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Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address: Relevant for Today?


Its first sentence is one that most American high school students can begin, if not finish. The words of one American icon survive today as they did the day that they were first written down – allegedly, on the back of an envelope. In 1863 Pennsylvania, then-President Abraham Lincoln gave an extremely short speech at the dedication of the Gettysburg National Cemetery. Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address has since been remembered as a great historical event, and remains just as relevant today as it was on the day it was first read aloud.
One of the reasons the Gettysburg Address is so powerful is its relevancy to the people of the time. It was given in the midst of the bloodiest, most personal battle the US had yet – and has ever – seen. In the wake of September 11, 2001, and the subsequent conflicts, this puts the modern reader into a similar state of mind as the audience that day. Lincoln swears that, “we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain,” which is a sentiment that any American, regardless of political opinion, can agree with.
The Gettysburg Address was not expected to become the smash hit of presidential speeches that it is today. In the program, Lincoln’s duties were described as “Dedicatory Remarks,” and followed a song that would conclude the keynote speech, given by Edward Everett. Everett’s two-hour speech was intended to be the Gettysburg Address; instead, it sent audience members to sleep. It was Lincoln’s words that were interrupted by spontaneous applause, making the true Gettysburg Address an underdog of sorts. And don’t we, as Americans, love to root for the underdog?



This isn’t to say that Abraham Lincoln was not influential or inspiring. On the contrary, he was an icon in his own time – to the Northern states, anyway. Like our current commander-in-chief, Lincoln was adored by his supporters (abolitionists) and seen as a threat by his detractors (pro-slavery advocates). As a matter of fact, our current President frequently refers to Abraham Lincoln and the Gettysburg Address. That, along with the long-standing educational tradition of asking students to memorize either the Preamble or this address, has kept the latter in the public eye.
But above all else, the Gettysburg Address has remained relevant because it is timelessly inspiring. Lincoln reminds us that “our founding fathers brought forth upon this continent, a new nation,” the likes of which the world had never seen before. Lincoln’s words remind us of the pride we have for our country and our deep gratitude for those who have died to protect it. We are told again that, “it is for us, the living, rather to be dedicated here to the unfinished work,” left behind by such people. We are asked to remember the things our country truly stands for: “a new birth of freedom” and a “government of the people, by the people, for the people.” In this cynical age, we all need to bear these words in mind.
In an age of technology, we have begun to lose our reverence for the spoken word, but not our heritage. The ageless words of the Gettysburg Address stand not only as a testament to the only civil war on American soil, but to the political ideology of our nation as it is, as it was, and as we hope it shall be. We use Lincoln’s words as an inspiration, a memorial, and a dedication of that time, eleven score and fourteen years ago, when the ideals of a few men became the ideals of an entire nation.
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