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At the Age of 13 Andrew Jackson alongside his two brothers joined in the revolutionary war as a courier. During the war Jackson was taken prisoner by British soldiers along with his brother Robert. They were treated horribly during their imprisonment with the British but held strong. This is where he learned to hate the British. While in captivity a British soldier asked Jackson to clean his boots. When Jackson foolishly refused he received a slash from the officer’s sword, leaving a mark on both his head and left hand. cutting through to the bone. Both he and his brother contracted smallpox while in captivity. Andrew was able to make it through, however his brother was not as lucky, dying just a few days after their mother had secured their release from the British.

At a young age Andrew Jackson was forced to stand up for what he believed in. He would not even take insult from his captor who held his life in his hands. He established himself as a courageous man from the start. His father passed away just three weeks before he was born. His two brothers had died in the war and not even a year after Andrew's release from British imprisonment his mother died from Cholera which she contracted while helping American soldiers who were infected with it. By the time Jackson was 14, he had no immediate family, not much of an education, and a deep hatred for the British because of what they had done to his family.

Andrew Jackson was an ambitious man. He did not have the advantages that most people in politics had, such as a wealthy family and connections throughout the political system. Instead he started from the ground up learning as he went. He muscled his way through every obstacle that he met with and came upon solutions by his own work. He held the office of Tennessee Representative, U.S. Senator, and a judge of The Tennessee Supreme Court before serving his time in presidency. His military career was the first thing that really made him stand out. He was ranked colonel as the commander of the Tennessee militia in 1801. He led many battles in the war of 1812 and was known as an extremely tough commander on the field, giving him the nickname of “Old Hickory” because of his hardness and intensityi.

Jackson was hardly known to be the most methodical of people. He was very cynical about the way things were thought about and done in those days. He also had a very heated temper which led him into situations far from the ordinary. Jackson always held a skinny build, being as tall as six feet but never weighing over 145 poundsii. This however did not keep him from settling disputes both small and large with pistol duels. One particular case was his 1806 duel with Charles Dickinson, not to be confused with Charles Dickens. A description of the scene is given by James Marquis in his biography about Andrew Jackson:iii
“A fleck of dust rose from Jackson's coat and his left hand clutched his chest. For an instant he thought himself dying, but, fighting for self-command, slowly he raised his pistol.
Dickinson recoiled a step horror-stricken. "My God! Have I missed him?"
Overton [Jackson's second] presented his pistol. "Back to the mark, sir!”
Dickinson folded his arms. Jackson's spare frame straightened. He aimed... and fired. Dickinson swayed to the ground... [and later died].
Jackson, too, was wounded, to the point where his left boot had filled with blood.
Jackson's surgeon found that Dickinson's aim had been perfectly true, but he had judged the position of Jackson's heart by the set of his coat, and Jackson wore his coats loosely on account of the excessive slenderness of his figure.
Andrew Jackson was a man who knew what he wanted. He started from nothing and before the end of his life he had an extremely successful legal and political career. He was also a very prominent slave owner. He grew his plantation from 640 to 1,050 acres and had owned over three hundred slaves over the course of his lifetimeiv. He was driven, determined. He was destined to succeed even though he started from nothing. He did not cringe when met with obstacles but rather searched them out so that he could conquer them. He did not have to say no to the British official who wanted him to clean his boots, but he did so because of his convictions. Certainly it would have been much easier to just clean the boots, but for him it was not easier. For him it was easier to take a slash across the head with a sword than to bow down to a man that was attacking his country. A man with convictions is a man unstoppable, and Andrew Jackson is the definition of a man whose knows what he wants, and is willing to take the necessary risks and troubles to achieve his goal.

In this paper I will be arguing that America was founded and has prospered largely through three values: Ambition, Cynicism and Foolishness. I will use examples from history of how these values helped us to excel, as well as times in which we may have abused them. I will also look at present day America and note where we have begun to fall in these respects and how we can apply these three values to pick ourselves back up again.

We live in a hungry culture. We live in a culture that exists to consume; a culture that thrives off of their celebrities and identifies ourselves in them; A culture that is losing the ability to create, but most importantly, a culture that is happy with adequate. Being happy with adequate is an extremely lazy place to be. I'm not saying that people should be unhappy with themselves and where they are in life, what I'm saying is that if you are happy without progress or at the very least effort towards progress then you are not living to your full potential. To not live up to our potential is to be wasting and frankly us as fragile human beings do not have the time to be wasting. We all are placed on this earth for a reason and we can't waste this one opportunity to make a difference. We must live up to and exceed our potential, or die trying.

When the pilgrims first set foot on American soil they came with the drive to live to their full potential. They realized that they could not serve their God freely and openly and therefore not in the best manner unless they came to a new land. They had a drive inside of them that caused them to take great risks. The emphasis here is not on their risky moves however, but on the drive that caused them to take great risks. Anyone who is so convicted about an idea or a belief that he is willing to leave all he has ever known to pursue a dream demands an enormous amount of respect. This is the kind of men and women that America was founded upon; the kinds of people that were not used to taking no for an answer and the kind of people that when there wasn't a way carved out for them they made one. They did not merely conform to society but instead sought to transform it, to create it. They would not believe that what they were told was right because they knew what was right.

There is a stark contrast between America's founding generation and today's generation. Currently we are known as Generation Y or the Peter Pan Generation. We are characterized in this way because of the lack of maturity found in our culture and the desire to stay young forever. People tend to act young for longer, get married older, and start their careers later. There are also a record number of “adults” still living with their parentsv. I do believe however, that in some ways it is very beneficial to retain some of our child-like attributes, such as our sense of curiosity, imagination, and wonder. Our generation seems to be doing the opposite. We want to have the least amount of responsibility paired with the most amount of freedom, for the longest time possible. In ways such as immaturity and reliance on parents for funds and food we want to remain as children while possessing the freedoms and privileges of adults. It is very hard to progress in a culture that seems not to care about anything but the here and now.

This has led to a very selfish situation for many Americans. When everyone is thinking about themselves and now there is no time left for thinking about others or the future. And it is not just our particular generation either. Although we are probably the most extreme generation so far in this progression of myopic selfishness, the generations before us have been slowly but surely handing this life to us on a silver platter and saying that “it's good”. The thinking of the “Peter Pan Generation” is defined by the following: It's good to find the fastest way, for you; it's good to find the easiest way, for you; And it’s good to take the path of least resistance, for you. If one can find a way to make a fortune while sitting on a Lay-z boy and eating chips then by all means we should do it. This is one of the reasons that lottery tickets are so popular. Win a fortune from doing nothing, in theory. Unfortunately theory does not always work out and oftentimes leaves those pursuing the life of ease without money and without drive to do anything. For this reason we have also been called the “couch potato generation” because a large part of Americans are content with sitting down for hours upon hours every day watching flickering images. It is impossible to progress in this manner.

A nation that does not progress is not a nation but merely a plot of land with people living on it. A nation is supposed to be continually making improvements for the people that reside inside of it, but how can it when the people residing in it aren't even trying? A nation is supposed to preserve the principles and liberties that it was founded upon, but why should we care about liberties as long as we are comfortable? I mean if it feels okay then everything must still be fine, right? This is the mentality that America has attained over the years and it is an extremely dangerous mentality. Once we begin to prize our comfort and our physical possessions over our freedoms and our rights, we compromise our country and the standards it was based on. I'm not saying that every little thing that was law and true then still applies now or that there are not new laws and ordinances that must be instated in the present day, but what I am saying is that there is an extremely blurry line between the government helping us, and the government doing “what's best” for us.

“Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness” were the words written on the Declaration of Independence in 1776 and signed by the handful of men who risked everything to start the country which we now know as the United States of America. We have retained our life, but we are losing our liberties, and we would rather have happiness come knocking on our door then us pursuing it. After all, a pursuit requires effort, and effort requires drive. We cannot lose the principles our country was born upon. We must fight for our rights. We must again risk everything as our forefathers did before us, to balance the way the country is and the way it was meant to be. We need people in this generation to rise up and to be leaders, the problem is, nobody cares enough to lead. nobody can see the problem while the blinder of entertainment is in the way, and no one cares enough to take a break from it. If we are to make America again the great country that it was, then we must change.

Defining Terms
In this paper I will be exploring three values that are necessary to combat the vices of the “couch potato generation.” The three values are ambition, foolishness, and cynicism. Of the three,ambition is generally the most acceptable of these three values presented. It is also, in my argument, the key to making this triad of values work. Most people will say that ambition can be a good thing and that it can be a good means to an end. I however would argue that it is not merely a means to an end but also an end itself (when correctly understood). Ambition is the force that drives humanity. Without it we would have no progression, no conquest, and most importantly no purpose. We would never have had the great pyramids of Egypt without the ambitions of the people. We would never have had Europe split up into their diverse and unique cultures if it were not for the conquest of the Roman system and the ambition of Barbarian chieftains and Viking lords. And we would not know America today if it were not for the drive inside each and every pilgrim's heart. This is why Ambition is so important to understanding this triad.
Just as bricks are the base for a building, goals are the base for ambition. Goals are set by people that want to get from here to there. Without goals there would be no ambition and without ambition there would be no goals. In this way, goals and ambition form an essentially symbiotic relationship. To set a goal is to determine to accomplish something. Imagine a man who wants to lose weight. His goal is to reduce his body fat by 18 pounds in the next six weeks. Anyone can set a goal, that’s the easy part. The hard part is doing the work to accomplish the goal. This man knows that he must lose three pounds each week or else he will not make his goal, and he will not reach his destination. This is where Ambition comes in. If this man is an ambitious man then his ambition will give him the drive to get from here to there. If he is not an ambitious man then he will fail to have the will power to reach his goal. Therefore goals cannot be reached without the help of ambition.

Cynicism is probably the most looked down upon value that I am arguing for. Cynicism for most people entails thoughts of distrust of human nature, and a general doubt of good and love in the world. I believe that Cynicism does not necessarily have to be connected to these ideas and can be understood in a positive manner. I believe that Cynicism ties in very closely with foolishness as it is the ability to doubt what is normally taken for granted. There is a way that cynicism can be used as a tool for self-discovery. Newton's gravitational law says that on earth when something is engaged in free fall that it will end up on the ground. But why take that for granted just from reading it in a textbook? Go outside and drop an apple for yourself. 

People cannot be afraid to learn from experimentation. I believe that this is one thing that is very lacking in our culture. People learn far too much from instruction and far too little from action and exploration. I believe that learning from accomplishments and mistakes is the most effective way to learn. When someone commands us not to be distracted and to be careful while cutting up the vegetables for dinner, we may hear it, but we may also soon forget about it. If one cuts himself while chopping up the vegetables for dinner then he will not soon forget to pay attention and chop carefully. Of course, learning in this method can be painful (as the analogy suggests). However, it is our fear of pain and difficulty that keeps us from learning for ourselves. This does not mean of course that we should not learn anything from the heeding and warnings of others, but there is a time when one must go out and try it for oneself. Otherwise how will they ever know for sure?

One great difficulty with this proposition is regret. When someone makes a mistake and experiences negative consequences they are oftentimes too filled with regret to learn the lesson that he or she was painfully taught. That's why I believe that regret is one of the biggest tools that the enemy uses to get into our heads and distract us from the true goal and the lesson learned. As Johnny Cash once said “You build on failure. You use it as a stepping stone. Close the door on the past. You don't try to forget the mistakes, but you don't dwell on it. You don't let it have any of your energy, or any of your time, or any of your space.”vi This is how we must use cynicism as a tool to allow us to see past the walls that society has put up, seemingly to keep us safe, but oftentimes doing quite the opposite. Without Cynicism we cannot be properly foolish. That sounds like an oxy-moron, properly foolish, but if we can achieve proper foolishness then we are well on the way to a better America.
Foolishness is also much debated, and is in fact looked down on by most as a negative trait. The word Foolish as defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary is as follows “Lacking in sense, judgment, or discretion” vii. I believe that we as the American culture today are indeed a “foolish” culture, but foolish in entirely the wrong way. We are foolish in the sense that we trust everyone else's judgment and discretion, leaving no room for common sense. We are foolish in the sense that we make stupid decisions for no good reason. This is not the kind of foolishness that I am speaking of. I am speaking of the kind of foolishness required to take a risk. This is the kind of foolishness needed to look past what seems to be common sense to others and to do the unimaginable. For Christians, foolishness can be synonymous with faith: Abram leaving his father’s land; Noah building the ark; Joshua marching around the walls of Jericho. These are all instances of what seems foolish to the world. Consider the role of “foolishness” in the following Scripture passage:viii
18 For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 19 For it is written: 

“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate.”

20 Where is the wise person? Where is the teacher of the law? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe. 22 Jews demand signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25 For the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than human strength. I Cor. 1:18-25

To accomplish the “unimaginable” or the “foolish” is never to be done simply for the pure reason of self-enjoyment and lust driven behavior, as there is plenty of horrible things in today's culture that we might call “unimaginable” or “foolish”. Instead the kind of “unimaginable” or “foolish” behavior that I'm referring to is that which is believed to be impossible. It is the faith that Christ says can “move mountains”ix. It is the kind of foolishness that people would have thought of Thomas Jefferson when he said he could manipulate electricity. Or the kind of foolishness that people thought of martyrs when they laid down their lives for the name of Christ. This is the kind of foolishness we need more of.

Our culture is a comfortable culture, and a comfortable culture is a lazy culture. People today are simply not ready and willing to stand up and make a change because they are afraid that they will lose the comfortable position that they have worked so hard to establish in life. We are like the tax collector in the Gospels who asked Jesus how to get into Heaven. He was unpleasantly surprised by the answer that he would have to give up all he owned to the poor and start to live a humble life. The tax collector was already too comfortable with his life and was not willing to lose it for the goal of salvation.x Certainly it is much easier said than done but there comes a time when we need to take a gamble--to make a risk for the greater good. This is where foolishness comes into play. The value of foolishness is in the ability to allow people to see past what culture tells them is common sense and the normal thing to do. It allows people to be rid of discretion and put everything out on the line. Foolishness is the reason that we have a space station floating around in the wide expanse above us, and the reason that there we are honored to be able to have the first African American in the white house. A hundred years ago both of these ideas would seem outrageous and people would think that these are very foolish thoughts to entertain. But because of pioneers, because of ambitious men and women who decided to be foolish against the culture, these two dreams are a reality today.
Ambition
Ambition is the foremost and strongest of these three values. Without Ambition, there would be no automobiles, no electricity, no Internet, no great men, and no America. No one would be striving towards a higher goal and we would be living in a mundane world full of couch potatoes. It is ambition that allows us to advance through the ages. It is ambition that can take us from the depths of despair to the altitude of hope. And it is ambition that made America what it is today.
It all started with a man by the name of Columbus. Columbus was not just the average man looking for money and power; he was in it for the adventure. Since he was a young boy he loved adventures and always had that drive to seek out bigger and better things. Little did he know that he would stumble onto the best thing in history ever; America. At first he was just trying to reach Asia from the west instead of the traditional method of going east. Columbus was courageous and did what no one had successfully accomplished before, approached Asia from the west. He believed the Atlantic Ocean was much smaller than it actually was so when he landed in the Bahamas he thought that he was in the East Indies he called the Native Americans, Indians. This was his first contact with the Americas.xi
It was ambition that drove Columbus to take this route. It would most definitely have been easier for him to do the same thing as everyone else, but he had a vision that was different than others. Ambition is being able to step out of your comfort zone and do something bigger and better than others. He was not content with the way things were being done so he didn't dip himself into his idea fifty percent but he submerged himself in the idea of finding a new way that people had not been able to go yet. Cities would not have been built, states would not have formed, and countries would not have been founded if it were not for the ambition behind the man who founded our great continent.

The first wave of people travelling into America was fairly large, but after 1640 the immigrants slowed to a trickle because of tension between the King and the Parliament. This was a time of slow growth in America. However when Charles the second regained power so did the immigrants and the flow of people dramatically increased. From 1670 to 1700 the population in America increased by fifty-eight percent, but from 1700-1730 the population increased a staggering two-hundred and eighty percent.xii The reason for this dramatic increase was partially because of the ever growing number of plantations and slaves needed to keep them up and running, but even more so it was from immigrants all over Europe. People had started to hear talk of a land where anyone could get a fresh start, make an entirely new way of life. This was practically unheard of in Europe during this time because they still ran more or less on the feudal system, and where you were born is where you stayed. People finally found a way to break out of their place. They had to of had an incredible amount of ambition to travel all the way to America, leaving their friends and often families behind, to make something of their lives. That is the kind of driving force behind men and women that made America what it is, The Land of Opportunity.

People came to America for all different reasons; Some for religious reasons; Some to escape the law; Others to make money and a name for themselves. But one thing was common in everyone who came to America, they were all chasing “The American Dream”. The dream that they could have freedom to live how they please and raise their family as they believe they should be raised; The dream to go from rags to riches with a new start, the dream of a new world. This is what kept the pilgrims and all the other immigrants going. These ideas and ideals were the driving force behind those who took the gamble to come over to America and start anew.

The Revolutionary War was the path to creating our own country. It was not a pleasant thing but it had to be done. England was over taxing and abusing the American colonies to the point where it became unbearable. The men of America finally decided that enough was enough and stood up against the giant known as England. Nobody thought that a few new colonies could beat an empire ages old, but what everyone forgot to factor in was the fire inside the American heart. They had already given up all they had for a second chance at life in a new land, and now that second chance was becoming almost as bad as the first. They could not just walk away like before and move on to another continent. They had found they’re continent and were not moving, it was their time to stand and fight.

It is easy to tell that these men were not the kind to stand around and do nothing while more and more taxes and laws are being forced down upon them. Unfortunately, too many people today are so ready to give up their freedoms and rights for their creature comforts. They are too lazy too stand up for what they believe in and would rather just enjoy the material things they have. They’re giving up a better country for a better car. That is not the way that life was meant to be lived. The revolutionaries had ambition for a better country, a new type of government that was unlike any other. They would no longer submit to a tyranny, but would strive for something better. Ambition raged on in the heart of every one of these revolutionaries and that is what won the revolutionary war. We did not win by number of men and certainly not by better weapons, we won because we had something real to fight for, something that we would rathe die than let go.

The next big push was the Westward expansion. American’s never seemed to be satisfied with what they had accomplished, they always want a little bit more, or a lot more in some cases as it was with the Westward expansion. Although there was political strife and confusion in the 1840’s the general population seemed to pay no attention to this, the only thing they could think of was the mysterious west where people could have a whole new type of living. There was a fire in the belly of the people urging them to go west to bigger and better things. They may not have known it at the time but that fire inside of their belly was ambition. It wasn’t just one type of person that decided to explore the Wild West either, it was miners, merchants, teachers, and hunters. Everyone had an idea of what it could be like. Most of these people were American born whites from the upper south and from the mid-west moving further west.xiii
By 1860 4.3 million people had settled in the Trans-Mississippi westxivIt was very rare when an American travelled alone. They almost always traveled with their wife and children, as I’m sure most people will remember from the popular video game, the Oregon Trail. This particularly seems to mimic the pilgrim’s move to America. Americans had a pulling inside of them that they needed to stay together and when the head of the house made a decision, everyone else followed without a question. Americans could not stop pioneering, it was in their hearts. President James Buchanan said in 1858 that the nation was bound east and west “by a chain of Americans which can never be broken”.xv
The term “Manifest Destiny” was born out of the 1940’s and seemed to be the idea pushing many to expand westward. The people of America thought it was not only the obvious right thing to do economically and politically but also the destiny of the Americans. The columnist writer who coined this phrase, John L. O’Sullivan, believed that the Americans would naturally expand to the west without any involvement from the government or military, he did not support the use of arms and the outbreak of the Mexican American war in 1846 xvi. Members of The Polk Administration encouraged the spread to the west as new opportunities, expansion of the economy and also imperialism. Key figures from the opposing Whig party such as Daniel Webster and Abraham Lincoln were against the expansion and wanted to deepen the economy rather than spread it. Spreading it is what they ended up doing as by 1857 350,000 Men women and children were settled into California and Oregon alone.xvii
Americans always had the next move on their mind, whether it was the move to America, the move to the west, or the move to electricity, they were always seeking out the next opportunity. This is because of the driving force of ambition inside each one of them. They would not have crossed the mighty Mississippi without that driving force. They would not risk they're family's and loved one's health to disease without the greater good in mind. They would not have gone through the deserts and dangerous Indian inhabited territories unless they had a goal. The move to the West was hard and many did not make it, but for the many who did and the furthering of America, the gamble was well worth it in the end.

While this was happening there was also a large advancement of technology in America. America had a large number of imports coming in from other countries and a large part of which was from Britain. In Europe there was an ongoing battle between France and Britain over control of Europe. America, being so far away was being used as a pawn in this battle. Trade however continued with America until an incident occurred in the Chesapeake in which British soldiers opened fire on an American ship because they were not allowed to search an American ship. They seized four Americans from the ship and hung one of them.xviii Americans do not take this sort of thing lightly and this led to the Embargo Act of 1807 which made it illegal for foreign trade. This Embargo act along with the constant war in Europe led to The War of 1812 with America yet again warring against Britain.

This Embargo Act suddenly left America in a tough spot as they were used to receiving many products from overseas. It was suddenly necessary for production in America to go way up. The largest part of the Industrial Revolution was between 1820 and 1870 when many of our modern commodities first came about. The three biggest innovations were: the expansion and new methods of transportation, the effective harnessing of electricity, and the vast improvements in the industrial process. During this time there were many people coming out with new inventions and innovations, of which a huge one was the telegraph. The telegraph was invented by Samuel F.B. Morse in 1860. This was the first step that revolutionized the way that the world communicates. Without the invention of the telegraph we would not have telephones today. Another Big invention was the invention of the Cotton Gin by Eli Whitney. The Cotton Gin greatly improved the speed of separating the seeds of cotton from the fiber of Cotton. Once the fiber was separated it was shipped up North where they would turn it into cloth. This is where we start to see America becoming a system that works together as one piece. Elias Howe invented the sewing machine which made the other end of processing cotton much more effective as well. Eli Whitney also came up with the idea of interchangeable parts to make muskets. This dramatically improved the speed at which muskets could be assembled. These machines modernized not only America but the entire world.

Although these advancements were great accomplishments and wonderful things there were some negative consequences as well. Many farmers were leaving their farms out in the country and moving into the cities to try and fill all of the new jobs which all the new factories made available. This is not inherently bad but the dramatic increase in the population of the major cities led to overcrowding and disease. This began to make the city a very difficult place to live. The news of an enormous number of jobs opening up spread not only through America but through the world as immigrants from any and every country in Europe were pouring into America trying to chase what they knew as “The American Dream”. Most of the owners of these large factories became obsessed with money and cared about nothing else, least of all the means by which they acquired the money. 

The working conditions were deplorable and the companies did not give a care about their employees or their health. With the vast number of people, largely immigrants, all looking for jobs they were able to induce back breaking work for people while managing to pay them next to nothing. This led to some very sad circumstances. America seemed to turn a blind eye to most of this until one American man saw this problem and realized that he had to do something about it. Upton Sinclair, one of the great American of the twentieth century exposed the sick factory lifestyle in his 1906 novel “The Jungle”. The Jungle is based around a Lithuanian man named Jurgis who comes with his family over to America in search of a new beginning and his shot at the American Dream. Unfortunately he started at just about the worst place possible, Packingtown. Jurgis arrives as a strong healthy man in Packingtown with bright hopes of a good future for him and his family. He quickly learn how things are really run in America. Even though it seems all the odds are against him he holds to his motto of “I will work harder”. Whenever a new financial burden arose it was always “I will work harder”. But there is only so much harder that a man can work. He along with his family is tricked, abused, and worked literally to death by the bosses running Packingtown.

Packingtown was a place in which hundreds of immigrants could work for dirt-cheap until they were ground into the dirt or dead from exhaustion, at which point a new immigrant would immediately and happily take their place. Sinclair exposes the meat packing industry for what it really is through the means of this novel. He describes in great detail the filthy conditions in which these men work, the standards, or lack of standards that the meat was held to, and the greed of the industry power heads. The FDA we know in America is a direct result of this novel and revolutionized standards for food and conditions for workers. This is just another example of an American man who saw a problem and knew that he had to do something about it. As great as the Industrial Revolution was, some men took it too far and were overcome with greed. One of the great things about America was that there was a more personal system to keep people in check, whether it be local law enforcement, neighbors, or an author. 

Ambition is the key to creating a better country. In fact Ambition is the key to creating a better anything. It's the driving force that sees something and says 'I want that and i will do anything to get it'. It's uniting under a cause and seeing it through to its end. It's what makes change. Without ambition there would be no America today. It's what got us started and what keeps us going. Unfortunately people today are losing that sense of ambition that Americans always had. People seem to be content with less. People are losing the will to make a difference in the world, to be a valuable addition to their community, and to their country. The driving consumerism in America along with the ever present tool of constant advertising makes it very hard for people to contrive what they actually want because they are told over and over again what they need. Give the average American a fifty inch plasma, a case of Budweiser and a couple of boxes of pizza and he's good for a week. If we ever want to get back to the way we were, to get that drive we had in us when we expanded westward, we need to gain back our ambition.
Cynicism
There is no shortage of cynical people in today's culture, however they are not the kind of cynics that we should be striving to be. They are cynical of art, cynical of people, and cynical of everything. The kind of Cynicism that we should strive for is not to critique everything around us but rather to question what is generally believed. For example, culture tells us that pre-marital sex is a good thing, but is it really? The Bible certainly says its not. The culture says that we need to fit in with everyone else, wear the same clothes, use the same expressions, and agree on everything. But is it a possibility that fitting in is not a positive thing? We must be cynical of the world around us as the puritans were of Britain when they were told that they could not worship how and where they wanted, but that they had to conform.
Perhaps one of the best examples of positive cynicism in American culture is The Civil War. Up until the time of the civil war the greater part of the white world, Christians and non-Christians alike, viewed African Americans as subhuman. In American they legally counted as three/fifths of a person. They took this as a way of life for a very long time and some even had no quarrel with the matter. It was not until people both black and white started asking themselves questions that something would happen. 'Perhaps the Africans are real people, they sure look like us. Well would we treat each other in this manner? If Africans are real people we can't let this go on longer'. This cynicism arose out of the nineteenth century from blacks and white and it is what eventually led to the civil war and the freeing of the slaves with the Emancipation Proclamation.

This is just one instance of when our nation was able to ask questions about what has for hundreds of years been taken for granted. And it did not stop at just the freeing of the slaves either. They saw how they were being treated as Americans and they knew it still wasn't right. This led to civil liberties and the eventual equalization of blacks and whites. It's why we can play on the same sports teams, drink at the same water fountains and vote together. It's why we can sit next to a black person in class and not even make a mental note of their race, and it is the reason why we can today have the honor of having the first black President of America to lead us.

This came about only with the help of many driven individuals. One of the most prominent of these people was Doctor Martin Luther King Jr. I believe that Martin Luther King Jr. is a picture of how the American soul should look. He was an intellectual, a Christian an excellent orator, a caring, devoted man, and one of the most driven people to walk the planet. He is a huge part of the reason that the African Americans got their civil rights established. His words could move nearly anyone because anyone watching could see the conviction he had in his heart for the cause. And it was not solely civil rights either. He also made huge strides in such problems such as stopping poverty and bringing an end to the Vietnam War. He kept fighting for what he knew was right until he was assassinated for his efforts with civil liberties on April 4th, 1968, and the world mourned.

1968 was a crazy year for America. It was a nightmare for many, and a year of progress for others. It was a year in which the way people viewed the world would be forever changed. The year was characterized largely by riots and protests with people speaking out against things that have long been taken for granted. A big part of the riots were the student riots at Columbia where students rose up to protest the Vietnam War and physically attempt to stop the building of a segregated gym. The riot was a very new and different idea as usually students did not rise up like that. It was even stranger as both the black and the white students were rioting for the same cause. It showed that there was a sense of conviction in the hearts of the students and gave them a purpose to fight for. I believe that one of the best things that can happen to someone is to realize that they believe in something enough to fight for it. They were cynical about what they were being told and decided to do something about it.

Another huge part of the protests of 1968 were the hippie protests. The hippies was a growing and thriving group at the time and many of them had moved out into communes in the mid-west to live together in peace, without anyone bothering them. All they wanted was peace and love to be widespread. They were extremely cynical about culture and the direction it was headed. They saw the consumerism and all of the worthless goals that the people of the day were headed towards. The protests were largely led by revolutionary Abbie Hoffman and his group entitled the “Yippies” which stands for “Youth International Party”. They had a few test runs for their big riot in New York City but their main target was Chicago during the Democratic Convention.xix
When they arrived in Chicago they were joined by “MOBE” The National Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam. Many of the young people in theses protests had brothers or fathers over in Vietnam at the time and every day they were receiving news of more deaths. They had had enough of the Vietnam War and wanted it to end. The Democratic Convention was a huge event as thousands of protestors showed up and began to anger police men with demonstrations such as placing Viet Cong flags on top of famous statues and making threats like putting LSD in the city water supply. There was a showdown between the protestors and the police department ending in a televised brawl consisting mostly of police officers mercilessly beating protestors. This was horrific for America to watch, and showed people what the law-enforcing officials can really be like when pushed to their limits. 

The other big group of protests in 1968 was the African American protests about racial equality and civil liberties. This was a year in which colored people decided that enough was enough about how they were being treated. And a huge difference in this year compared to previous years with protests was that many protests were done in a peaceful manner thanks to the guidance of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. There were greater strides in this year with racial equality then in all the years before combined. Unfortunately this was also the year that Doctor Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated after all of the good work he had done. 

This was a year in which cynicism flourished. Everyone found something that they could fight for. Whether it was the workers and their rights, the African American's and their equality or the hippies with peace and war, everyone had a conviction and this conviction is what kept them going. It's good for us to hae something that is heavy in our hearts, so that we are able to have the same drive and passion as the groups did in 1968. They had a fire in their bellies and they did something about it. There are many sad things that happened in this year such as multiple assassinations of key figures but I believe that if America had more years like this in which people were able to take up an idea and fight for it, that we could make our country a much better place.
Foolishness
When you hear foolishness the first thing we tend to think of is stupid behavior and unwise decisions. This is not what I mean when I say foolishness. I am speaking of the kind of foolishness a young man has when he decides to put everything on the line and start a business. I say this because I believe that this is the same foolishness that a man had as he ran around with a kite during a lightning storm trying to harness the power of nature. It is the same foolishness that caused an old maid to sing for Britain's Got Talent and it is the same foolishness that gambled America into existence.
The British did not come over into America until 1606 when James the first chartered the Virginia Company in two divisions for a trip to the Americas. They thought that they would come back with familiar treasures such as gold and spices, they eventually found out the America did not hold the same types of riches as Asia. The thought that there would be gold and spices was definitely a foolish and impulsive move to send the Virginia Company over for, however, their foolishness paid off in the end when they realized the money they could make off of things like tobacco and cotton plantations.
The Plymouth colony originated very differently than the Virginia colonies. The Plymouth colony set out for religious freedom rather than physical wealth. They were spiritual radicalists and did not want their children to be part of what they saw as a pagan English society. This is an extremely bold move to make. Not many people wanted to come to America, but to embark with an entire family? Something about it just seemed a little bit crazy. They were acting foolishly in many ways, going to a place that they had never heard of to start from scratch with their family. They didn’t know what resources the land held, nor did they know if they would even make it there alive. Once they got to America they continued to fight for what was right in their beliefs and ways of living, never taking a neutral stance on their ideas. When the churches split, whole communities split with them. At first this might not have seemed like a good thing but in the big picture these splits allowed for the growth and expansion into other parts of America, which definitely was a good thing.
According to United States immigration statistics over seventy-five million immigrants have come into the United States, legally, in the 1900’s alone while only twenty-three million have emigrated out. If nothing else those statistics alone should prove how badly people want to be in America. Those statistics aren’t even counting the millions of people a year who come over illegally, and it would be a big surprise if there were many Americans illegally emigrating to other countries. People want to be in America because of the atmosphere of America and the freedoms we have. Everyone wants to become successful, everyone wants to make something out of their lives, and what better place to do it then an equal opportunity country. As the years go by it seems to be getting slightly difficult to get into the race from other countries, but there is always a way. Whether it is going professional in a sport or intellectually excelling, if there’s is will in America then there truly is a way.
I also believe that to a certain point the Bible calls us to be foolish. “3 And he said: ‘Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 4 Therefore, whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. 5 And whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me.’” (Matthew 18:2-6 NIV) I believe that Jesus is speaking of the innocence of children, but I believe more importantly that He his speaking of the naive curiosity that we are called to have as Christians--The ability to be always in awe and to always ask questions. Americans today do not ask enough questions. We too often believe what is told to us at face value. It is good that we are trusting of each other but there are people all around who want to take advantage of us, so we must ask questions.

The Dangers of the values
Although there are many positives in these values, they can be abused as well. Just as any weapon can be dangerous in the hands of someone who doesn't know how to use them. Ambition can come in many forms and like I stated before, the value of it is totally dependent on the goal set. For instance, Hitler's goal was to have a perfect world, void of anything less than his standard of “the best”. He believed that the best human beings were the Aryans. Unfortunately for him more than half of the world was not Aryan. That meant he had a lot of work to do. He used his ambition for a “perfect world” to kill millions of people. This is a total abuse of ambition because of the goals set. He had incredible drive and rage for his goal, but it was a horrible and disgusting goal that he was determined upon. This is just one example of how the world can pervert even the most essential of values.
Cynicism is very often abused in today's society. People are not cynical of particular things but of everything, and their cynicism changes them into lonely, hateful people. They become cynical of love because of a bad experience, and therefore can never love anyone again because they believe that true love does not exist. They become cynical of religion because of the double standards they've seen from Christians and those of all religions. They trap themselves into a dark hole in which the only person they trust is themselves, and the only thing they can rely upon is their own personal experience. This is a potential pitfall of cynicism and it can be very dangerous in the hands of someone who has been hurt. That is why people have to be cynical about the right things. But what are the right things? That is a much harder question to answer, because it is different for everyone.

Everyone is foolish at some point in their lives. Unfortunately it is more often the wrong kind of foolish than the right kind. People do stupid things for no reason. They trip on Acid just for the feeling. They make money purely for the sake of making more money, and they intentionally hurt others. This is the kind of foolishness that gives good foolishness a bad name. Foolishness should not mean just stupid decisions but in our culture that's what it's mostly defined by. Foolishness Cynicism and Ambition can be abused but when used together and for a good goal, they can help to make great advances.
The 1920's In America were not called the roaring twenties for no reason. The decade was consumed by glamor and vanity. The world had just seen the horrors of World War 1 and was ready and willing to switch their attention from war and sorrow to excitement and pleasure. This was a huge time for literature because of the artistic interest. Everything became more risqué from the vivid sexual descriptions in literature to the scanty new dresses called “flappers” that many young women were then sportingxx. In so many ways the Roaring Twenties revolutionized the world. Everything was focused on modernity and breaking the old traditions of the past. And everyone was thinking of themselves and how to most easily make themselves happy.

There was a lot of underground work for the mob and for alcohol distributors. A lot of the time these two groups worked as one during the 1920's, oftentimes right along side the local political system. These groups together made it very easy for anyone who had the money, to get a hold of alcohol. It is often argued that the law of Prohibition made a negative impact on culture if anything as almost everyone was still drinking, but doing it under the table, which established a strong don't ask don't tell policy in America. I believe that this greatly altered the mind of the people in America and certainly placed a negative idea of cynicism inside of their head. It made them skeptical enough of the government to begin to take lightly which laws they choose to follow.

During this time there were two classes, the extremely high class, and the bottom of the barrel low class. The high class could always be seen partying their tails off while the low class was always working themselves to the bone. This was not only in America but in the whole world. It began the sort of consumerism mindset that we have inherited even today. The masses began to buy automobiles while industrialization sky rocketed and America established itself for the first time as the richest country in the worldxxi. The mindset that there is a constant flow of resources that will never really slow down or stop. To everyone's surprise though, it did stop, and much sooner then they expected it to with the stock market crash of 1929.

Every great party comes to an end and when Americas party of the Roaring twenties finally ended on October 29th 1929 when the stock market came to a screeching crash. The country became a different place. Suddenly hundreds of thousands of Americans were forced out of their homes and onto the streets because of their lack of funds and not having enough to pay off their houses. A drought turned the once plentiful Midwest farms into a dustbowl. Industrialization slowed, consumerism slowed, and the entire American society slowed down as they finally saw the effects of their self-destructive party from the previous decade. It was fun to be cynical of everything for a little while, and the foolishness was great when they had enough money to keep consuming without thinking, but it all ran out. This is an example of how America used ambition, cynicism and foolishness, to a negative end.
Recently in the middle east there has begun a trend of revolutionaries taking action against their countries. The first revolution in this recent group was the Egyptian revolution which began on January 25th . When it first begain it was done in a more peaceful style with non-violent protests and acts of civil disobedience. The reason that the people were revolting was because they were being oppressed by their countries government led by their long time president Hosni Mubarak. They had lost many of their freedoms. They did not have a free election, and the unemployment rates were soaring.xxii The Egyptian people were able to say enough is enough and start to take action and do something about their problem.
What started out as a peaceful revolution in Egypt ended in three hundred and eighty four deaths and over six thousand injuries.xxiii Although the bloodshed seemed like it may find no end they continued until they achieved their goal, when Mubarak stepped down from his office on February 11th. Now I am not saying that America is in this situation, because it isn’t. What I am saying is that the fire that the Egyptian men women and children had inside of them is what we as Americans used to have. We came to this country believing that we deserved something better in life, that we were entitled to it. And we fought and struggled for what we saw as ours until we got it. And then we struggled more and achieved more. It is a motivation that comes from the inside and tells us that our lot in life is better than it appears to be now, so we must continue to strive for more.

The Libyan revolution quickly followed and followed stronger then ever. Dozens of civilian casualties were quickly confirmed and it seemed as if the entire government had turned on its people.xxiv These people are rebelling for their lives because of the poor way their government was treating them. Although America's government is flawed, we are still much better off than these countries. Most Americans are satisfied with much better off, but just because we are much better off does not mean that there is no room for improvement. There is always room for improvement and we need to turn away from the “much better off” mentality and towards the “could be even better” mentality. We should not have a mindset in which we can never be happy because things are not as good as they could be, but we should always be working to make our country a better place to live for us and future generations. 

One American revolutionary that comes to mind, although most think anarchy is more closely tied to his name, is Henry David Thoreau. Thoreau exemplified what he wrote about in his political pamphlet “civil disobedience”. One of his most popular quotes is: “"I ask for, not at once no government, but at once a better government."xxv He demands from the government that it improve itself because of the way it is handling problems--problems such as slavery, taxation, and retaining freedoms and liberties. He fought as an abolitionist his whole life, laying the groundwork for people like Martin Luther King Jr. to come in after him. Thoreau lived out his civil disobedience in his refusal to pay taxes. He would not pay taxes simply because he believed he did not have to and that they had no right to take the money from him, especially in their current state. Henry David Thoreau is the kind of revolutionary we need more of.
Take a look around you today, what do you see? A bunch of kids huddling around a television screen; Middle aged men spending fifteen hours a day playing online video games?Youth of all ages devoting every free second to Modern Warfare? This is the America that can be seen today. People would much rather do nothing than something. We would much rather be passive, then aggressive. When we begin to lose interest in progression we begin to lose our humanity. We begin to lose what makes us who we are. One can only consume so much before he has to produce something. Unfortunately society today often consumes to the point of throwing up, and then begins to consume again. This is not the kind of America our forefathers have made for us and it is not the kind of America that I would like my children to grow up in.
We must start putting these three values into work and we must start doing it soon, before it’s too late. We're already in debt to countries all over the world. Our happiness rate as a country has gone significantly down. Ambition can help us succeed again. It can get us off of the couch and back into the playing field. Imagine that we start inventing again, producing, exporting at a record rate. I'm aware that it is exponentially easier said than done but it has to be said for it to ever get done. We need to once again become the country that people from around the world look at and envy. Not just the country that people are afraid of because of weapons and power, but a country that is happy, that enjoys themselves. Plenty of people seem to be enjoying themselves around America but this is all a temporary enjoyment. Pull the plug on the TV and what comes next? Lose your six figure salary and what do you have to fall back on? 
I could go on and on about examples of famous driven American individuals and world changing events that happened in America, that exemplified these three values. However in truth, America is not about the famous individuals who changed the world--Because not everyone could be famous. It is not about the tide changing events we have written into the history books--Because these events and people were only made possible by a thousand other events and people enabling and pushing them from behind. America is about every man and every woman that has ever believed in its cause. It is about each individual in America whose name may never be known. Each individual who fought for what they believed in, pursued they're dream, and made their life a success for themselves and others.
I recently came upon a short autobiography written by the grandfather of our very own Mr. Knepley; Gerard J. Berchet. Gerard travelled over to America from France in 1926. He was a man of ambition;He was a man that, although was never written down in the history books, whose life was never made into a movie, and whose name is probably only known today by his direct descendants, exemplified these three values through his decision to come to America. What follows is his firsthand experience from when he arrived in Ellis Island on the morning of September 14th, 1926.
“Ellis Island was a bleak, forbidding place, but from it the skyline of NewYork was an unforgettable sight, which we immigrants could admire before being herded through the cold, unfriendly entrance procedures. Apparently, I satisfied the watchdogs of American moral and political purity for, after a kind of lunch (on the house) I and the other acceptable immigrants were reloaded on the ferry, this time to the Hoboken railroad terminal and our various destinations. And there, trouble appeared for me in the form of an inspector who, noting from my tickets that I was headed West, insisted that I was to take a train right there instead of detouring by New York. I can’t clearly remember whether i managed to placate him- improbable in view of my rudimentary knowledge of English- or just gave him the slip while he was occupied withother immigrants. However it happened, I next found myself on another ferry just leaving for New York! Not only had I escaped, but, presumably because I was coming directly from inside the ferry terminal, I didn't have to pay the fee for the Hudson crossing. This was then five cents which to this day I owe the city of New York.
In the Promised Land at last, I took a taxi to the McAlpine. The driver, sensing a foreign greenhorn, charged me $1.50, which my friends said was outrageous for the short ride (this was 1926, remember). But I didn't care. Ellis Island was behind me. And my dream was ahead .”xxvi
This is how the immigrants viewed America, as the “promised land”. Even in the twentieth century people were still looking at America as “the dream”. We can continue to be the best country in the world. But we must get back to our old American spirit. The spirit that does not look at obstacles as hindrances but as challenges; The spirit that seeks adventure and opportunity rather than quiet and comfort; The spirit that is always striving to better the world around it.If we can succeed in this, America will stay at the top, and will continue to be the best country, ever.
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