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I am standing before the great charters of American
liberty under law,

Millions of Americans, before me and after me, will have
looked and lingered over these priceless documents that have
guided our 200 vears of high adventure as "a new nation, con-
ceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all
men are created equal.”

Those were Lincoln's words, as he looked to the Declara-
tion of Independence for guidance when a raging storm obscured
the Constitution. We are gathered here to honor both.

Even the way these parchments are displaved 1s 1instructive:
-~ together, as they must be historicallv understood:

~-- the Constltution and its flrst 10 Amendments on an
equal plane:

-~ The Declaration of Independence pronerlv central and
above all.

The Declaration is the Polaris of our political order ---
the fixed star of freedom. It is impervious to change because
it states moral truths that are eternal.

The Constitution provides for its own changes; having
equal force with the original articles. It besan to change
soon after it was ratified when the Bill of Rights was added.
We have since amended it 156 more times and before we celebrate
our 300th birthday there will be rnore chances.

But the Declaration will be there,; exactlv as 1t was when
the Continental Congress acdopted it -~ after eliminatine and
changing some of Jefferson's draft, much to his annoyance.
Jefferson's immortal words will remaln, and thev will be pre-
served in human hearts even 1f this original parchment should
fall victim to time and fate. Listen:

"We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all

i'len are created equal, that they are endowed bv thelr
Creator with certailn unalienable Richts. that among
these are Life, Liberty. and the Pursuilt of Hapniness --
That to secure these Rights, Covernments are instituted

among !Men deriving their just Powers from the Consent
of the Governed."
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This better explains the bold assertion that A1l men
are created equal: which Americans have Gebated for two
centuries. We obviously are snot cqual in size. or wisdom,
or strength, or fortune. BEut we are all born -~ having hac
nothing at all to say about it. And from tae moment we nave
a life of our own we have a liberty of our own,; and we recelve
both in equal shares. We are all born free in the eyes of God.

That eternal truth is the great promise of the Decla?ation;
but it certainly was not self-evident to most of mankind in
1776; I regret to say it is not universally accepted in 197o.
Yet the American adventure not only proclaimed it for 200 years
we have consistently soupght to prove it true. The Declaration
is the promise of freedom; the Constitution continuously seeks
the fulfillment of freedom. The Constitution was created and
continues - as its preamble states -~ “to secure the blessings
of liberty to ourselves and our posterity.-

“he great promise of the Declaration requires far more
than the patriot sacrifices of the American Revolution, more
than the legal stabilizer of the Constitution, more than
Lincolnis successful answer to the question of whether a
nation so conceived and so dedicated could long endure.

What coes the Declaration declare?

-~ That all human beings have certain rights as a
gift from CGod.

--- That these rights cannot lawfully be talken away
from any man or woman by any human agency, nonarchy
or democracy.

-~ That all governnents derive all their Just povers
from the people, who consent to be governed in order
to secure their rights and to effect thelr safety and
happiness.
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Thus., both rights and powers helong to the people, ©
rights equally apportioned to every individual. the power
to the people as a whole.

This lovember. the whole American people will. uncer the
Constitution, again give their consent to he governed. This
free and secret act should be a reaffirmation, by every
eligible American, of the rutual nledges made 200 years ago
by Jonn Hancock and the others uhose untrembling signatures
we can still make out.

Jefferson said that the future belongs to the living:
we stand awed in the presence of these great charters not by
thelr beauty. not by their antiguity, but because they belong
to us. We return thanks that they have guided us safely
through two centuries of national independence, but the
excitement of this occasion is that they still work.

All around our nation's capital are priceless collections
of America‘’s great contributions to the world. but many of
them are machines no longer used,., inventions no longer needed.
clothes no longer worn, books no longer read. songs no longer
sung.
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