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The Mayflower Compact 

1620 A.D. 

 

In the name of God, Amen. 

We whose names are underwritten, the loyal subjects of our dread sovereign Lord King James, by the 
Grace of God of Great Britain, France, and Ireland, King, Defender of the Faith, etc. 

Having undertaken for the Glory of God and advancement of the Christian Faith and Honour of our King 
and Country, a Voyage to plant the First Colony in the northern Parts of Virginia, do by these presents 
solemnly and mutually in the presence of God and one of another, Covenant and Combine ourselves 
together in a Civil Body Politic, for our better ordering and preservation and furtherance of the ends 
aforesaid; and by virtue hereof to enact, constitute and frame such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, 
Acts, Constitutions and Offices from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for the 
general good of the Colony, unto which we promise all due submission and obedience. In witness 
whereof we have hereunder subscribed our names at Cape Cod, the 11th of November, in the year of 
the reign of our Sovereign Lord King James, of England, France, and Ireland the eighteenth, and of 
Scotland the fifty-fourth. Anno Domini 1620 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Declaration of Independence 

1776 A.D. 

 

In Congress, July 4, 1776 

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America 

When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political 
bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the 
separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent 
respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to 
the separation. 

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, that whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it 
is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation 
on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect 
their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not 
be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly, all experience hath shewn, that mankind are 
more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to 
which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the 
same Object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, 
to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security. Such has been the 
patient sufferance of these Colonies, and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their 
former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated 
injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these 
States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world. 

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good. 

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless suspended 
in their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to 
attend to them. 

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless those 
people would relinquish the right of Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable to them and 
formidable to tyrants only. 

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the 
depository of their public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his 
measures. 

He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly firmness his invasions on 
the rights of the people. 



He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby the 
Legislative powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for their exercise; the 
State remaining in the meantime exposed to all the dangers of invasion from without, and convulsions 
within. 

He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose obstructing the Laws 
for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations hither, and raising 
the conditions of new Appropriations of Lands. 

He has obstructed the Administration of Justice by refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing Judiciary 
powers. 

He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the amount and 
payment of their salaries. 

He has erected a multitude of New Offices and sent hither swarms of Officers to harass our people and 
eat out their substance. 

He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the Consent of our legislatures. 

He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil power. 

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and 
unacknowledged by our laws, giving his Assent to their Acts of pretended Legislation: 

For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us; 

For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from punishment for any Murders which they should commit on 
the Inhabitants of these States; 

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world; 

For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent; 

For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury; 

For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences; 

For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Province, establishing therein an 
Arbitrary government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to render it at once an example and fit 
instrument for introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies; 

For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the Forms 
of our Governments; 

For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power to legislate for us in 
all cases whatsoever. 

He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and waging War against us. 

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our people. 

He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to compleat the works of death, 
desolation and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty and Perfidy scarcely paralleled in 
the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation. 



He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their 
Country, to become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands. 

He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of 
our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare is an undistinguished 
destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions. 

In every stage of these oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms. Our 
repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince whose character is thus 
marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. 

Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our British brethren. We have warned them from time to 
time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded 
them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to their native 
justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our common kindred to disavow 
these usurpations, which would inevitably interrupt our connections and correspondence. They, too, 
have been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the 
necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in 
War, in Peace Friends. 

We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, Assembled, 
appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name and by 
Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That these United 
Colonies are, and of Right ought to be, Free and Independent States; that they are Absolved from all 
Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great 
Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved. And that as Free and Independent States, they have full 
Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and 
Things which Independent States may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm 
reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our 
Fortunes and our sacred Honor. 

 

  



 

Benjamin Franklin on Prayer 

Constitutional Convention, Philadelphia 

1787 A.D. 

 

Mr. President, 

The small progress we have made after four or five weeks close attendance and continual reasonings 
with each other, our different sentiments on almost every question, several of the last producing as 
many noes as ayes, is methinks a melancholy proof of the imperfection of the Human Understanding. 
We indeed seem to feel our own want of political wisdom, since we have been running about in search 
of it. We have gone back to ancient history for models of government and examined the different forms 
of those Republics, which having been formed with the seeds of their own dissolution, now no longer 
exist. And we have viewed Modern States all ‘round Europe, but find none of their Constitutions suitable 
to our circumstances. 

In this situation of this Assembly groping as it were in the dark to find political truth, and scarce able to 
distinguish it when presented to us, how has it happened, Sir, that we have not hitherto once thought of 
humbly applying to the Father of lights to illuminate our understandings? In the beginning of the contest 
with Great Britain, when we were sensible of danger, we had daily prayer in this room for the Divine 
Protection. Our prayers, Sir, were heard, and they were graciously answered. All of us who were 
engaged in that struggle must have observed frequent instances of a Superintending providence in our 
favor. To that kind providence we owe this happy opportunity of consulting in peace on the means of 
establishing our future national felicity. And have we now forgotten that powerful friend? Or do we 
imagine that we no longer need His assistance. 

I have lived, Sir, a long time and the longer I live, the more convincing proofs I see of this truth -- 
that God governs in the affairs of men. And if a sparrow cannot fall to the ground without his notice, is it 
probable that an empire can rise without His aid? We have been assured, Sir, in the sacred writings that 
"except the Lord build, they labor in vain that build it." I firmly believe this. And I also believe that 
without His concurring aid we shall succeed in this political building no better than the Builders of Babel. 
We shall be divided by our little partial local interests, our projects will be confounded, and we ourselves 
shall be become a reproach and a bye-word down to future age. And what is worse, mankind may 
hereafter from this unfortunate instance, despair of establishing Governments by Human Wisdom, and 
leave it to chance, war, and conquest. 

I therefore beg leave to move -- that henceforth prayers imploring the assistance of Heaven, and its 
blessings on our deliberations, be held in this Assembly every morning before we proceed to business, 
and that one or more of the Clergy of this City be requested to officiate in that service. 

 

  



 

The Bill of Rights 

1789 A.D., ratified 1791 A.D. 

 

Amendment I: Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the 
free exercise thereof, or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press, or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances. 

 

Amendment II: A well-regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the 
people to keep and bear Arms shall not be infringed. 

 

Amendment III: No soldier shall, in time of peace, be quartered in any house without the consent of the 
owner, nor in time of war but in a manner to be prescribed by law. 

 

Amendment IV: The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers and effects against 
unreasonable searches and seizures shall not be violated, and no warrants shall issue, but upon 
probable cause, supported by Oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched 
and the persons or things to be seized. 

Amendment V: No person shall be held to answer for a capital or otherwise infamous crime, unless on a 
presentment or indictment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, or in the 
Militia, when in actual service in time of War or public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the 
same offense to be twice put in jeopardy of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be 
a witness against himself; nor be deprived of life, liberty, or property without due process of law; nor 
shall private property be taken for public use without just compensation. 

 

Amendment VI: In all criminal prosecutions the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy and public trial, 
by an impartial jury, of the State and district wherein the crime shall have been committed, which 
district shall have been previously ascertained by law, and to be informed of the nature and cause of the 
accusation; to be confronted with the witnesses against him; to have compulsory process for obtaining 
witnesses in his favor; and to have the Assistance of Counsel for his defense. 

 

Amendment VII: In suits at common law where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty dollars, the 
right of trial by jury shall be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury shall be otherwise re-examined in any 
Court of the United States than according to the rules of the common law. 

 

Amendment VIII: Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual 
punishments inflicted. 

 



Amendment IX: The enumeration in the Constitution of certain rights shall not be construed to deny or 
disparage others retained by the people. 

 

Amendment X: The power not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to 
the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people. 

 

 

  



 

Thomas Jefferson, Letter to Baptists of Danbury 

1802 A.D. 

 

To messers. Nehemiah Dodge, Ephraim Robbins, and Stephen S. Nelson, a committee of the Danbury 
Baptist association in the state of Connecticut. 

Gentlemen, 

The affectionate sentiments of esteem and approbation which you are so good as to express towards 
me on, behalf of the Danbury Baptist Association, give me the highest satisfaction. 

My duties dictate and faithful and zealous pursuit of the interests of my constituents, and in proportion 
as they are persuaded of my fidelity to those duties, the discharge of them becomes more and more 
pleasing. 

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between Man and his God, that he owes 
account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legitimate powers of government reach 
actions only and not opinion, I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American 
people which declared that their legislature should “make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” thus building a wall of separation between Church and 
State. 

Adhering to this expression of the supreme will of the nation in behalf of the rights of conscience, I shall 
see with sincere satisfaction the progress of those sentiments which tend to restore to man all his 
natural rights, convinced he has no natural right in opposition to his social duties. 

I reciprocate your kind prayers for the protection and blessing of the common father and creator of 
man, and tender you for yourselves and your religious association assurances of my high respect and 
esteem. 

 

  



 

The Gettysburg Address 

Abraham Lincoln 

1863 A.D. 

 

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. 

 

  



 

“I Have a Dream” 

Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

1963 A.D. 

 

I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest demonstration for 
freedom in the history of our nation. Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow 
we stand today, signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon 
light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It 
came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of their captivity. But one hundred years later, the 
Negro still is not free. 

One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and 
the chains of discrimination. One hundred years later, the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the 
midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years later, the Negro is still languished in the 
corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his own land. And so we've come here today to 
dramatize a shameful condition. In a sense we've come to our nation's capital to cash a check. 

When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the 
Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall 
heir. This note was a promise that all men, yes, black men as well as white men, would be guaranteed 
the unalienable rights of Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness. It is obvious today that America has 
defaulted on this promissory note, insofar as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring 
this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come back 
marked "insufficient funds." 

But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe there are insufficient 
funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. And so we've come to cash this check, a check 
that will give us upon demand the riches of freedom and the security of justice. We have also come to 
this hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of now. This is no time to engage in the 
luxury of cooling off or to take the tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the time to make real the 
promises of democracy. Now is the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of segregation to the 
sunlit path of racial justice. Now is the time to lift our nation from the quicksands of racial injustice to 
the solid rock of brotherhood. Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of God's children. 

It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment. This sweltering summer of the 
Negro's legitimate discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating autumn of freedom and 
equality. Nineteen sixty-three is not an end, but a beginning. Those who hope that the Negro needed to 
blow off steam, and will now be content, will have a rude awakening if the nation returns to business as 
usual. There will be neither rest nor tranquility in America until the Negro is granted his citizenship 
rights. The whirlwinds of revolt will continue to shake the foundations of our nation until the bright day 
of justice emerges. 

But there is something that I must say to my people, who stand on the worn threshold which leads into 
the palace of justice: In the process of gaining our rightful place, we must not be guilty of wrongful 
deeds. Let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of bitterness and 
hatred. We must forever conduct our struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not 



allow our creative protests to degenerate into physical violence. Again and again, we must rise to the 
majestic heights of meeting physical force with soul force. The marvelous new militancy which has 
engulfed the Negro community must not lead us to a distrust of all white people, for many of our white 
brothers, as evidenced by their presence here today, have come to realize that their destiny is tied up 
with our destiny. They have come to realize that their freedom is inextricably bound to our freedom. We 
cannot walk alone. 

And as we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall always march ahead. We cannot turn back. 
There are those who are asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be satisfied?" We can never 
be satisfied as long as the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police brutality. We can 
never be satisfied as long as our bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the 
motels of the highways and the hotels of the cities. We cannot be satisfied as long as the Negro's basic 
mobility is from a smaller ghetto to a larger one. We can never be satisfied as long as our children are 
stripped of their selfhood and robbed of their dignity by signs stating "For Whites Only." We cannot be 
satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi cannot vote, and a Negro in New York believes he has nothing 
for which to vote. No, no we are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until "justice rolls down like 
waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream." 

I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. Some of you 
have come fresh from narrow jail cells. And some of you have come from areas where your quest for 
freedom left you battered by the storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of police brutality. 
You have been the veterans of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith that unearned 
suffering is redemptive. Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back to South Carolina, go back 
to Georgia, go back to Louisiana, go back to the slums and ghettos of our northern cities knowing that 
somehow this situation can and will be changed. Let us not wallow in the valley of despair. 

I say to you today, my friends, even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a 
dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that one day this nation will 
rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal." I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves 
and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. I have 
a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, 
sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. I have a 
dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color 
of their skin but by the content of their character. I have a dream today. I have a dream that one day, 
down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having his lips dripping with the words of 
interposition and nullification, one day right there in Alabama little black boys and black girls will be able 
to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. I have a dream today. I have a 
dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and mountain shall be made low, the 
rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord 
shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together. This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the 
South with. With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With 
this faith, we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of 
brotherhood. With this faith, we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to 
go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day. This will be 
the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with new meaning, “My country 'tis of thee, sweet 
land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the Pilgrim's pride, From every 
mountainside, let freedom ring!” And if America is to be a great nation, this must become true. 



So let freedom ring. From the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring. From the mighty 
mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania. Let 
freedom ring from the snow-capped Rockies of Colorado. Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes 
of California. But not only that. Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia. Let freedom ring from 
Lookout Mountain of Tennessee. Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. From every 
mountainside, let freedom ring. And when this happens, when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it 
ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up 
that day when all of God's children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and 
Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, “Free at last. Free at 
last. Thank God Almighty, we are free at last.” 


