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Let us begin with a segment from the most influential American novel ever written, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  The scene is the living room of an Ohio home.  It is the winter of 1851.  John Bird, a member of the Ohio State Senate, has just returned home from the state capital.  His wife, Mary Bird, ventures a question:

"Well," said Mrs. Bird, “what have they been doing in the Senate?"

 Mr. Bird opened his eyes in surprise, and said, “Not very much of importance."

"Well; but is it true that they have been passing a law forbidding people to give meat and drink to those poor colored folks that come along?  I heard they were talking of some such law, but I didn't think any Christian legislature would

pass it!"

"Why, Mary, you are getting to be a politician, all at once."

"No, nonsense! I [don’t care about] all your politics, generally, but I think this is something downright cruel and unchristian.  I hope, my dear, [that] no such law has been passed."

"There has been a law passed forbidding people to help [run] off the slaves that come over from Kentucky, my dear; so much of that thing has been done by these reckless Abolitionists, that our brethren in Kentucky are very strongly excited, and it seems necessary, and no more than Christian and kind, that something should be done by our state to quiet the excitement."

"And what is the law?  It [doesn’t] forbid us to shelter these poor creatures a night, does it, and to give 'em something comfortable to eat, and a few old clothes, and send them quietly about their business?"

"Why, yes, my dear; that would be aiding and abetting, you know." 

"Now, John, I want to know if you think such a law as that is right and Christian?"

"You won't shoot me, now, Mary, if I say I do!"

"I never could have thought it of you, John, you didn't vote for it?"
"Even so, my fair politician."

"You ought to be ashamed, John!  Poor, homeless, houseless creatures!  It's a shameful, wicked, abominable law, and I'll break it, for one, the first time I get a chance; and I hope I shall have a chance, I do!  Things have got to a pretty pass, if a woman can't give a warm supper and a bed to poor, starving creatures, just because they are slaves, and have been abused and oppressed all their lives, poor things!"

"But, Mary, just listen to me. Your feelings are all quite right, dear, and interesting, and I love you for them; but, then, dear, we mustn't suffer our feelings to run away with our judgment; you must consider it's not a matter of private feeling—there are great public interests involved—there is such a state of public agitation rising, that we must put aside our private feelings."

"Now, John, I don't know anything about politics, but I can read my Bible; and there I see that I must feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and comfort the desolate; and that Bible I mean to follow.” 

"But in cases where your doing so would involve a great public evil—“
"Obeying God never brings on public evils. I know it can't.  It's always safest, all round, to do as He bids us."

"Now, listen to me, Mary, and I can state to you a very clear argument, to show—“ 
"O, nonsense, John! you can talk all night, but you wouldn't do it. I put it to you, John,—would you now turn away a poor, shivering, hungry creature from your door, because he was a runaway? Would you, now?"

"I should like to see you doing that, John—I really should!  Turning a woman out of doors in a snow-storm, for instance; or, maybe you'd take her up and put her in jail, wouldn't you?  You would make a great hand at that!"

"Of course, it would be a very painful duty," began Mr. Bird, in a moderate tone.

"Duty, John! don't use that word!  You know it isn't a duty—it can't be a duty!  If folks want to keep their slaves from running away, let 'em treat 'em well,—that's my doctrine . . . .
"Mary! Mary! My dear, let me reason with you."

"I hate reasoning, John,--especially reasoning on such subjects.  There's a way you political folk have of coming round and round a plain right thing; and you don't believe in it yourselves, when it comes to practice.  I know you well enough, John. You don't believe it's right any more than I do; and you wouldn't do it any sooner than I." 
At that juncture, of course, who should appear at the doorstep but Eliza Harris, who had just fled with her child Harry across the Ohio River from Kentucky, to save the child from the clutches of a slave trader.  John and Mary Bird both welcome Eliza to their home, offer her food, clothing, a warm bed, and safe passage the next day as she and Harry continue toward Canada.  

A world that was being corrupted by masculine judgment, laws, reasoning, and sense of duty is thus transformed by feminine intuition, feelings, and piety.  The heart triumphs over the head.

Now let us move ahead to 1855, just a few years later, to read a private letter written by Abraham Lincoln, still a relatively obscure Illinois lawyer and politician, to his best friend, Joshua Speed of Louisville, Kentucky: 

“You know I dislike slavery,” Lincoln wrote.  “I hate to see the poor creatures hunted down, and caught, and carried back to their stripes, and unrewarded toils; but I bite my lip and keep quiet.  In 1841 you and I had together a tedious low-water trip, on a Steam Boat from Louisville to St. Louis.  You may remember, as I well do, that from Louisville to the mouth of the Ohio there were, on board, ten or a dozen slaves, shackled together with irons.   That sight was a continual torment to me; and I see something like it every time I touch the Ohio, or any other slave-border.  It is hardly fair for you to assume, that I have no interest in a thing which has, and continually exercises, the power of making me miserable.  You ought rather to appreciate how much the great body of the Northern people do crucify their feelings, in order to maintain their loyalty to the constitution and the Union.”
Let me introduce one more Lincoln document, this one written in 1859.  In it, Lincoln appealed to Governor Salmon P. Chase of Ohio as follows:
“Please pardon the liberty I take in addressing you, as I now do.  It appears by the papers that the late Republican State convention of Ohio adopted a Platform, of which the following is one plank, ‘A repeal of the atrocious Fugitive Slave Law.’
“This is already damaging us here. I have no doubt that if that plank be even introduced into the next Republican National convention, it will explode it. Once introduced, its supporters and it's opponents will quarrel irreconcilably.  
“I enter upon no argument one way or the other; but I assure you the cause of Republicanism is hopeless in Illinois, if it be in any way made responsible for that plank. I hope you can, and will, contribute something to relieve us from it.”

In other words, Lincoln believed the Constitution guaranteed slaveholders a right to recover fugitive slaves.  However distasteful, he accepted it, because he valued the Constitution and the Union above all else.  He knew too that the Republican Party could never win the Presidency or control Congress if it appeared to sanction defiance of the Constitution and the laws.
I bother you with these matters in the hope of illustrating the complex interrelationship between the world as we would like it to be, and the world as we find it now—the struggle between conscience and law, between ideals and realities.  Stowe and Lincoln both hated slavery.  But she gave priority to conscience, while he gave priority to the law.  She wanted individuals to disconnect themselves from the sin of slavery.  He sought to change the political balance by building up a political party that combined together those who hated slavery with others who didn’t care much about slavery one way or the other.
What is the challenge for those who would live by their ideals?  Reinhold Niebuhr wrote, in The Irony of American History, that there is evil in the world, and hardship, and pain—and that we must be humble and modest in believing that we can eliminate these things.  But we shouldn’t use the difficulties in bringing about change as an excuse for cynicism and inaction.  We have to make the effort, knowing that change is hard, and not swinging from naïve idealism to bitter realism.
When Barack Obama was nine years old, his Indonesian stepfather advised him as follows:

“Your mother has a soft heart.  That’s a good thing in a woman.  But you will be a man someday, and a man needs to have more sense.  Men take advantage of weakness in other men.  They’re just like countries in that way.  The strong man takes the weak man’s land.  He makes the weak man work in his fields.  If the weak man’s woman is pretty, the strong man will take her.  Which would you rather be?  Better to be strong, he said.  If you can’t be strong, be clever and make peace with someone who’s strong.  But always better to be strong yourself.  Always” (39-41).
The stepfather was the realist, whose outlook was informed by hard experience.  But Obama’s American mother was an idealist, and she saw the world differently.  She had faith that “rational, thoughtful people could shape their own destiny” (50).  She admired those who lived “according to principles that demanded a different kind of toughness.”  She believed that the cause of justice was destined ultimately to triumph.  Her heroes were those who refused to live under unjust laws and who stood up against arbitrary power.
Who was correct?  Who knows?  The Founding Fathers certainly were realists.  They had to be.  They lived in a hostile world that wanted them to fail.  But they were also idealists who had an almost utopian vision of equal citizenship under the law.  This is the promise of America.  The Founding Fathers left a great deal of unfinished business—an invitation, if you will, to contest for an enlargement of the promise.  
That contest has been going on for over two centuries, and it is not yet done.  From time to time the contest has energized those who would act from conscience and disobey unjust laws—Harriet Beecher Stowe, Henry David Thoreau, Martin Luther King.  It has also energized those who would work within the political arena to remind their fellow citizens that the promise of America remains unfulfilled, and to find ways of enlarging it.  In the end, we must recognize the achievements of both the idealists and the realists.  And we must recognize the creative synergy that links their two realms.
