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America’s	“Great	Anniversary	Festival”	
By	Dan	Sapone		

 
	

	

	“It	ought	to	be	solemnized	with	Pomp		
and	Parade,	with	Shows,	Games,	Sports,		
Guns,	Bells,	Bonfires	and	Illuminations		

from	one	End	of	this	Continent	to	the	other	
from	this	Time	forward	forever	more.”	

	 —	John	Adams,	July	3,	1776	

= = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = =  = =  = = = = = 
From a letter from John Adams to Abigail Adams, July 3, 1776 

“The	Second	Day	of	July	1776,	will	be	the	most	
memorable	Epocha,	in	the	History	of	America.	…		
I	am	apt	to	believe	that	it	will	be	celebrated,	by	
succeeding	Generations,	as	the	great	anniversary	
Festival.	It	ought	to	be	commemorated,	as	the	Day		
of	Deliverance	by	solemn	Acts	of	Devotion	to	God	
Almighty.	It	ought	to	be	solemnized	with	Pomp	and	
Parade,	with	Shows,	Games,	Sports,	Guns,	Bells,	
Bonfires	and	Illuminations	from	one	End	of	this	
Continent	to	the	other	from	this	Time	forward		
forever	more.		…You	will	think	me	transported	with	
Enthusiasm	but	I	am	not.	--	I	am	well	aware	of	the		
Toil	and	Blood	and	Treasure,	that	it	will	cost	Us	to	
maintain	this	Declaration,	and	support	and	defend	
these	States.	Yet	through	all	the	Gloom	I	can	see		
the	Rays	of	ravishing	Light	and	Glory.	I	can	see	that	
the	End	is	more	than	worth	all	the	Means.	And	that	
Posterity	will	tryumph	in	that	Days	Transaction,		
even	altho	We	should	rue	it,	which	I	trust	in	God		
we	shall	not.”	

 

 
OK, so John got it sorta wrong.  He figured that America’s “Great Anniversary Festival” should 
be celebrated on July 2nd, the day the unanimous vote was taken in the Second Continental 
Congress in Philadelphia.  But, since July 4th was the day the Declaration of Independence was 
printed, distributed, and read on street corners throughout the colonies, and, well, that was the 
date at the top of the paper, so  …  here we are.  

Happy Fourth of July! 
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And there’s the famous John Trumbull painting 
of the ceremony in which the members of the 
Second Continental Congress signed the 
declaration on July 4th  — nope, that didn’t 
happen either.  Most members signed the paper 
on August 2nd at the Pennsylvania State House.  
Some signed on other dates.  The New York 
delegation was given permission to sign the 
document by their legislature on July 15th (since 
NY had abstained on July 2nd).  Some signers 
hadn’t been elected to Congress yet in July.  
 

But, OK, the document we have today (a copy is framed over my workbench) has 56 signatures 
and it’s dated July 4, 1776.  Done and done. A result, at least, of some powerful storytelling.  

 
 

Today, July 4, 2017, we celebrate what has been 
called “The Great Experiment in Democracy on 
the North American Continent.” We’ve been 
working at this experiment for 241 years and it  
has required a tremendous amount of sacrifice 
and quite a lot of very serious compromises,  
some we can be proud of, some not so much.   
The signers of the document, rich, white, male 
property owners (many slave owners) with much 
to lose, pledged to support the declaration with 
“our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.” 
The late eloquent American journalist Paul 
Harvey (Presidential Medal of Freedom, 2009), 
tells the stories of what those signers had to do to 
support that pledge. Give it a look; much of it is 
true and all of it is moving.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SRSHA7F3mIw  
 

So, how’re we doin’? 
America had a population of 2.5 million in 1776 — today we number about 326 million — and 
each of us has a role to play.  The challenge of representative democracy as it has come down to 
the latest generation of Americans has required an evolving recipe of leadership and 
followership.  We expect our leaders to represent us well on national and international stages; we 
judge them every day on their ability to make us proud, keep us safe, and promote the values we 
claim to believe in.  We, in turn, ask each other to support those values as we exercise what the 
Declaration of Independence enshrined as our “inalienable rights”: “Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit 
of Happiness.”  Our common expectation, or hope, is that we will find ways to pursue those 
inalienable rights without stepping on the rights of others; AND we agree that our government 
will protect the ability of each of us to exercise those rights — or at least not stand in our way.   
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So, what do we do if we find ourselves disappointed with the outcome of those agreements  
– disappointed with the “great experiment in Democracy” on this continent, in our town, in our 
neighborhood?  And, let's be frank, we often — often — find ourselves disappointed in our 
leaders, our fellow citizens, and at times, perhaps, even our own contributions to that agreement. 
What do we do?  What should we do?  What is expected of us when we expect more?  Truth is, 
few of us will be required to give what the signers of the declaration had to give, as Paul Harvey 
described; some will, but relatively few. What is our responsibility when we decide that our 
leaders do not represent our values and ourselves the way we expect?  Is it sufficient to carry 
signs in crowds that express our disapproval?  I think most of us believe that more is expected. 
After all, we’ve got it pretty good, most of us.  What’s the line in the book — “Of those to whom 
much is given, much is expected.”  Does the legacy passed on to us by our, largely immigrant, 
forebears require some effort to carry on the values that were passed on to us?  

The closer we look at our history — as we do when we watch the musical play “Hamilton” or 
“1776” on our theater stages — we find that the founders were, for the most part, fairly ordinary, 
imperfect people.  Not granite statues.  Sort of like the rest of us but, perhaps with greater 
ambition and maybe some particular talents that got them into positions of responsibility.  
Maybe they did something when they saw a need.  Maybe their motives were good, maybe not.  
Many of us decide: “I think I can find ways to contribute, but they don’t seem sufficient.”  For 
many, on both sides of a number of challenges that we face, we want something to change.  I 
don’t have the wisdom or talent of those who have risen to positions of leadership over our 
lifetime; but I can recognize some of that wisdom when I see it.  I recall many words of wisdom 
that have been passed down to me — all the way from “nothing to fear …” to “ask not ...” to “ask 
why not,” but, for today, these come to mind: “we must be the change we seek.”  

So, here we are.  How do we “become the change …” ?   I’m not sure any of us can make it 
happen by ourselves.  In honor of “America’s anniversary festival,” we’ve got to figure it out 
together.  Time’s a wastin’ …    

For further reading:  https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/30/opinion/fourth-of-july-stephen-fry.html  

 


