Heritage Sunday: May 24, 2015

Faith in God:

Abraham Lincoln’s Funeral Sermon
150 years ago, on april 19, 1865, reverend phineas
Densmore Gurley (1816-1868), Chaplain of the United States Senate and first
pastor of the prestigious New York Avenue Presbyterian Church in Washington,
D.C., delivered the funeral sermon for President Abraham Lincoln in the East Room
of the White House. Many orations marked the occasion of Lincoln’s death on April
14, 1865, but Gurley’s “Faith in God” is among the most famous. The original
manuscript sermon, handwritten by Gurley, is preserved at the Presbyterian
Historical Society.
The Lincoln family attended services at New York Avenue Presbyterian Church for
four years between 1861 and 1865. The pews they rented were located six rows from
the pulpit, on the right center aisle. Reverend Gurley quickly became a friend and
confidant of the Lincoln family. Desiring privacy during midweek prayer
services, Abraham Lincoln arranged with Gurley to access his private study, where
he could slip in through a side door and listen in on services. The President came to
admire Gurley’s rhetorical gifts as a preacher, and on occasion, Lincoln would call
Gurley to the White House, seeking his advice on matters as pivotal as the writing of
the Emancipation Proclamation.
When Lincoln was shot at Ford’s Theatre, Gurley was among the few summoned to
the President’s bedside, remaining with him until his death the following morning.
Four days later, Gurley delivered “Faith in God” to six hundred guests at the
President’s funeral. The sermon takes its name from what Gurley described as
Lincoln’s “abiding confidence in God.” He wrote: “Never shall I forget the emphatic and
deep emotion with which he said, in this very room … ‘My hope and success in this
struggle rests on that immutable foundation, the justness and goodness of God.’” The
sermon also reveals how Lincoln’s pastor viewed his place in history. Gurley writes
that no man since George Washington was “so deeply and firmly enshrined in the very
hearts of the people.” Above all, he sought to bring meaning to Lincoln’s death, stating: “Where reason fails, with all her powers, There faith prevails, and love adores.”
The Presbyterian Historical Society provides resources for Heritage Sunday, a day set aside
by the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) to celebrate and learn more
about the history of Presbyterianism in America. Visit our website www.history.pcusa.org
for additional information and resources.
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