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The Verbal Tapestry  
of the Gettysburg Address 

Charles Teague, Gettysburg National Military Park  

       The Gettysburg Address by Fletcher Ransom (Gettysburg NMP) 

 

The weaving of tapestries is an art form that reaches back to antiquity, attaining its zenith in the 

Middle Ages and Renaissance. Today it is rarely attempted, as it requires notable skill and, being 

done by hand, is so incredibly time-consuming. Popular images in tapestries included historical 

events, Biblical scenes, allegories, and lush landscapes. They were commissioned by kings, 

lords, and popes, adorning interior walls of castles, grand mansions, and cathedrals, and offering 

the practical function of insulation. Louis XIV and Henry VIII each owned some two thousand 

tapestries displayed in various castles. 

Over the centuries dyes were refined to allow for a thousand or more shades, each dyed thread 

placed upon spools catalogued in chests, carefully to be selected by the artisans to be woven into 

the warp of the fabric at a particular spot. This step, thoughtfully repeated countless times by 

artisans, might produce an impressive and grand image.  

By the 19
th

 Century, tapestries remained in awe, though no longer much produced and, unlike the 

halls of European governments, uncommon in America. Noah Brooks, having visited the 

Presidential mansion on November 7, 1863, wrote an extensive description of the White House 

interior, ruing the “unfinished bareness” of the walls. Thus, though the visual imagery suggested 

in this paper on Lincoln is that of an historical tapestry, it is almost certain that the President did 

not consciously have this in mind as he crafted the extraordinary work we know as the 
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Gettysburg Address. Yet it is striking the time and care he took to color his speech into a multi-

faceted image, a virtual landscape of America. 

Instead of spools chosen from a chest, Lincoln selected words found in a dictionary. Just as the 

weaver would give careful thought as to which thread to be inserted at each spot, so did the 

President as composer give attention as to what word be best included in each phrase or clause. 

Tapestry involves an eye to choose the right thread, woven with others, each in its fitful place, so 

to create a beautiful, grand, and noble image. It is not a skill learned overnight. Verbal tapestry 

involves an ear to choose the right word, woven with others, each in its fitful place, so to create a 

beautiful, grand, and noble image. Just as the wrong thread might mar a tapestry, Lincoln 

understood beyond most others that a wrong word might obscure or disrupt understanding in a 

speech. In his lifetime he became a true craftsman of words, admiring as he did poets and 

playwrights who excelled in a verbal artistry and seeking to emulate them through the spoken 

word. 

This essay is fundamentally a word study of a great speech, perhaps the most revered since 

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Just as a Biblical scholar examines the Greek verbiage in such a 

passage in an attempt to extract a clearer understanding of the text, so shall we here consider the 

words Lincoln selected for such a formal and meaningful occasion. Though a master story-teller, 

his personal secretary, John Nicolay, specially referencing the Address, commented how, when 

speaking publically at ceremonial events, the President took “great deliberation in arranging his 

thoughts and molding his phrases.”
1
 His word-smithing was thoughtful and deliberate, although 

there were doubtless subliminal or subconscious influences. His thinking in the autumn of 1863 

was clearly a product not simply of the moment but of his life experience, indeed, a lifetime of 

extraordinary reflection.  

_______________ 

Just as a tapestry has a framework, a border by which to contain the important image, so does the 

President frame the picture that he will create. As we shall see, the focus will be upon 

Gettysburg, a place in time, situated understandably in the middle of what he says. After all, he is 

at the scene of “a great battlefield.” Curiously, however, Lincoln does not use the site to frame 

his remarks. 

Edward Everett did choose to encompass his extensive verbiage by reference to Gettysburg, 

“STANDING beneath this serene sky, overlooking these broad fields now reposing from the 

labors of the waning year, the mighty Alleghenies dimly towering before us, the graves of our 

brethren beneath our feet…”  And likewise he ends at the same place, “wheresoever throughout 

the civilized world the accounts of this great warfare are read, and down to the latest period of 

recorded time, in the glorious annals of our common country there will be no brighter page than 

that which relates THE BATTLES OF GETTYSBURG.”
2
 This is a conventional way to frame a 

speech written to be delivered at a particular location. Within his oratorical framework, Everett  
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President Abraham Lincoln, photographed in Washington November 1863. (Library of Congress)  

will roam throughout history and mythology to consider figures obscure in places distant and 

remote. Our modern mind struggles to orient itself throughout his hoary discourse (and we find 

relief when he eventually finds his way back to Gettysburg). 

The prescribed border of Lincoln’s address is, by contrast, expansive, setting what he is to say in 

a broad context of time and place. He starts at a time before any of his listeners likely had been 
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alive, “four score and seven years ago,” and therein provides for a global setting, “…upon this 

continent.” And he concludes by referencing an uncertain outcome in a time yet to come, also in 

a global context, “…shall not perish from the earth.”  This is surely intentional. As we shall 

see, what he will share would have universal implications. Though Everett seeks to tie the 

immediate circumstance to earlier glorious moments in history, so honoring the “martyr-heroes” 

of Gettysburg, his listeners are left outside simply to gaze in respect. Lincoln by comparison sets 

the parameters of his message to include those who listen, even those of us living decades later 

who hear those words still echoing through the corridors of time.   

_______________ 

As the President begins, the words themselves carry a gravitas amidst surprising simplicity. Gary 

Wills aptly described the overture as providing Biblical cadence for what would follow.  Lincoln 

had expressed his thoughts on the matter before, but in a rather more cumbersome way. In brief 

comments delivered July 7, in the aftermath of the battle, he had declared, “Eighty-odd years, 

since upon the Fourth of July, for the first time in the world, a union body of representatives was 

assembled to declare as a self-evident truth that all men were created equal.”
3
  Same ideas 

expressed, though not nearly as pleasing to the ear. Few public speakers had gained the sense of 

hearing as had Lincoln, who would often recite portions of poems and plays and passages from 

the Bible, all of which were originally intended to be heard, not simply read. When crafting 

words for his own public addresses, it seems likely that in the quiet of his study he spoke aloud 

the words that he himself might hear how they sounded. Sometimes he underlined words he 

wanted to be sure to accentuate. After speaking, he must have ruminated on whether the right 

tones had been used. 

Edward Everett, considered then by most to be the greatest speaker of his day, the oratorical heir 

to Daniel Webster, must also have been very cognizant of how he was heard. He strove for 

eloquence. We have no recording of his voice, but it doubtless had stentorian glory by which to 

mesmerize the crowds. Reading what he said gives the impression of high rhetoric that, while it 

awed the masses, may have overwhelmed them as well. Consider this passage from his fortieth 

paragraph:  

 

“And reason good; for while a rebellion against tyranny–a rebellion designed, after 

prostrating arbitrary power, to establish free government on the basis of justice and truth–

is an enterprise on which good men and angels may fool; with complacency, an 

unprovoked rebellion of ambitious men against a beneficent government, for the 

purpose–the avowed purpose–of establishing, extending, and perpetuating any form of 

injustice and wrong, is an imitation on earth of that first foul revolt of ‘the Infernal 

Serpent,’ against which the Supreme Majesty of heaven sent forth the armed myriads of 

his angels, and clothed the right arm of his Son with the three-bolted thunders of 

omnipotence.” 
4
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Whew! Surely it is a singular mind who can concoct such a sentence! 

Lincoln was not ambitious to be revered for his oratory so much as to be understood for the 

importance of what he had to say. It has often been noted how the verbiage of his Gettysburg 

Address is strikingly so simple, bright, and clear. Three quarters of those words are but one 

syllable. 92% have not more than two syllables. 

Nor is it that he necessarily labored to be original in what he said at the dedication of the 

Soldiers’ National Cemetery. The words and expressions he used had a familiarity. The 

Declaration of Independence is paraphrased. And so are the King James Bible, the Book of 

Common Prayer, and memorable American speeches.
5
 Indeed, as can be seen, he had expressed 

the ideas himself in speeches and writings from years past. How was it that something so 

familiar might be sensed as something so astonishing? Like one who has seen a thousand 

sunsets, there is still that special evening when you pause to grasp the glory of the setting sun 

among the clouds.  

Lincoln’s stylistic use of wording in the Gettysburg Address is pleasing to the ear just as much as 

a glorious sunset is to the eyes. Even apart from substance, he uses a variety of techniques to 

make the audio delightful, almost musical to the ears. 

 Rhyming: “Four score…” 

 Alliteration: “…poor power…”   

 Crispness: “…that these dead shall not have died in vain…” 

 Repetition: “…great civil war… great battlefield… great task…” 

 Pairing: “…fitting and proper…” 

 Triad: “…of the people, by the people, for the people…” 

 Rhythm: “we cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot hallow…” 

 Parallelism: “…little note nor long remember…” 

The Gettysburg Address is a work of artful creation, not simply to be read once, but to be 

experienced again and again. Like a good piece of music—or a tapestry—it is worthwhile to be 

appreciated on repeated occasions. Lincoln’s carefully crafted words were something the 

common folk of our country could delight in hearing and feeling its passion. It also spoke to 

America’s educated elite. For in addition to the sound and the spirit of the Address, in it Lincoln 

revealed a deft understanding of Greek oratory, political theory, theology, and transcendental 

philosophy. Yet the Address does not stand as a thing unto itself as theoretical. Crucial to a deep 

appreciation of the President’s message is a thoughtful awareness of the experiences of the past, 

the circumstances of the present, and the uncertainties of the future. It is well grounded in reality. 
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After all, he was, of course, President. He addressed Americans from all thirty-five States, North 

and South, not simply those of the eighteen Northern States whose gallant boys would be buried 

in the Soldiers’ National Cemetery. Oh, yes, he will give the Federal soldiers special tribute, but 

not so as to exclude consideration of all who were suffering through this “great Civil War.”  He 

was only too aware we had become a nation divided, now a nation at war, with a future uncertain 

and bleak. His intent was not to blame—Everett had done more than his share of that—but to 

inspire. 

Our people had faced distress before and had suffered combat over the cause of freedom. Lincoln 

had many times in his life reflected upon it, and reminded his countrymen of the importance of 

that earlier season. Note the similarities found in a speech he delivered in the summer of 1852 to 

the beginning of his words spoken at Gettysburg: 

 

“On the fourth day of July, 1776, the people of a few feeble and oppressed colonies of 

Great Britain, inhabiting a portion of the Atlantic coast of North America, publicly 

declared their national independence, and made their appeal to the justice of their cause, 

and to the God of battles, for the maintainance (sic.) of that declaration.” 
6
   

 

Again, what he said in November of 1863 was not novel, though much better crafted than a 

decade earlier. And on both occasions he intentionally embraced all Americans with his 

thoughts.  

_______________ 

That Lincoln uttered but 272 words at the cemetery is often noted. Notable are the words he 

chose not to use, but were considered fitting for the occasion by the primary speaker that day. 

Everett exhaustively spoke over 13,000 words, including such flash words as slavery, hostile, 

invasion, rebellion, treason, terror, enemy, despotism, and evil. These are incendiary, yet were 

adopted for the occasion by a respected elder statesman of the nation. Lincoln wisely knew 

better. He well understood the importance of not painting a frightful picture, condemning a guilty 

people for their wrongs. Quite the contrary, he chose instead words, phrases, and images to 

highlight the value of offering a positive vision, inspiring a well-intentioned people for their 

good.  

Even beyond Everett there were other impassioned speakers who could have addressed the 

South’s rebellion and the need for emancipation. Names that come readily to mind are Charles 

Sumner, William Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass, John C. Freemont, Wendell Phillips, 

William Seward, Benjamin Wade, Thaddeus Stevens, Samuel Cox, Zachariah Chandler, Carl 

Schurz, Benjamin Butler, and Henry Ward Beecher. But as impressive and emphatic as any of 

these men would have been, Lincoln stood taller and spoke clearer. He knew that combat had 

become inevitable, but not condemnation. Though wonderfully developed in his Second 
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Inaugural, grace and hope had already been expressed in his First: “The mystic chords of 

memory, stretching from every battle-field, and patriot grave, to every living heart and 

hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, 

as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.” 
7
 At Gettysburg he was certainly 

appealing to those better angels. 

In choosing to use so many short and easy words, Lincoln inserts a long and complicated one: 

“proposition.”  Subtly but meaningfully, he reframes the image that Jefferson had expressed in 

his clause affirming equality. A “self-evident truth” is not necessarily something provocative or 

profound. Walking in the rain without an umbrella or coat will cause you to get wet. But a 

proposition is something substantive as well as consequential. A proposition commands 

attention, is subject to debate, and has implications that are not always evident at a glance. It was 

a serious word for him to select, more than we might easily appreciate today. Webster’s 

Dictionary of that era explained its meaning in three contexts: 

  

 In logic, part of an argument. 

 In mathematics, a truth to be demonstrated. 

 In oratory, that which is affirmed. 

 

That he was making an affirmation in oratory is obvious. And it was also part of an ongoing 

argument for which logic was crucial. Even the mathematical dimension ought not be excluded 

from consideration here, for Lincoln had written of his “fondness for Euclid,” how as a lawyer 

he studied those six books of mathematics “till he could demonstrate with ease all the 

propositions…”  The proposition for which he was contending was indeed for him a vital truth to 

be demonstrated. “Proposition” was, for Lincoln, not a pedantic thing, but a grand principle to 

be celebrated. 

 

Where did this “proposition” originate?  Lincoln was not introducing it through his Address at 

the cemetery. The matter had been much debated for decades. In June of 1848 Senator John C. 

Calhoun addressed it in a famous and provocative speech in Congress, denouncing the heralded 

Jeffersonian proposition: 

 

“The proposition to which I allude, has become an axiom in the minds of a vast majority 

on both sides of the Atlantic, and is repeated daily from tongue to tongue, as an 

established and incontrovertible truth; it is that ‘all men are born free and equal.’  

I am not afraid to attack error, however deeply it may be entrenched, or however widely 

extended, whenever it becomes my duty to do so, as I believe it to be on this subject and 

occasion… Taking the proposition literally… there is not a word of truth in it… so great 

an error to have a place in the declaration of our independence.”  
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Lincoln was a Congressman at this time, and probably heard it first-hand from the lips of 

Calhoun. It certainly had raised a ruckus among his colleagues.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

John C. Calhoun, Southern champion of 
States Rights. (LOC) 

Roger B. Taney, Chief Justice of the 
Supreme Court, 1836-1864. (LOC) 

It was a proposition that was vigorously denounced by the Supreme Court in Scott v. Sanford, 

wherein Chief Justice Roger Taney declared “it is too clear for dispute that the enslaved African 

race were not intended to be included, and formed no part of the people who framed and adopted 

this declaration…”
8
  Taney went further to declare that Dred Scott not only was not an American 

citizen for whom the Declaration of Independence was applicable, but because he was not just a 

slave but Colored, might never be so. Those judicial pronouncements in the majority opinion 

were most passionately disputed by Lincoln. To view the Declaration in such a way based upon 

what he called Taney’s “propositions” made it “of no practical use now—mere rubbish—old 

wadding left to rot on the battlefield…”
9
. 

 

The debate as to what proposition would ultimately prevail had, upon the secession of the South, 

had become a matter of combat. In his famous Cornerstone Speech, newly inaugurated Vice-

President of the Confederacy, Alexander Stephens sought to “lay at rest for ever” the agitating 

contest, declaring forthrightly, “the negro is not equal to the white man; slavery, subordination to 

the superior race—in his natural and normal condition.” 
10

 Lincoln was worried that the very 

concept of true democracy was thereby at risk, that it might “perish from the face of the 

earth,” if in its initial national experience it would become trumped by an oligarchy of a select 

race of people. 

 

In choosing to use the word “proposition” for his Address, Lincoln refused the contention of 

Calhoun, Taney, and Stevens confronting it. That single word for him capsulized not only a 

truth, but the decades of dispute which it was now evident now could be resolved only with the 
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force of arms. The proposition was not only true but emphatic, as Lincoln quoted Jefferson, that 

“all men are created equal.”   

  

The tension of what was meant by equality painfully evident at the time and that debate has 

succinctly been dramatically in Tony Kushner’s script for the film Lincoln, in the spirited 

confrontation between Congressmen Fernando Wood and Thaddeus Stevens regarding the 13
th

 

Amendment:  

 

FERNANDO WOOD 

     “I've asked you a question, Mr.Stevens, and you must answer me. 

Do you or do you not hold that the precept that ‘all men are created 

equal’ is meant literally?” 

                         

(All eyes are on Stevens, the chamber quiet except for a scratching 

sound: the journalists have begun scribbling.) 

                          

FERNANDO WOOD (CONT'D) 

    “Is that not the true purpose of the amendment? To promote your 

ultimate and ardent dream to elevate –“ 

                          

THADDEUS STEVENS 

      “The true purpose of the amendment, Mr. Wood, you perfectly-

named, brainless, obstructive object?” 

                  

                       

FERNANDO WOOD 

  “You have always insisted, Mr. Stevens, that Negroes are the same 

as white men are.” 

                          

THADDEUS STEVENS 

      “The true purpose of the amendment –”  

    

(Stevens looks up at the balcony, at the waiting journalists, and 

Mary, who raises her eyebrows, then at Ashley and Litton at their 

desks. Seward watches from the balcony. Stevens returns to Wood.) 

                          

THADDEUS STEVENS (CONT'D) 

      “I don't hold with equality in all things only with equality 

before the law and nothing more.” 

                          

FERNANDO WOOD 

(surprised) 

      “That's not so! You believe that Negroes are entirely equal to 

white men. You've said it a thousand times –” 

                          

GEORGE PENDLETON 

(leaping to his feet) 

 “For shame! For shame! Stop prevaricating and answer 

Representative Wood!”                       
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THADDEUS STEVENS 

 “I don't hold with equality in (stands) all things, only with 

equality before the law and advocacy on behalf of, nothing more.” 
11
 

  

Had it been Alexander Stephens debating Abraham Lincoln, how 

would the latter have responded to such a pointed query? How was 

Lincoln defining equality? Did he not appreciate that people have 

varying strength, stature, eloquence, intelligence, capabilities, 

wisdom?  Of course he did, as he had acknowledged years earlier, “I 

think the authors of that notable instrument intended to include all 

men, but they did not intend to declare all men equal in all 

respects.”
12

 By citing equality in the context of God’s creation, 

Jefferson seems to have intended a basic moral equality, something 

with which Lincoln would surely concur. Does not moral equality 

form the basis for political equality?  Lincoln apparently felt this to 

be so, in words he penned in the context of the earlier debates he was having with Senator 

Stephen A. Douglas: 

 

“Most governments have been based, practically, on the denial of equal rights of men, as 

I have, in part, stated them; ours began by affirming those rights. They said, some men 

are too ignorant, and vicious, to share in government—Possibly so, said we; and by your 

system, you would always keep them ignorant, and vicious—We proposed to give all a 

chance; and we expected the weak to grow stronger, the ignorant wiser; and all better, 

and happier together.” 
13

  

 

Created morally equal, in due time and with proper opportunity, the fruition of that ideal could 

and should be achieved. Though Lincoln may have had only a faint idea where “the 

proposition” upheld would lead, he had no doubt that the effort must be undertaken (whether he 

anticipated it would come to women’s suffrage is unclear). 

  

In short, Lincoln believed that all men, even if not yet fully competent, were worthy of 

participating in government, which rightly ought to be a “government of the people, by the 

people, for the people.” Indeed, “liberty” was not simply the desire of a people “four score 

and seven years ago” to free themselves from monarchical tyranny, but of each of those people 

to become blessed by freedom—none to again be lorded over. Instead they would participate 

together in their own governance. 

 

The debate on the nature of “equal” status had become a vigorous dispute and from that arose 

dissension, secession, and “a great civil war” devastatingly played out on the “great 

battlefield” of Gettysburg. It was because of that combat that Lincoln was invited here to offer 

Alexander Stephens (LOC) 
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“a few appropriate words.” Everett had been the one chosen to give the address that day, 

although early in November a belated invitation was sent to the Executive Mansion welcoming 

the President should he choose to come.  It was doubted that he would do so as he was laboring 

in Washington under the heavy burden as commander in chief of the army and navy, as well as 

facing family concerns in the illness of son Taddie (Lincoln was still wearing black crepe upon 

his top hat in grief for the death of son Willie a year earlier). Yet the President felt compelled to 

make the trip. The nation was in the throes of anxiety and grief over the war, and this would be 

both the occasion and the location to offer guidance and hope. He knew that reporters from east 

to west would be there to record his words and assure them to be published throughout the land. 

The tale that he wrote his Address on the back of an envelope while traveling on the train to 

Gettysburg has well been debunked. He had spent some two weeks pondering what he might say, 

acknowledging to Noah Brooks that it would be “short, short, short.” That did not mean it would 

be easy, for in the brief allotted time he would have to make every word count. Any seasoned 

speaker knows this well. Although perhaps apocryphal, a later governor of California explained 

that “Lincoln once made a most apt suggestion applicable to such cases. When asked to appear upon 

some important occasion and deliver a five-minute speech, he said that he had no time to prepare 

five-minute speeches, but that he could go and speak an hour at any time.”14  In any case, the 

Gettysburg Address contains but ten sentences, carefully composed, and took well less than three 

minutes to deliver. 

Unexpectedly, the President’s first reference to people is not to the fallen soldiers, as Everett had 

done, but to “our fathers.” It was an allusion he had developed before, as in comments made in 

his Cooper Union Speech, citing “our fathers, who framed the Government under which we 

live.”
15

 No explanation was needed to identify them, as virtually everyone so respected the 

founders of our nation. In his address at Jackson, Mississippi, prior to leaving for his 

inauguration at Richmond, Jefferson Davis had made a similar reference to “our fathers [who] 

formed a union and a solemn compact.”
16

 Lincoln at Gettysburg is making an appeal to all 

Americans, and intentionally using words that all might find appealing. (The Great Seal of the 

Confederate States of America prominently featured one of those fathers, George Washington.) 

So it is that he begins his comments not with attention to the strife that has overcome the nation, 

but with the nobility of a common cause and the honored men who in 1776 rallied the people to 

create the nation. 

“Nation” itself is a recurrent note, chimed therein four times. Significantly, it is initially 

described by the simple and powerful word “new.”  That same adjective will also be used in the 

finale of the Address. To some degree, the twice vocalized “new” form audio bookends to the 

speech, as he sets both the past and the future of America in such a way. The state of human 

affairs can surely deteriorate over time, becoming stale, tired, archaic, worn-out, mundane, 

antiquated, disheartened, even despairing, bleak, and forlorn. Whether it be the condition of an 

individual or that of a nation, the introduction of “new” begins to change the circumstances 
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being faced. The beleaguered Colonists experienced something new that brought hope. And so 

might the distressed Americans of Lincoln’s day discover something new that would stir their 

hearts. 

When Lincoln spoke of a “new nation,” it was not simply that which was new in terms of time. 

He well understood ours was new in terms of character. The word “nation” had gone through an 

evolution of meaning by the 19
th

 Century. It is doubtful that Lincoln fully appreciated the stages 

of development in its definition, but likely appreciated that “nation” is derived from the same 

word stem as “nativity” and “native,” referencing birth. This will become evident when the 

Address swells to proclaim another “new birth.”    

The original meaning of “nation” arose in the 14
th

 Century when referencing students coming to 

the University of Paris who had been born in various provinces or regions of the country. 

Students from Normandy, or Burgundy, or Champaign, would each be viewed as a nation, 

attributed to their place of birth. By the 16
th

 Century the word became commonly used for any 

particular body of people united by common descent, history, heritage, culture, ethnicity, and 

language. With the rise of modern states in the 17
th

 Century, the word “nation” specified such a 

homogenous people that inhabited a particular territory and functioned under a certain 

government. France, Spain, England, Portugal, et. al. were various nations of the world, although 

Germany and Italy, for example, were not yet so comprised, still being a loose amalgamation of 

city states, duchies, principalities, and kingdoms.  

The United States of America was not simply a “new nation” in a list of already-established 

nations, but an enterprise altogether novel. It was a body of people, yes, and comprised a state, 

but lacked the identity of birth that characterized other nations. America had residents who 

claimed a heritage from any number of different places, such as Holland, England, Scotland, 

Prussia, France, Scandinavia, and Spain. What identified America in its national founding was 

not where its people were born, but that they lived in a place where together they could be 

devoted to freedom.  What Lincoln well understood was that this meant that one’s ethnic heritage 

should not be an issue in America, with people sharing the same values tracing their background 

to other places as well: Ireland, Italy, Mexico, China, and, yes, Africa.  Truly, the United States 

was a fresh and exciting “new” kind of “nation,” unlike anything known before. Never before 

could one become a citizen of a nation simply by their choice, their dedication to its founding 

principles. 

Until 1776, the people of any and every nation were subjects of a monarch, not actually citizens. 

The reason Britain felt justified in impressing American seamen was the conviction that once a 

subject of the king, always a subject of the king. They held to the old concept of nationality, that 

it had to do with one’s birth. Americans in their Revolution resisted that idea, and believed that 

patriot loyalty trumped birth, such that an Englishman who chose to emigrate to the new 
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republic, there to live and serve, was no longer bound by his ties of birth. This was not only a 

new concept, but a radical and transformative one. 

_______________ 

Words like “proposition,” “equal,” “liberty” and “new nation” are packed with meaning and 

implications, but even simple verbiage can offer insights. We have no explanation by Lincoln 

why he used the words he did, yet every word has meaning, especially when so few could be 

used, and brings some impact upon the flow of thoughts carried by such words. Take the little 

word “but,” which, though classified as a conjunction, does not actually conjoin clauses; 

instead, it contrasts them. The President in his very brief remarks used the word twice. Whenever 

one hears a “but” in a sentence, be alert to what comes next. Charles Evans Hughes, while 

serving as Secretary of State, was a delegate to an intergovernmental conference in Latin 

America. Reportedly he instructed his translator to provide him with only a synopsis of what was 

being said; however, if the word “but” was used by any speaker he needed a word-for-word 

translation of what followed. Even in common parlance, this simple word may alert the listener 

to a surprise ahead, as in “You have been an able employee here for the past seven years, but…” 

or “I know we have had our times of trouble, but…”  Subliminally, use of the word “but” causes 

a listener to perk up his ears, to be aware that what is coming may not be what you expect or 

fear.  

A word with similar effect is “rather,” which among so few words is also spoken twice by 

Lincoln. It suggests a better option than one routinely or blindly being followed. Indeed, it 

proposes that a conscious choice be made for an alternative. And it is not a casual option 

proposed, for in both instances Lincoln’s use of “rather” points in a direction of becoming 

“dedicated.” Everyone, of course, thinks he or she displays dedication. But to what? 

_______________ 

Lincoln links “dedication” with “consecration” and “devotion,” three words that have the 

connotation of faith and hope looking to that which is beyond ourselves. You consecrate 

something. You are devoted to something. You are dedicated to something.  Humanity is by 

nature a selfish experience, with each of us looking primarily to his own best interests. Nobility 

arises when a person or persons can look beyond their personal concerns. Ten times in but 272 

words Lincoln adeptly weaves this idea into his message. He is seeking to inspire his listeners to 

arise beyond their own base instincts and narrow interests, and recognize that grander matters are 

at stake. The President heightens the sacredness of the endeavor by referencing a fourth word, 

“hallow,” carrying the Biblical dynamic of doing so in recognition of the holiness of the 

dedication (as in the Lord’s Prayer, “hallowed be thy Name”). 
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Indeed, what is at stake is momentous, though Lincoln prefers to use the word “great.”  He 

actually uses it thrice over! One might wonder such redundancy suggests a lack of a thesaurus, or 

simply a limited vocabulary. Yet this word grows with impact each time it is used, “a great civil 

war… a great battlefield… a great task.” In so connecting the scope of the task to that of the 

battle and the war, he magnifies its import. Moreover, the task is not simply an extension in 

scope, but involves a serious “struggle,” a concept he had emphatically addressed in an earlier 

speech: 

 

“I am exceedingly anxious that this Union, the Constitution, and the liberties of the 

people shall be perpetuated in accordance with the original idea for which that struggle 

was made, and I shall be most happy indeed if I shall be an humble instrument in the 

hands of the Almighty, and of this, his almost chosen people, for perpetuating the object 

of that great struggle.” 
17

 

 

Not incidentally, in that earlier message he likewise spoke of the struggle as being “great.”  No 

one knew better than the President how terrific and terrible that struggle had become. “Task” is 

in the Gettysburg Address linked with “struggle,” and both with “unfinished work.”  This is no 

easy thing. Imagine Uncle Sam rolling up his sleeves to gird himself for a most intense labor. Or, 

more to the point, imagine each and every citizen doing what must done. When a person does 

succeed in an earnest struggle, he is better for it; so too, a nation. Indeed, for a “new nation,” 

that is, one founded upon great democratic ideals rather than the happenstance of birthplace, 

becoming engaged in such a struggle is inevitable, even desirable. 

 

That brings us to the dramatic triad, “of the people, by the people, for the people.” It is not 

enough that a government with its officials grapples with difficult issues. In a republic such as 

ours the responsibility is shared (most scholars conclude that the wording is reflection of the 

thoughts of Theodore Parker). It is not simply that the people elect their representatives and 

allow them to decide what is best. Lincoln was a man of the people, a common man for whom 

ambition and circumstance had thrust him to the forefront, but nonetheless always a man among 

many. He celebrated that the Constitution from its outset celebrated the vital role of the people: 

“We the People, of the United States of America…” Indeed, he took wry intrigue in how the 

Confederate States of America had worded their document of national order in a way that 

seemingly ignored the people: 

 

“Our adversaries… have adopted a temporary national constitution, in the preamble of 

which, unlike our good old one, signed by Washington, they omit ‘We, the People,’ and 

substitute ‘We, the deputies of the sovereign and independent States.’ Why? Why this 

deliberate pressing out of view, the rights of men, and the authority of the people?”
18

    

The importance of the people in the national governance is emphasized by Lincoln in his 

Address in a clear manner, also in a way not often appreciated. It comes in his use of pronouns. 



 

Page | 71  
 

A colleague of mine jokingly said that the most common word in the speech is the word “the.”  

Actually, it is not. It is rather the first person plural pronoun, “we.” Ten times the President 

draws himself to his listeners by using the word “we,” encompassing one and all. Moreover, he 

three times refers to “us” and twice to “our.” Not all instances of this pronoun have comparable 

scope, but the repetition strikes a drumbeat fifteen times over in which the President associates 

himself with the listeners, and invites the listeners to join him in the weighty endeavors of 

national affairs.  

Curiously, Lincoln’s repetitive incorporation of the first person plural stands in marked contrast 

to what was another address made at Gettysburg. Secretary of State William Seward was 

prepared to stand in for the President at the cemetery, and had a manuscript by which to do so. 

As it turned out, his venue would instead be the downtown Diamond on the evening of 

November 18. In his first six sentences, Seward used the first person singular “I” a total of 

twelve times!  The contrast between these two speakers is as remarkable as the oft-mention 

contrast between Lincoln and Everett. 

The President did use a word that every child grudges in hearing: “cannot.” It is a word that 

even adults do not like to hear, but must understand. And he uses it three times in succession. 

Startling!  It is a rhetorical device which prompts questions. Well, what then can be done? What 

then should be done?  What then must be done? He uses this as a means to emphasize the 

devotion earlier examined in this essay. 

Of course, the soldiers who died at Gettysburg gave “the last full measure of devotion” to 

“liberty” and to “this nation” in their sacrificial deaths. It is expected, what he called “fitful 

and proper,” that Lincoln would focus upon what “they did here,” and thus several times 

mentions “the dead,” challenging his listeners that “these dead shall not have died in vain.” 

What was even more thoughtful on his part was weaving into these strands of death promises of 

life, the giving of “their lives that that nation might live.” Indeed, the words and phrases 

referencing death are carefully interwoven into the words and phrases referencing birth and life.  

 conceived… created… 

     a great civil war… 

 endure… 

     a great battlefield of that war 

     a final resting place… 

     gave their lives… 

 that nation might live 

 living… 

     dead who struggled here 

 us the living… 

     these honored dead… 

     they gave the last full measure… 

     shall not have died in vain 
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 new birth… 

 not perish… 

 

Rather than jolting listeners by bounding back and forth between two seeming opposites, the 

adept way he linked death and life made them fully interwoven. The interplay between the 

sacrifice of the soldiers and the vibrancy of the nation was not a new theme for him. In a letter 

dated August of 1863, Lincoln declared “we never should, and I am sure, never shall be niggard 

of gratitude and benefaction to the soldiers who have endured toil, privations and wounds, that 

the nation may live.”
19

.
 
 

That message became even more emphatic being delivered at Gettysburg. And as he used the 

word “endure” in his Address, that the nation would do so, the imagery is of active effort to 

overcome as demonstrated by the soldiers, “they who fought here.” It is not simply a passive 

survival, something that happens to a person. It will take not only awareness but stalwart effort. 

_______________ 

The local focus made this a speech that could most effectively be delivered at this “battlefield” 

and at the cemetery, “a portion of that field as a final resting place.” Washington was too 

remote for the message to have had the impact that it did. It wouldn’t have worked at Springfield 

or New York or most other places. “This ground” at Gettysburg was the place where the words 

must be spoken. The President hammers a stake in the ground by repeatedly emphasizing the 

“here… here… here… here… here.” History doesn’t just happen off in an ethereal 

somewhere. It happens at an actual time and in a real place. And the reality of Gettysburg was 

gripping.  For those who fought, it happened “here.”  And for his listeners who ponder, it too 

can happen “here.” 

But even as he gives due regard to the very place, he never loses sight of the broader national 

concern. Interspersed four times in the Address is that reference to “nation.” What happened at 

Gettysburg had implications for the entire country, and he would argue—despite the horrid 

bloodshed—positive implications. But he would not have us lose sight of the more extensive 

global scope involved in what happened here. References he makes to “this continent”… “any 

nation”… “the world”… and “the earth” alert us that this is no mere Ameri-centric tribute. It 

is not something noble for just our countrymen to cherish. In a speech delivered before assuming 

office, he foretold of the global dynamics he would highlight in his Gettysburg Address: “It was 

not the mere matter of the separation of the colonies from the mother land; but something in that 

Declaration giving liberty, not alone to the people of this country, but hope to the world for all 

future time.” 
20

 

The President well knew that the people of the world were closely watching the developments in 

America. In his message to Congress nearly a year earlier, he declared “We say we are for the 
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Union. The world will not forget that we say this.”
21

.   Even more emphatically, that same world 

“can never forget what they did here.” It was not simply American history that played itself 

out at Gettysburg, but truly world history. Thus Lincoln simultaneously maintains and exalts the 

local focus, and the national concern, and the global scope, doing so effectively in so few words.  

That our “nation” was “brought forth” — an allusion to birth—underlies the organic dynamic 

of what America is in Lincoln’s mind. It is not a static thing with boundaries, structures, and 

rules.  “Those who here gave their lives” did so “that that nation might live,” wherein the 

President further emphasizes that organic dimension. There is a flowing imagery of the nation as 

a person who has been created, christened, and now is coming of age: 

  

 “Our fathers”…  

  “conceived”…  

   “brought forth”…  

    “dedicated”…  

     “brave men…” 

The nation is not here conceived as being a legal compact between States, as secessionists had 

argued, but as a continually maturing person, one who in life struggles, engaged in a “testing” 

for which the outcome is unclear, but the “cause” to which he is devoted so important. Indeed, 

this idea of personhood evident in the nation was subliminally introduced right at the beginning, 

with his reference to the “four score and seven.” It echoes the verbiage of Psalm 90:10, “The 

days of our years are threescore years and ten; and if by reason of strength they be fourscore 

years…”  

A.E. Elmore makes a case that the Union so dear to Lincoln is analogous to marriage, that he 

may intentionally have used verbiage from the Book of Common Prayer used in a wedding 

ceremony. “Engaged”… “we are met”… “we have come”… “that cause”… “devotion.”  The 

Union, like every marriage, faces “testing,” but can “endure,” if the spouses remain devoted. 

Abraham and Mary understood as much as any couple the struggles that face a wedded couple. 

_______________ 

Adroitly woven into the story of the nation and of its soldiers is the dimension of time. Just as 

history is rooted in a place, so is it linked to the course of time. The President effectively invites 

his listeners to enter into the flow of the national story by what they might do, inspired by the 

fathers and the soldiers, each of whom has had their key roles to play. But he does not mark 

history sequentially as might be expected, rather reaching back and forth and even forward to a 

history yet to be. Note five periods of history interwoven in dramatic fashion. 
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THE DISTANT PAST:  “Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this 

continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men 

are created equal.” 

THE NEAR PAST:  “those who here gave their lives… The brave men, living and dead, who 

struggled here, have consecrated it… they who fought here… honored dead… they gave 

the last full measure of devotion…” 

THE PRESENT:   “Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing… We are met on a great 

battlefield of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field… It is altogether 

fitting and proper that we should do this… we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we 

cannot hallow… It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated… thus far… It is rather for 

us to be here dedicated… that we here highly resolve…” 

THE NEAR FUTURE:  “that nation might live… The world will little note... what we say 

here… the great task remaining before us… we take increased devotion to that cause… 

that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new 

birth of freedom…” 

THE DISTANT FUTURE:  “it can never forget what they did here… and that government 

of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.” 

The President can be so emphatic about the future because, as he has so well expressed it, the 

impetus of the past, both distant and near, thrusts us forward envisioning a telos toward which 

the nation is drawn.  The same chiming theme that aroused our fathers and later these soldiers 

shall enable a grand and noble future to be embraced. It is not simply a salute to what they did, 

but, so inspired, a sterling call of what we now must do and the ultimate goal to be reached. 

Yet Lincoln is not so presumptuous as to predict the future with certainty. Rather, the throes the 

country faces create an uncertainty, which he references repeatedly. Our soldiers have 

“struggled.”  It is an “unfinished work,” this progress of democracy. We can only know for 

sure what has happened “thus far.” There unquestionably is “the great task remaining before 

us.” And he raises the possibility that the great experiment in democracy, without our dedication, 

might “perish,” thereby using a frightful Biblical word.  Can such a nation, so conceived, “long 

endure”? Have the soldiers died “in vain”? Lincoln wants his listeners to be inspired, but he 

also wants them to be troubled, and in this way, to be challenged. We cannot simply feel good 

about the honorable actions demonstrated by our fathers and soldiers. We will let them down if 

we do not carry their efforts forward on our own shoulders. The burden is upon us now. As 

Lincoln had stated in December of 1862, “We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope 

of earth.” 
22

 So he has explicitly heralded what others have nobly done; but now the responsibility 

lies with “us, the living.” 
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_______________ 

Amidst this grand sweep of time, Lincoln takes care also to highlight the role of God. Prior to his 

Presidency and the burden of civil war, he had been reticent even to mention God in making 

public speeches. His own perspective of theology had developed and matured through the 

decades, having earlier in his life expressed views atheistic and agnostic. But from Gettysburg 

forward he would often reference the Almighty’s role in the affairs of our nation.  Jefferson’s 

assertion Lincoln affirms: that “all men are created equal” supposes the existence of a Creator. 

On a singular occasion Lincoln had, in a speech delivered in 1858, envisioned not only the 

physical creation of man, but that God had designed mankind to cherish freedom. “Our reliance 

in in the love of liberty which God has planted in our bosoms.”
23

   

 Jefferson was a deist, perceiving the Divine as all-seeing, yet remote and essentially uninvolved 

in his creation. When Lincoln uses the word “hallow,” he is drawing from the Christian lexicon, 

for that which is made holy unto the Lord.  Yet there is a vagueness to the allusion, such that the 

attention really is given not to the Almighty but to the sacrifice of the soldiers. 

But as the speech builds to a climax, Lincoln becomes explicit. Scholars agree that the 

manuscript from which he read did not include the words “under God.” Apparently, he is 

inspired while delivering his message, seeing not only the graves of fallen soldiers but wounded 

from the battle who were still in Gettysburg months later, to invoke the name of God. Reporters 

noted it, and Lincoln himself acknowledged it in writing out subsequent handwritten 

manuscripts. If the stenographic reports are accurate in this regard, as he spoke the phrase he 

extemporaneously inserted God into the middle of the verb!  “That this nation shall, under 

God, have a new birth of freedom.” The implication is that the Almighty would not simply be 

gazing with pleasure from afar to witness what a Godly nation we had become, but that God 

himself would enable this to happen. In Lincoln’s Second Inaugural speech, that theme will be 

unwrapped with impressive spirituality. 

_______________ 

As the President wove together his Address for the dedication of the Soldiers’ National 

Cemetery, it is apparent that he was exacting in the words he chose, in the images and ideas he 

stitched into the fabric of that speech. In the short time allotted, he sought to define America and 

to explain the war. Some critics, particularly among Northern Democrat newspapers, scorned 

him for changing the purpose of the war beyond that of saving the Union. At the beginning of the 

year he had issued his Emancipation Proclamation, justifying his decision to free the slaves as an 

authority he held under the war powers of the Constitution. [Although appreciating the 

Declaration to be our founding document, he was nevertheless fully respectful of the 

Constitution as the means established by the nation to provide needed structure for it to thrive.]    

Lincoln did not see the purpose of the war as now having two prongs, but one noble justification 



 

Page | 76  
 

becoming ever more clearly defined. It was not simply a matter of preserving the Union, but 

preserving what the Declaration of Independence identified as a nation of free and equal people 

governing themselves. 

As our birth certificate, the Declaration of Independence gives us our identity.  As has been 

noted, the word “nation” itself carries the connotation of birth. But now Lincoln imagines a 

rebirth, “a new birth of freedom.” Some historians interpret Lincoln as proposing, successfully 

so, a second Republic, with new national principles. He would have been puzzled by such a 

reconstruction, seeing instead that as our nation grew to maturity, it might now boldly claim the 

founding “proposition” of our fathers for freedom of all. Freedom can exist apart from equality, 

as asserted by some as they would lord it over others. But national freedom, the freedom of a 

people composing that nation, can truly exist only with the spirit of equality. In 1776 a Republic 

was born—an astounding moment in history— but its actual freedoms were largely limited to a 

subset of the population, verging upon an oligarchy. The “new birth of freedom” would 

encompass all the people. 

The President builds his message to a crescendo as he climaxes with a tribute to “the people,” 

one and all, who with God’s help, can assure a governance assuring freedom for all. He had 

asserted this before, as in a more verbose speech given in September of 1859 dramatically 

concluding, “…Let us hope, rather, that by the best cultivation of the physical world, beneath 

and around us; and the intellectual and moral world within us, we shall secure an individual, 

social, and political prosperity and happiness, whose course shall be onward and upward, and 

which, while the earth endures, shall not pass away.” 
24

 

When did Lincoln begin working on his Gettysburg Address? A popular but long-dismissed 

explanation is that he did so hours earlier, while on a train riding to Gettysburg. Scholars instead 

explain that he had begun crafting his words days earlier. The Presidents close friend, Noah 

Brooks, explained that “the Gettysburg speech was actually written and rewritten a great many 

times.”
25

  Yet, as we have seen, Abraham Lincoln had actually begun putting his thoughts and 

words together years earlier, refining and distilling them, until at a timely moment and a special 

place he might weave them in an impressive and memorable way. We are so blessed and 

challenged that those words come to us through the Gettysburg Address. 
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