If It Weren’t Difficult, I Wouldn’t Write You
Mr. President-Elect:


We welcome you to our house, the white one, and to the most capital position citizens can offer a citizen.  Yes, lead us.  And yes, let there be change.

But I beg change at the root.  Since the political attitudes and practices in our nation—and the principles by which our governors govern us—have become more than a little Machiavellian, please, sir:  reject the counsels of that 16th century Italian statesman.  Honor, rather the counsel of an Israelite who called kings and presidents to account, the prophet Isaiah.

In his private life, Niccolo Machiavelli was not Machiavellian.  Good and upright, he remained loyal to Florence even when the city forced him from power to poverty, loving her “more than my own soul.”  Let no one blame the man’s more intimate behaviors:  an affectionate father of five, generous, ardent, dying in the arms of the church.

Machiavelli longed for a society governed by leaders good and pure.  So did Isaiah.  Machiavelli was deeply aware of the natural corruption of humanity.  So was Isaiah.

Both the Israelite and the Italian earnestly sought redemption for a sinful people—and the redeemer to elevate them to the highest ideals.
But the methods by which they counsel their redeemers (the “Prince” or the “anointed King”) to achieve the “Ideal” are vastly different.  For the one draws his principles from below (the corruption of humanity), while the other draws his from above (the ideals desired).
Moral Machiavelli advises amoral practices.  He subordinates religion to the state’s iron necessities, turning one into the tool of the other.  The prince may seek the ideal that constrains evil, but by means of the evil to be constrained.
Isaiah will not divorce practice from purpose, or purpose from the virtues he counsels for his king.  In order to enforce the ideals of justice and mercy upon corrupt generations, his messiah must use the tools of justice and mercy.

Mr. President:  Isaiah’s is the harder counsel to obey.  If it weren’t, I wouldn’t write you.
Machiavelli:  Truth is a tool Deceit, too, is a tool, and a ruler may use either one with equal ease—though he must always seem to be truthful.  Hypocrisy isn’t a fault.  Transparency is.

Isaiah:  The ruler serves peace and truth, is anointed to prosecute justice by truth for the sake of peace.  Deceit is a parasite in the public body, and a false seeming outrages the order of the universe.

Sir, you can’t mix these two concepts of governance.  Even a little Machiavelli transmutes the whole of Isaiah’s gold to lead.  It uses Isaiah’s pieties for its own ends.  Nothing it says thereafter (however pious or true) can be trusted.

But here, precisely, we find the confusion which makes it so difficult to choose between our counselors:  America does mix them.
Most of us are pleased to believe that Isaiah’s ideals are right for ruling nations.  We think too that we are good and devoted to the Good.  We demand personal virtue in our big houses, the congressional and the white:  absolutely no sexual deviance!  Candor; no collusion between elected officials and covert organizations.
But at bottom, in the gravel of Real Politics, we want a flinty Machiavellian fighting for us.  In the Business-of-Saving-our-Butts we fear sentiment.  The milk of human kindness curdles on our tongues, and too much virtue makes us nervous.

Oh, how sincerely we pledge allegiance to the principles promised in your campaign.  All (on Wall Street and on Main Street), all (the poor, the lobbyist, corporate self-interests and Joe’s Plumbing Service), all are equal under the law.  And all deserve health and a healthy economy.  “Yes,” we cheered, and Yes!” when you vowed that no one in this nation should go unprotected.  Altruism, sir.  It plays well among us when hopes are high and we believe ourselves the beneficiaries.
But at the facts of rulership it’s altruism we most distrust.  We demand realpolitik.  When personal advantage is involved morality is wimpish, and therefore dangerous.  Give us commanders as cold as we are fearful.  Someone who (by our terms) “gets things done”—even if my protection sets guns against my neighbor, and my pound of justice is cut from my sister’s hide.
You see how severe the difficulty, sir?  To choose Isaiah’s counsel—though it chooses the highest ideals and offers the most durable blessings for your country—is at the same time to choose against its prevailing doctrines.
Machiavelli:  “A prince should seem merciful, faithful, humane … and even be so.  But he should, when the occasion requires, know how to change to the opposite … to resort to evil when necessary.  Everyone sees who you seem to be.  Few really feel what you are.”

Pragmatism.  The principle is “true” because it works.  But it knows no eternal good.  Justice is neither a way of life nor a way of governance, but a tool for the maintenance of power.

Isaiah:  “The spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.”

Here, sir, is the prophet’s conviction that laws are supreme, not rulers.  These are moral might, genuine humility and a patient human insight.

No less than Machiavelli’s prince, Isaiah’s president deals directly with reality; but fairly, impartially in matters both political and judicial.  He exercises diplomacy (“counsel”) together with a military authority (“might”).  And “knowledge”?  His “fear of the Lord”?  These refer to his pieties.

And here is the prophet’s promise (ever in the offing, ever drawing nearer, ever the light toward which we are best led, though no one ruler will ever grasp it absolutely):  “With righteousness he shall judge the poor and decide with equity for the meek; his verdicts will strike down ruthless people, and injustice will die by his decrees.”

If pragmatists scorn such pieties as ineffectual sentiment, let them remember Louis IX of France.  Not the ideal king (none will ever be), but a near relative.
Unlike Machiavelli, Louis’ personal morals were also the methods and the principles of his governance.  Modern historians do not dispute the praise of his contemporaries.  Joinville writes in his History, “Often after mass he would seat himself against an oak in the wood, and all those who had any cause in hand came and spoke to him without hindrance or usher.”
In Louis’ long absences from France, he commanded his officials to “receive in writing and to examine the grievances that may be brought against us, allegations of injustices or exactions of which our bailiffs, provosts, foresters, sergeants may have been guilty.”  Louis settled certain cases by himself.  He gave the rest to his agents.
Under his a leadership the kingdom knew peace.  It prospered.  Isaiah’s counsel works.  “Men feared him,” said William of Chartres, “because they knew that he was just.”
Choose justice, Mr. President.  Choose Isaiah, and more than the advantages of power, righteousness will adorn the land.
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