Battle of Gettysburg Outline

Part One

What the Battle of Gettysburg Means

The Civil War was the quintessential event in American History.  It represented up to that point, everything we were as a nation, and its experience, opened up, everything we became.  

For more than anything else in our history, the civil war defined us as a people, with both good and bad attributes, and by its blood and passion, it truly forged us into a nation.  As Lincoln said, it clearly gave us a “new birth of freedom”.

And as the civil war was the defining historical event for our nation, the Battle of Gettysburg was the defining event of the civil war.  It was the battle that presented a threshold for victory, for both sides, and its outcome determined the outcome of the war.

To understand America and its people, it is necessary to understand the civil war, and to understand the civil war, it is necessary to understand the Battle of Gettysburg.  It is timeless, and its meaning speaks to us today, as clearly as it did that late November afternoon, just a few months after the battle, when a somber Abraham Lincoln said :

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.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. 

We are met on a great battlefield of that war. 

We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot hallow this ground. 

The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. 

The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here. 

It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. 

It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion.

That we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain.  

That this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom.

And that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.

And so, let us go back in time.  To the first week in July, 1863.  Let us try to understand what happened on this great battlefield over 150 years ago.  And in so doing, we will better understand ourselves, our nation, its challenges, and our future. 

Part Two

What the Does the Civil War Tell Us Today?

The American Civil War tells us as much about who we are as a people today as when it was fought.

Without question, the American Revolution and our founders, represented an historic time, with incredible visionary leaders.  Their courage, foresight and commitment are not only without question, but what they produced, by taking on the greatest world power since the Roman Empire, and earning their independence, and then building the world’s first truly functioning representative republic, was a breathtaking step forward for the evolution of all mankind, and its individual rights and liberties.

But until the civil war, the promise offered by the Declaration of Independence, that “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed”, was an unfulfilled aspiration of the United States.   It took our American Civil War, and the Battle of Gettysburg itself, to transform this enlightened promise, into the true meaning of reality.

And yet that transformation still requires vigilance.  It requires all of us today, to protect and remember the meaning why those brave souls from 1863 gave their lives.  

For the promise of true freedom and individual liberty is a fragile gift, that can easily be extinguished by forces from a broad spectrum of evil to apathy.  Such freedom and liberty requires ardent protection, without which, the important promise of the declaration, will become unavailable to every person in our great nation.  It is our role to provide such ardent protection, and the Civil War, and the Battle of Gettysburg, tell us the story of how important that is.

The Civil War is Relatable History:

   Our Founders – Critically Important But Hard to Relate To

If one was to slip into a time machine back to 18th century Philadelphia, to be present at the signing of the Declaration of Independence in 1776, or the Federal Constitutional Convention in 1787, it would be both exhilarating, as well as fundamentally foreign and culturally shocking.

Traveling back into any prior time frame would, without question be different than today.  The lack of technology, sanitation, and modern convenience would all take some significant getting used to.  But travelling back to the day and time of our founders would be perhaps much less like modern America than we can really understand.

Our founders were British, with British customs, syntax and cultural attitudes.  Although their evolution as Americans was in large part what drove the Revolution, and there were definitely differences from the British back in England, our founders were still all raised under the specter of the Union Jack.

Merely speaking with them would require some degree of effort.  Their speech and syntax was characteristically formal and British-like.  Their accent, although become more regional, would have definitely had a tinge of British inflection.  They often bowed instead of shaking hands, they dressed in knickers and stockings, with buckled shoes, and powdered wigs.  They carried purses not wallets, had no pockets in their britches, and seldom, if almost never bathed.  Dental health was nonexistent, variety in diet very limited, intoxication prevalent, and as an almost exclusive agricultural society, the pace of everything was painstakingly slow.

But despite these factors, because of its founders, America was to be put on a path of a great country.  The founders were men (and yes they were almost exclusively men) of great character, accomplishment, and intellect.  

The Civil War is Relatable History - Continued:

   Our Founders – Critically Important But Hard to Relate To - Continued

They were visionaries, who believed in the promise of the enlightenment, which held that every person had worth in the eyes of God, and that upon that worth, He vested all His people with certain unalienable rights.  These rights were announced by the great British legal commentator, John Locke, to be life, liberty and the pursuit of property.  Paraphrased by Thomas Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence, they became immortalized as Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness. 

But as visionary as they were, our founders were also practical men of their own age and time.  A time when class and color, religion and family background did separate people and their social standing.  Southerners owned slaves from Africa and their descendants, to do the hard work of agriculture in harsh environmental conditions.  Northerners often employed European bond servants, who came to America having to perform often back breaking work for a period of years to earn their freedom and release from debt.  These practices represented much engrained social customs as conscious decisions rejecting the moral foundations of the enlightenment.

And so the aspirational promise of the declaration devolved into much less than it could be.  As great as our founders were, only George Washington freed his slaves, and then only posthumously after his wife Martha’s death.  Four of our first five Presidents were Virginia planters, all of which owned slaves.  Indeed nine of the first twelve presidents were from southern states, and had, at least at some point in their lives, owned slaves.

Nearly all of the founders, however, saw the serious contradiction between the direct promise of the Declaration of Independence and the legal recognition of slavery.  Knowing that the southern states would never join the Union without protection of what they viewed as their “property rights”, the founders believed that in order to actually make a continental nation, they would need to develop a compromise.  This compromise which recognized the conflict of slavery with the meaning of the Declaration of Independence (which is actually incorporated by reference in the Constitution by means of Article IX of the Bill of Rights) was artfully crafted, and showed a future hope that the passage of time would simply eliminate the issue of slavery from the nation.

At the time of the founding there were one half million slaves in America, and that number appeared to be decreasing.  By the time of the Civil War, however, owing largely to the invention of cotton gin in 1793, that number had increased to over three million. 

It should be noted, that the word slave or slavery never appears one time in the Constitution.  Indeed, the escaped slave turned abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, once commented, “Abolish slavery tomorrow, and not a sentence or syllable of the Constitution need be altered.”   Additionally, as argued by the brilliant dissent of Benjamin Curtis, in the infamous Dred Scott v. Sandford case, the Constitution’s rights are no where limited in its text to any race, and as a “person” Mr. Scott, and all slaves like him, should be granted its freedom and protections.

But this compromise was still reflected  In  expressly outlawing the African Slave Trade after     





For as we shall see, the challenges presented by the civil war, it was the event in history that completed us as a nation.
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