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The Quiet Erosion of Purpose and the Moral 

Mandate to Remember 

 

We began last week to discuss our 

historical discussion with "Greatness 

requires Greatness". This second article is a 

follow-up on the teachings of David 

McCullough, who often said that when 

told truthfully, history is not comfort food—

it is a mirror. That is how David McCullough 

wrote it. With quiet authority, we must be 

reminded that the past is not behind us—it 

is beside us, watching, waiting to see what 

kind of people we will become. At this 

moment in American life, when noise 

drowns out reason and charisma is 

mistaken for character, we must listen to 

McCullough's voice more than ever. America is not simply at a crossroads. It is at risk of forgetting. 

Forgetfulness is not a passive act. It is how great nations lose their way. 

 

Forgetfulness begins quietly, almost imperceptibly—not with a revolution, but with an omission. A textbook 

chapter is removed, a monument recontextualized, and a hero eliminated from a gallery. A generation 

that no longer reads the letters, speeches, and diaries of those who once bore the weight of liberty on their 

shoulders. In time, principles once rooted in sacrifice, dialogue, and self-governance begin to dissolve into 

slogans.  

 

History becomes fragmented, reinterpreted for convenience, or worse, ignored altogether. 

But forgetting is never neutral. It is not the absence of memory but the substitution of wisdom with illusion. 

When a nation forgets what it has endured—its struggles, victories, and moral reckonings—it forfeits the 

compass that once guided its course.  

 

It stops asking the hard questions. It begins by mistaking comfort for strength, noise for leadership, and 

spectacle for substance. 
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That is how decline begins: not with a single failure but with a gradual detachment from purpose and 

perspective. The Founders understood this danger. So did Lincoln at Gettysburg and Roosevelt at the height 

of war. They did not plead for nostalgia—they demanded remembrance. Memory, in a republic's life, is not 

just reverence for the past. It is a moral obligation to the future. 

 

A nation that forgets its foundation risks building on sand. People who forget their story will follow anyone 

with a louder one. When leadership loses its anchor in history, it drifts into vanity, grievance, and reaction. 

 

Transformed in Paris: How American Minds Became Makers of a Nation 

In The Greater Journey: Americans in Paris, McCullough chronicled the story of 19th-century Americans who 

crossed the Atlantic not for leisure or diplomacy, but for learning—profound, life-changing learning in the 

arts, medicine, science, and public service. They returned not merely transformed, but as transformers. 

 

Mary Cassatt, the Intimate Revolutionary 

It is impossible to enter the Impressionist galleries of the Musée d'Orsay without feeling the presence of Mary 

Cassatt. The daughter of a wealthy Pennsylvania family, she abandoned convention and sailed for Paris in 

the 1860s—not in search of comfort, but challenge. Against the currents of a male-dominated art world, 

she emerged as a singular voice: the only American ever invited to exhibit with the French Impressionists. 

Cassatt's The Child's Bath (1893)—often on loan from the Art Institute of Chicago—radiates from the canvas 

like a quiet revolution. With its soft lines and maternal intimacy, it redefined domestic life as a subject of 

profound artistic merit. Degas, her mentor and friend, saw in her work not sentiment, but structure. She held 

her own beside the likes of Monet and Renoir. 

 

Her legacy reaches the Atlantic to the Philadelphia Museum of Art, where Cassatt's early letters and 

paintings remain. It was from Philadelphia's intellectual corridors that she launched her radical vision—not 

only of women, but of what American art could become. 

 

Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., Modernity's Harbinger 

A few blocks away, in the aged amphitheaters of the École de Médecine, another American mind was 

quietly being sharpened. In the 1830s, Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. arrived in Paris to study anatomy and 

surgery. Here, in lecture halls lined with anatomical drawings and under the stern instruction of French 

medical pioneers, Holmes discovered the foundations of what would become modern medicine. 

 

He returned to Boston transformed—not merely as a physician but as a crusader for hygiene and germ 

theory decades before such ideas were accepted. Holmes would later say that it was in Paris that he 

stopped seeing the body as a machine and began seeing it as a mystery to be respected. 

 

His influence would later redefine medical education in America through his tenure at Harvard Medical 

School, where he embedded Parisian rigor and the then-radical idea that cleanliness saves lives. 



Think Strategically May 12, 2025 

 

 
 
 
 

 
When a Nation Forgets: Memory and History Become Our Moral Compass 

 

Samuel F. B. Morse, Painter Before Inventor 

Samuel Finley Breese Morse is widely known for inventing 

the telegraph and co-developing Morse code, 

technologies that revolutionized global communication in 

the 19th century. What is lesser known is Morse's personal 

connection to Puerto Rico, particularly to Arroyo. 

Morse had deep familial ties to the island and visited 

Arroyo, Puerto Rico, several times to see his 

daughter, Susan Walker Morse Lind, who was married to 

Edward Lind, a Danish plantation owner. While 

at Hacienda La Enriqueta, Morse installed the first 

telegraph line in Spanish America, linking the estate to the 

nearby pier. During his visits, Morse enjoyed the tropical 

climate and demonstrated the marvel of his invention to 

the island's elite. This act was celebrated at the time as a 

leap forward in technology. Today, the Balneario y Centro 

Vacacional Punta Guilarte is the location of the former 

Hacienda La Enriqueta. 

  

Samuel Morse came to Paris to pursue beauty. In the Louvre's Denon Wing, he imagined a single, grand 

gallery where the masterpieces of Europe hung together in perfect harmony. His painting The Gallery of the 

Louvre became more than a work of art—it was a visual manifesto, an effort to bring European mastery 

home to American soil. 

 

Wandering through the same corridors today—past da Vinci's Mona Lisa, Titian's Entombment, Rubens' 

great altarpieces—one can trace the exact path where Morse stood, sketching, learning, absorbing. His 

canvas was an act of cultural democratization: a belief that art should be seen, studied, and shared. 

Now held by the Terra Foundation for American Art and often displayed at the National Gallery of Art in 

Washington, D.C., Morse's vision remains an early link in the chain that connected two continents through 

creativity. 

 

George Healy, Painter of Presidents 

George Healy found his purpose in Montparnasse, where light pours in through studio windows and artists 

once argued late into the night. He believed a portrait should depict a man's face and soul. He refined this 

philosophy in Paris and carried it across the Atlantic, where he painted the visages of power: Abraham 

Lincoln, Ulysses S. Grant, and even Pope Pius IX. 

 

The Musée du Luxembourg, where Healy once exhibited, symbolizes how French aesthetic precision 

influenced American ambition. And in the Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery, his brushwork brings us 

hauntingly close to the men who shaped a nation. 

 

These Americans returned home forever changed—not in accent or attire, but in mind and method. Paris 

did not simply host their education; it refined their ideals. They carried back not just knowledge but 

conviction—that art matters, justice is worth the fight, science must serve humanity, and greatness begins 

not with fame but with purpose. 
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As you walk these same Parisian streets, you walk among their ghosts—and their gifts. In this city of lights, 

they lit torches that still burn on American shores, where they became transformers. 

 

The Measure of a Leader: Conscience Over Applause 

In John Adams, McCullough gave us a portrait of a deeply flawed but principled man. Adams was prickly, 

proud, andoften unpopular. But he was also unwavering in his belief that liberty demanded sacrifice. He 

crossed oceans not for glory, but for duty. He defended unpopular causes because they were right. He was 

governed not by polls but by conscience. In our current moment, when leaders chase applause and duck 

accountability, Adams reminds us that authentic leadership may never be popular, but it must always be 

moral. 

 

1776 was a book about uncertainty. It showed how fragile America was at birth and how unlikely its survival 

was. It was a story not of triumph but of tension—of Washington doubting himself, of Congress nearly 

fracturing, of a people untested and afraid. But through discipline and perseverance, they endured. He 

showed us their fears, their missteps, and their resolve. Greatness is not about perfection but persistence in 

the face of collapse. 

 

Then came Truman, a man who inherited the presidency in the wake of World War II and atomic fire. He 

was mocked, underestimated, and dismissed. And yet, in McCullough's telling, he emerges as one of the 

most consequential leaders in modern history—precisely because he never sought the office, and never 

stopped respecting it. He made hard decisions: to end the war, desegregate the military, and rebuild 

Europe. He didn't posture. He didn't perform. He simply governed.And when his term ended, he went 

home—not to write memoirs or launch a network, but to walk among neighbors as an ordinary citizen.  

And so we ask, what kind of leadership do we need now? 

 

Certainly not the kind that confuses disruption with direction. Not the kind that builds walls against the truth 

or weaponizes grievance for personal gain.  

 

All the leaders we have discussed here governed for the long-term good, not the short-term applause. 

Contrast that with today's political leadership. In both major parties, too many leaders have chosen 

convenience over conviction, branding over bravery. We live in a time when the most visible politicians 

often equate trending with truth, and loyalty to party with loyalty to country. Some openly mock the 

institutions they are sworn to defend. Others traffic in performative outrage rather than practical reform. Too 

many are focused not on the future they can build, but on the battles they can win today—for airtime, 

soundbites, and attention. 

 

The Final Word: Remembrance is Leadership. Forgetting is Surrender. 

Leadership is not measured in applause, airtime, or slogans. The true test is time. And time is not 

sentimental—it remembers only what was built on principle. 

 

John Adams governed by Conscience, not popularity. He defended justice, chose peace over political 

gain, and understood that liberty demanded sacrifice. 

 

Harry S. Truman, underestimated and unshakable, ended a world war, desegregated the military, and 

rebuilt Europe—not for applause, but out of duty. When he finished, he went home. 
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And beyond politics, Americans who sought truth abroad returned as transformers: 

 

• Mary Cassatt redefined art and gender through Impressionism. 

• Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. brought medical rigor and hygiene to America after studying in Paris. 

• Samuel Morse connected the world first through painting and then through telegraphy, including a 

little-known demonstration in Guayama, Puerto Rico. 

• Shaped by the Sorbonne, Charles Sumner returned to fight for civil rights with unmatched moral 

force. 

• George Healy, the portraitist of presidents, painted not for flattery, but for history. 

 

These individuals didn't chase relevance. They built legacies. They remind us that authentic leadership is not 

loud—it is lasting. 

 

Today, too many lead for attention, not accountability. They confuse trending with truth, and performance 

with principle. 

 

Let us stop mistaking noise for substance. Let us remember that leadership must be rooted in moral clarity 

to endure. 

 

Because history is watching, and the verdict of time is final. 

Remembrance is Leadership. Forgetting is Surrender. 
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