigantic courage, and grew
like the fabled sons of Alous to an instantaneous and gigantic strength, broke the arms of the
Spanish empire, swept its fleets from the ocean, pulled down its pride, plundered its treasures,
captivated its dependencies, and forced its haughty monarch to a peace on their own terms. Religion
and liberty are the meat and the drink of the body politic. Withdraw one of them, and it languishes,
consumes, and dies. If indifference to either at any time becomes the prevailing character of a
people, one half of their motives to vigorous defense is lost, and the hopes of their enemies are
proportionally increased. Here, eminently, they are inseparable. Without religion we may possibly
retain the freedom of savages, bears, and wolves; but not the freedom of New-England. If our
religion were gone, our state of society would perish with it; and nothing would be left, which would
be worth defending. Our children of course, if not ourselves, would be prepared, as the ox for the
slaughter, to become the victims of conquest, tyranny, and atheism.

The Sabbath, with its ordinances, constitutes the bond of union to christians; the badge by
which they know each other; their rallying point; the standard of their host. Beside public worship
they have no means of effectual descrimination. To preserve this is to us a prime interest and duty.
In no way can we so preserve, or so announce to others, our character as Christians. . . . Now, more
than ever, are we to stand forth to the eye of our enemies, and of the world, as open, determined
christians; as the followers of Christ; as the friends of God. Every man, therefore, who loves his
country, or his religion, ought to feel, that he serves, or injures, both, as he celebrates, or neglects,
the Sabbath. By the devout observation of this holy day he will reform himself, increase his piety,
heighten his love to his country, and confirm his determination to defend all that merits his regard.
He will become a better man, and a better citizen.

The house of God is also the house of social prayer. Here nations meet with God to ask, and
to receive, national blessings. On the Sabbath, and in the sanctuary, the children of the Redeemer
will, to the end of the world, assemble for this glorious end. Here he is ever present to give more
than they can ask. If we faithfully unite, here, in secking his protection, "no weapon formed against
us will prosper."



3. Another duty, to which we are also eminently called, is an entire separation from our
enemies. Among the moral duties of man none hold a higher rank than political ones, and among
our own political duties none is more plain, or more absolute, than that which I have now
mentioned. . . .

The sins of these enemies of Christ, and Christians, are of numbers and degrees, which
mock account and description. All that the malice and atheism of the dragon, the cruelty and
rapacity of the beast, and the fraud and deceit of the false prophet, can generate, or accomplish,
swell the list. No personal, or national, interest of man has been uninvaded; no impious sentiment,
or action, against God has been spared; no malignant hostility against Christ, and his religion, has
been unattempted. Justice, truth, kindness, piety, and moral obligation universally, have been not
merely trodden under foot; this might have resulted from vehemence and passion; but ridiculed,
spurned, and insulted, as the childish bugbears of drivelling idiocy. Chastity and decency have been
alike turned out of doors; and shame and pollution called out of their dens to the hall of distinction,
and the chair of state. Nor has any art, violence, or means, been unemployed to accomplish these
evils.

For what end shall we be connected with men, of whom this is the character and conduct? Is
it that we may assume the same character, and pursue the same conduct? Is it, that our churches may
become temples of reason, our Sabbath a decade, and our psalms of praise Marseillois hymns? Is it,
that we may change our holy worship into a dance of Jacobin phrenzy, and that we may behold a
strumpet personating a goddess on the altars of Jehovah? Is it that we may see the Bible cast into a
bonfire, the vessels of the sacramental supper borne by an ass in public procession, and our
children, either wheedled or terrified, uniting in the mob, chanting mockeries against God, and
hailing in the sounds of Caira the ruin of their religion, and the loss of their souls? Is it, that we may
see our wives and daughters the victims of legal prostitution; soberly dishonoured; speciously
polluted; the outcasts of delicacy and virtue, and the lothing of God and man? Is it, that we may see,
in our public papers, a solemn comparison drawn by an American Mother club between the Lord
Jesus Christ and a new Marat; and the fiend of malice and fraud exalted above the glorious
Redeemer?

Shall we, my brethren, become partakers of these sins? Shall we introduce them into our
government, our schools, our families? Shall our sons become the disciples of Voltaire, and the
dragoons of Marat; or our daughters the concubines of the Illuminati?

Some of my audience may perhaps say, “We do not believe such crimes to have existed.”
The people of Jerusalem did not believe, that they were in danger, until the Chaldeans surrounded
their walls. The people of Laish were secure, when the children of Dan lay in ambush around their
city. There are in every place, and in every age, persons “who are settled upon their lees,” who take
pride in disbelief, and “who say in their heart, the Lord will not do good, neither will he do evil.”
Some persons disbelieve through ignorance; some choose not to be informed; and some determine
not to be convinced. The two last classes cannot be persuaded. The first may, perhaps, be at least
alarmed, when they are told, that the evidence of all this, and much more, is complete, that it has
been produced to the public, and may with a little pains-taking be known by themselves. . . .

Look for conviction to Belgium; sunk into the dust of insignificance and meanness,
plundered, insulted, forgotten, never to rise more. See Batavia wallowing in the same dust; the butt
of fraud, rapacity, and derision, struggling in the last stages of life, and searching anxiously to find a
quiet grave. See Venice sold in the shambles, and made the small change of a political bargain. Turn
your eyes to Switzerland, and behold its happiness, and its hopes, cut off at a single stroke:
happiness, erected with the labour and the wisdom of three centuries; hopes, that not long since
hailed the blessings of centuries yet to come. What have they spread, but crimes and miseries; Where
have they trodden, but to waste, to pollute, and to destroy?
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All connection with them has been pestilential. Among ourselves it has generated nothing
but infidelity, irreligion, faction, rebellion, the ruin of peace, and the loss of property. In Spain, in the
Sardinian monarchy, in Genoa, it has sunk the national character, blasted national independence,
rooted out confidence, and forerun destruction.

But France itself has been the chief seat of the evils, wrought by these men. The unhappy
and ever to be pitied inhabitants of that country, a great part of whom are doubtless of a character
similar to that of the peaceable citizens of other countries, and have probably no voluntary concern
in accomplishing these evils, have themselves suffered far more from the hands of philosophists,
and their followers, than the inhabitants of any other country. General Danican, a French officer,
asserts in his memoirs, lately published, that three millions of Frenchmen have perished in the
Revolution. Of this amazing destruction the causes by which it was produced, the principles on
which it was founded, and the modes in which it was conducted, are an aggravation, that admits no
bound. The butchery of the stall, and the slaughter of the stye, are scenes of deeper remorse, and
softened with more sensibility. The siege of Lyons, and the judicial massacres at Nantes, stand, since
the crucifixion, alone in the volume of human crimes. The misery of man never before reached the
extreme of agony, nor the infamy of man its consummation. Collot D. Herbois and his satellites,
Carrier and his associates, would claim eminence in a wotld of fiends, and will be marked with
distinction in the future hissings of the universe. No guilt so deeply died in blood, since the
phrenzied malice of Calvary, will probably so amaze the assembly of the final day; and Nantes and
Lyons may, without a hyperbole, obtain a literal immortality in a remembrance revived beyond the
grave.

In which of these plagues, my brethren, are you willing to share? Which of them will you
transmit as a legacy to your children?

Would you escape, you must separate yourselves. Would you wholly escape, you must be
wholly separated. I do not intend, that you must not buy and sell, or exhibit the common offices of
justice and good will; but you are bound by the voice of reason, of duty, of safety, and of God, to
shun all such connection with them, as will interweave your sentiments or your friendship, your
religion or your policy, with theirs. You cannot otherwise fail of partaking in their guilt, and
receiving of their plagues.

4thly. Another duty, to which we are no less forcibly called, is union among ourselves.

The same divine Person, who spoke in the text, hath also said, ““A house, a kingdom, divided
against itself cannot stand.” A divided family will destroy itself. A divided nation will anticipate ruin,
prepared by its enemies. Switzerland, Geneva, Genoa, Venice, the Sardinian territories, Belgium, and
Batavia, are melancholy examples of the truth of this declaration of our Saviour; beacons, which
warn, with a gloomy and dreadful light, the nations who survive their ruin. . . .

The candour and uprightness, with which our own government has acted in the progress of
the present controversy, have forced encomiums even from its most bitter opposers, and excited the
warmest approbation and applause of all its friends. Few objects could be more important,
auspicious, or gratifying to christians, than to see the conduct of their rulers such, as they can, with
boldness of access, bring before their God, and fearlessly commend to his favour and protection.

In men, possessed of similar candour, adherence to our government, in the present crisis,
may be regarded as a thing of course. They need not be informed, that the existing rulers must be
the directors of our public affairs, and the only directors; that their views and measures will not and
cannot always accord with the judgment of individuals, as the opinions of individuals accord no
better with each other; that the officers of government are possessed of better information than
private persons can be; that, if they had the same information, they would probably coincide with
the opinions of their rulers; that confidence must be placed in men, imperfect as they are, in all



human affairs, or no important business can be done; and that men of known and tried probity are
tully deserving of that confidence.

At the present time this adherence ought to be unequivocally manifested. In a land of
universal suffrage, where every individual is possessed of much personal consequence as in ours, the
government ought, especially in great measures, to be as secure, as may be, of the harmonious and
cheerful co-operation of the citizens. All success, here, depends on the hearty concurrence of the
community; and no occasion ever called for it more.

But there are, even in this state, persons, who are opposed to the government. To them I
observe, That the government of France has destroyed the independence of every nation, which has
confided in it.

That every such nation has been ruined by its internal divisions, especially by the separation
of the people from their government.

That they have attempted to accomplish our ruin by the same means, and will certainly
accomplish it, if they can; That the miseries suffered by the subjugated nations have been
numberless and extreme, involving the loss of national honour, the immense plunder of public and
private property, the conflagration of churches and dwellings, the total ruin of families, the butchery
of great multitudes of fathers and sons, and the most deplorable dishonour of wives and daughters;
That the same miseries will be repeated here, if in their power.

That there is, under God, no mean of escaping this ruin, but union among ourselves, and
unshaken adherence to the existing government; That themselves have an infinitely higher interest in
preserving the independence of their country, than in any thing, which can exist, should it be
conquered; That they must stand, or fall, with their country; since the French, like all other
conquerors, though they may for a little time regard them, as aids and friends, with a seeming
partiality, will soon lose that partiality in a general contempt and hatred for them, as Americans. That
should they, contrary to all experience, escape these evils, their children will suffer them as
extensively as those of their neighbours; and That to oppose, or neglect, the defence of their
country, is to stab the breast, from which they have drawn their life. . . .

5. Another duty, injoined in the text, and highly incumbent on us at this time, is unshaken
firmness in our opposition.

A steady and invincible firmness is the chief instrument of great achievements. It is the
prime mean of great wealth, learning, wisdom, power and virtue; and without it nothing noble or
useful is usually accomplished. Without it our separation from our enemies, and our union among
ourselves, will avail to no end. The cause is too complex, the object too important, to be determined
by a single effort. It is infinitely too important to be given up, let the consequence be what it may.
No evils, which can flow from resistance, can be so great as those, which must flow from
submission. Great sacrifices of property, of peace, and of life, we may be called to make, but they
will fall short of complete ruin. If they should not, it will be more desirable, beyond computation, to
fall in the honourable and faithful defence of our families, our country, and our religion, than to
survive, the melancholy, debased, and guilty spectators of the ruin of all. We contend for all that is,
or ought to be, dear to man. . . . Unspotted justice looks down on all our public measures with a
smile. We fight for that, for which we can pray. We fight for the lives, the honor, the safety, of our
wives and children, for the religion of our fathers, and for the liberty, “with which Christ hath made
us free.” “We jeopard our lives,” that our children may inherit these glorious blessings, be rescued
from the grinding insolence of foreign despotism, and saved from the corruption and perdition of
foreign atheism. I am a father. I feel the usual parental tenderness for my children. I have long
soothed the approach of declining years with the fond hope of seeing my sons serving God and
their generation around me. But from cool conviction I declare in this solemn place, I would far
rather follow them one by one to an untimely grave, than to behold them, however prosperous, the
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victims of philosophism. What could I then believe, but that they were “nigh unto cursing, and that
their end was to be burned.”



