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The author examines the origin of American myth, its influ-
ence and manifestations in religion, politics, and other aspects of
culture from the 17® century to the late 20® century. He also dis-
~ cusses the critique of American myth made by North American
writers in the late 19® century and after World War II.

American myth largely originates from the apocalyptic vision of
17® century Puritan theology expressed in the New World in utopi-
an and millennial terms. The last day of time was no longer seen as
the end of all temporal kingdoms but rather as “Good Tidings of
Great Joy” of a worldly “New Jerusalem” — none other than the
New England which was pushing out its frontiers westward. Amer-
ican divines applied biblical promises about the coming millennium to
America, as if New England had become a heavenly kingdom in the
here and now. So effectively did Puritans accomplish their mythic
vision that they provided the basis for what we have come to regard
as the myth of America. However, as late as the second half of the
19™ century, many American writers began to vigorously resist the
Puritan mythic consciousness.

In the 20™ century, the prominent versions of the old Puritan
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myth persist at the political rather than religious and literary levels.
In American politics of the 20* century, there exists the incentive to
ground complex agendas in simple myths and symbols. Speechwrit-
ers make calculated cleavage between mythic biblical language and
the actual content of the Bible in order to have political advantages.
And what televangelists preach are mostly a foundational confusion
of God and Mammon.

‘Writers after World War 11 criticize severely the lack of corre-
spondence between the “biblical” myth of America and the Bible.
For example, Margaret Atwood attacked false biblicism and pointed
out that it might lead to tyranny and stifle religious liberty. And the
recent southern writers contributed shrewdly to a contemporary but

biblically informed critique of false cultural biblicism.
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@ Walker Percy, “Why Are You a Catholic?” in Living Philosophies: The Reflec-
tions of some Eminent Men and Women of Our Time (New York: Doubleday, 1990), 167
—68.
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FHE R E R AR — BT, &5 AN T 2 B i F AR 3
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Marshall McLuhan, ed. Eugene MacNamara (New York and Toronto: McGraw — Hill,
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RIKEN., BWIESA « BEEBNEFRAMI. HKEHRT The Habit of Being, 69
—70(printed by Sally Fitzgerald).
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@ Percy, “Why Are You a Catholic?” 168.
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@ Percys The Second Coming (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1980), 312—13.
® Percy, Signposts, 159— 60.
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(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1990), 98. )
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@ Wendell Berry, “Pray Without Ceasing,” in Fidelity: Five Stories (New York
and San Francisco: Pantheon Books, 1992), 11.
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