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America is an exceptional country. It is exceptional because it is unique, not superior. We have a unique geography, a unique people derived from unique immigration policies, unique cultures and foods, a unique political system. But to say that America is superior or chosen by God to work its will in the world could only be considered a blasphemy.

Many ideas have shaped America. Last week I spoke of the ideal of being a city on a hill, in which we might be a light for others. Thomas Paine said that Americans are shaped by the ideal of Common Sense. Jefferson laid claim to the American ideals of “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” along with the American motto found on our seal, “e pluribus unum,” out of many, one. (Borrowed from Virgil.) Emerson pointed out his ideal of spiritual and religious self-reliance, and Americans said ‘yes’ this rings true. The American Dream, once only an ideal of freedom and economic opportunity for white people, was lifted higher by Martin Luther King Jr. as an ideal of justice and equality for all people. 

Perhaps the most frequently quoted idea of late is that of “American Exceptionalism.” It was Alexis de Tocqueville who made the first reference in his book, Democracy in America. Never, did he say that Americans were exceptional. He said our ‘position’ was exceptional, and it was no compliment. He was criticizing  Americans. 

 “The position of the Americans is therefore quite exceptional, and it may be believed that no democratic people will ever be placed in a similar one. Their strictly Putitanical origin, their exclusively commercial habits, even the country they inhabit, which seems to divert their minds from the pursuit of science, literature and the arts….which allows them to neglect these pursuits without relapsing into barbarism, a thousand special causes, of which I have only been able to point out the most important, have singularly concurred to fix the mind of the American upon purely practical objects. Their passions, their wants, their education, and everything about them seem to unite in drawing the native of the United States earthward; their religion alone bids them turn, from time to time, a transient and distracted glance to heaven. Let us cease then, to view all democratic nations under the example of the American people.” 
 de Tocqueville was wagging his head at America, observing that we single-mindedly pursue business and commerce and making money and ignore “the pursuit of science, literature and the arts.” We turn a hypocritical and preoccupied glance at religion occasionally. It puzzled him  that we had not lapsed into barbarism. America, he concluded should not be considered the gold standard of democracy, but rather a lower form of a democratic nation. 
The word exception means to form an exception to the rule, or an exception to the commonplace, or out of the ordinary. Hence, exceptional is to be uncommon. De Tocqueville thought we were uncommonly unsophisticated, narrow-minded and materialistic. He also observed that we were exceptional because of our openness to immigration, the frontier spirit, our mobility and the absence of bloodshed following our revolution. 
So, when you hear a politician quote de Tocqueville about ‘American Exceptionalism’, they are often misquoting. They think de Tocqueville was using the word ‘exceptional’ to mean “superior”, and that is where trouble begins. To use the word exceptional in this way creates a hierarchy of value and an open door to moral corruption. 

We deal falsely with this ideal if we claim that not only is America exceptional, but that our exceptionalism is exceptionally better than that of anyone else. We deal falsely with this ideal if we believe that we are God’s chosen people, superior than all other nations, and justified in using might over right.

Abraham Lincoln once described Americans as an “almost chosen people.” He may have been referring to our choice of slavery over justice and equality. He may have been commenting on how Americans wanted very much to be the next people to be chosen by God for a unique role in history, but that at the last minute, God decided that Americans loved greed, materialism and slavery too much to ever be worthy of a covenant. He may have observed that Americans were so doggedly independent that they were reluctant to place themselves under anyone’s jurisdiction, including that of God. Lincoln might have better said that Americans are a ‘self-selecting people’. 

To make a claim of exceptionalism as superiority is a sign of hubris, haughtiness, pride and arrogance, too often coupled with abuse of power and a disconnect with reality.
 “America has its share of problems, and we have our faults…We’re on a long journey toward achieving our own ideals of equality and justice.” (George W. Bush)

The novelist Thomas Wolfe observed, “I believe that we are lost here in America, but I believe we shall be found….I think the true discovery of America is before us. I think the true fulfillment of our spirit, of our people, …of our land, is yet to come. I think the true discovery of our own democracy is still yet before us.” 

Last week I spoke about the American self-selection to be a city on a hill for the rest of the world. John Winthrop said in his sermon, “We shall be as a city on a hill. The eyes of all people upon us. If we deal falsely with God on the work we have undertaken….we will empower our enemies, shame those who do good works, and be near forgotten in history.”
As Americans, we deal falsely if we claim that our democracy is better than that of anyone else. Or, that our form of capitalism is better. Or, that one of our forms of Christianity is the best way for the rest of the world. 

As much as I love our Unitarian Universalist religion and as unique as I think it is, I know that it is not the way for everyone, nor is it without its problems. We are an exception to almost all other American religions in living free of a religious creed, and embracing a pluralism of religious ideas. Does this make us exceptionally unique? Yes. Does this make us superior? No. 

Our questions are like those in other faiths:

· Whose am I?

· Who or what is my authority?

· Who or what do I serve?

· Who is my neighbor? 

· How do I heal grief and disappointment?

· What is my unique gift and how can I use it to help others, and to make the world more compassionate and fair?

· How can I best listen to my conscience?
· What value and practice provides meaning in my life?

· What do I need in order to be spiritually alive and whole? 

We are unique spiritual and religious beings, living in a unique part of a unique planet in a unique section of a solar system that is a unique portion of the Milky Way Galaxy, which is in a unique corner of the Universe. This is exceptional enough to marvel in awe and wonder and thanks. 

In the year ahead, we will be hard-pressed to be exceptionally civil in an exceptionally divided America. What will you do to be a voice of peacemaking? What will you do to be a voice of community building? What will you do to be a voice of problem solving? 
