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that each new look at him reflects and refracts the nation's changing values.
He has been vilihed in romantic pefi6is and lionized in entriprineurial
ones. Each era appraises him anew and in doing so reveals some assessments
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of itself.

Franklin has a particular resonance in twenty-first-century America. A
iritcesifirl publister ind consuritiiate networker with an inventiv€'t'uilosfty,
he would have felt right at home in the information revolution, and his
unabashed striving to be part ofan upwardly mobile meritocracy made him,
in social critic David Brookst phrase, "our founding Yuppie." We can easily
imagine having a beer with him after worlc showing him how to use the latest
digital device, sharing the business plan for a new venture, and discussing
the mosi recentpbliticzil siandals or lolity iddis. He wouldlaugh at the latest
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joke about a priest and a rabbi, or about a farmer's daughter. We would admire
both his earnestness and his self-aware irony. And we would relate to the way
he tried to balance, sometimes uneasily, the pursuit of reputation, wealth,
earthly virtues, and spiritual values.
Some who see the reflection of Franklin in the world today fret about
a shallowness of soul and a spiritual complacency that seem to permeate a
culture of materialism. They say that he teaches us how to live a practical and
pecuniary life, but not an exalted existence. Others see the same reflection
and admire the basic middle-class values and democratic sentiments that
now seem under assault from elitists, radicals, reactionaries, and other
bashers of the bourgeoisie. They regard Franklin as an exemplar of the
personal character and civic virtue that are too often missing in modern

America.

Much.of the admiration'is warranted, and so too are some of the
qualms. But the lessons from Franklin's life are more complex than those
usually drawn by either his fans or his foes. Both sides too often confuse
him with the striving pilgrim he portrayed in his autobiography. they
mistake his genial moral maxims for the fundamental faiths that motivated
his actions.
His morality was built on a sincere belief in leading a virtuous life, serving
the country he loved, and hoping to achieve salvation through good works.
That led him to make the link between private virtue and civic virtue, and
to suspect, based on:the meager widen6g'1"
mrrster about Go{'S will,.
"orrr4.
that these earthly virtues were linked to heavenly ones as well. As he put it in
the motto for the library he founded, "To pour forth benefits for the cgmmon
good is divine." In comparison to contemporaries such as fonathan Edwards,
who believed that men were sinners in the hands of an angry God
that
salyation could come through grace alond, this outlook might seem
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