
American Individualism  

In America we pride ourselves on being self-made men and women. What does that even mean, 

though, to be self-made? The phrase itself is thought to have been coined by Henry Clay, the Great 

Pacificator from Kentucky, who was the mastermind behind the Missouri Comprise.  What he meant by 

the phrase “self-made” was that men could break from their past and pursue careers and lives outside the 

tradition of their families.  No longer did a son have to be farmer just because his father and his grandfather 

were famers.  Instead, he could be a self-made man and pursue a career in law or politics or some other 

trade. That’s at least the origin of the phrase, but it slowly took on a life of its own.  The phrase started to 

symbolize the American ideal of individualism and self-determination.  In fact, by the late 1830’s a 

foreigner, a French political thinker by the name of Alexis De Tocqueville, wrote the following passage 

in his  famous work, “Democracy in America”: “I see an innumerable multitude of men, alike and equal, 

constantly circling around in pursuit of the petty and banal pleasures with which they glut their souls. Each 

of them, withdrawn into himself, is almost unaware of the fate of the rest.” As an outsider, Tocqueville 

summarized what he saw in America as inwardly directed and self-interested.  It wasn’t long before the 

Church caught this “American Spirit”, and began to mirror its feverish ways within her walls of worship.  

Popular Christian preachers began to change the universal message of God by teaching a personal pursuit 

of faith, a personal walk with God, and a personal decision for Christ.  Revivals became popular. Fire and 

brimstone sermons became common. Altar calls became necessary. And individualistic piety was stressed 

over and against the “Communion of the Saints”.  “The one Lord, one faith, one Baptism” of Scripture 

was replaced by “my faith, my way, my decision”.  For better or worse, this is our cultural heritage as we 

are all inclined to describe ourselves as self-made. We never want to be labelled as needy or clingy. We 

assume accepting help from others somehow makes us less than and weak. This is also our spiritual 



heritage as we are tempted to think of religion as private, faith as personal, and God as individually 

defined.    

St. Paul combats this idea of being self-made in the most unusual of ways. For he addresses our 

common status through the lens of suffering. No one likes to suffer (hence why it is called suffering), but 

suffering comes to us all. Suffering really is the great equalizer. It levels the playing fields. It touches 

every single life- young or old, rich or poor. It doesn’t matter your race or ethnicity or family background, 

no one is exempt from suffering. Suffering also dispenses with this notion of a self-made life. Truth be 

told, we are more victims of life than victors. More helpless bystanders than conquering generals. And 

when we suffer at the hands of fate we realize two very important things: First, we are not in control. 

Suffering comes to us without our consent and usually without warning. A sudden illness or death, a 

horrible diagnosis, a natural disaster. These things aren’t planned. They aren’t welcomed. They are bitter 

to accept, and even harder to endure. The second thing we realize is that if we are not in control then 

someone or something else must be. Suffering has a peculiar way of getting at the heart of the matter. It 

forces us to reexamine our entire lives in view of it. Suffering takes away our sense of security, our feeling 

of wellbeing, our ability to think optimistically about the future. Suffering sends us forth in search for 

answers. How do people come to God? What draws people who are already believers nearer to God? What 

moves people toward God when they are unbelievers? When critics think about the decision to believe in 

God or not to believe in God, they tend to talk about truth or even about proofs for God’s existence. But, 

in my experience, very few people come to God because they are convinced by a proof. People come to 

God because of something else entirely, not because of some convincing argument for God’s existence 

but rather because of some desire or yearning in them. The yearning for God is felt when we no longer 

trust ourselves or the world we occupy. And when we feel our weakest, God demonstrates His strength. 

And He does so not by removing the suffering, but by showing grace in the most unexpected of ways. 



Perhaps it’s a newfound clarity of thought you are given. Perhaps it’s a reevaluation of what’s truly 

important.  Perhaps its humility to check your pride and arrogance. Perhaps it’s a greater appreciation for 

the smaller things of life. Whatever the revelation, God bestows His grace in exactly the way it’s most 

needed at that particular moment of life. This is why St. Paul was convinced that nothing could separate 

Him from Christ’s love. For the more the world tried to tear asunder, the stronger the bond became. The 

more life pushed, the more God pulled him closer. And we can expect the same thing in our lives. Life 

knocks us to the ground more times than we care to count. The shifting winds of time are always blowing 

in new dramas to deal with, new obstacles to overcome, new battles to fight. But the more life takes, the 

more God gives. And what God desires most to give is a heavenly perspective. You see, the more life 

beats up on us the more sensitive we are to how it is beating up on others. We become aware that we are 

not alone and that others around us are suffering too. Personal suffering helps to quiet that sinful side of 

our character, which is so willing to judge others for their inability to handle the stress and strains of life. 

God might not take away our suffering, but He does give us the ability to suffer with others. We call this 

compassion, and it is one of the greatest emotions we humans are capable of. It is also the emotion that 

most resembles God. After all, God Himself looked upon our human condition not in judgment, but with 

compassion and lovingly suffered with us in and through His Son, Jesus Christ. The cross is the everlasting 

testimony of God’s compassion.  

No one is self-made. We are all made by God, fashioned by His hand and shaped by His love. The 

purpose of our existence is not to prove that we are self-sufficient, that we can do this thing called life on 

our own, but to realize our dependence on God. And if we are dependent upon God for all things, then by 

extension we are dependent on others around us, who serve as the means by which God cares for each of 

us. We are on this earth but for a short time, so let us use this time wisely to see God in all things and all 

things in God. Amen.  


