inventing a christian america the myth of the
religious founding

Inventing a Christian America: The Myth of the Religious Founding explores the complex and often
contentious narrative surrounding religion's role in the formation of the United States. While many
Americans believe the nation was founded as explicitly Christian, a deeper examination reveals a
more nuanced reality. This article will delve into the historical evidence, examining the diverse
religious beliefs of the Founders, the principles enshrined in foundational documents, and the
evolution of the "Christian Nation" concept. We will scrutinize the deliberate construction of this myth
and its implications for contemporary American identity and religious freedom debates, ultimately
illuminating the true nature of the American founding.
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The Founders' Diverse Faiths

A cornerstone of the myth of a Christian America is the notion that its Founding Fathers were devout
adherents to orthodox Christianity, who intended to establish a nation explicitly based on their
religious tenets. However, historical scholarship consistently demonstrates that the religious
landscape of the Founders was far more varied and complex than this simplified narrative allows.
While some Founders were indeed conventionally religious, others embraced more heterodox beliefs,
including Deism and Unitarianism, and a significant number were not deeply religious at all. This
diversity of belief meant that a monolithic Christian agenda was never a unified force in shaping the
new nation.

Figures like Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, for instance, were vocal proponents of Deism, a
philosophical belief system that posits a creator God who set the universe in motion but does not
intervene in human affairs. Jefferson famously produced his own version of the Gospels, excising
supernatural elements and focusing on Jesus' moral teachings, a clear indication of his departure from
traditional Christian orthodoxy. John Adams, while often identifying as a Christian, expressed profound
skepticism about many core doctrines and was a strong advocate for religious liberty, often speaking
out against religious establishments. George Washington, though frequently invoking providence,
maintained a more private religious life, and his actions and writings suggest a broad tolerance rather
than specific denominational allegiance.

The prevailing religious environment in colonial America was not uniform. While Protestant
denominations, particularly Calvinist traditions, were dominant, other faiths and dissenting groups



were present and often sought refuge in the colonies. This existing religious pluralism, even within a
largely Christian context, foreshadowed the broader religious freedoms that would become a hallmark
of the American experiment. Attributing a singular Christian ideology to the Founders ignores this rich
tapestry of religious thought and practice that characterized the era.

Examining the Declaration of Independence and the
Constitution

The foundational documents of the United States offer crucial insights into the Founders' intentions
regarding religion. The Declaration of Independence, while referencing "Nature's God" and "the
Creator," does so in a manner that aligns with Enlightenment deistic principles, emphasizing natural
law and unalienable rights bestowed by a higher power, rather than a specific Christian deity or
doctrine. The document's focus is on universal human rights, not on establishing a religious
framework for governance. This language was carefully chosen to resonate with a broad audience and
to articulate principles grounded in reason and universal morality.

The U.S. Constitution, even more explicitly, establishes a secular government. The First Amendment,
in particular, is a powerful testament to this. It famously states, "Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." This Establishment
Clause was designed to prevent the government from endorsing or favoring any particular religion,
and the Free Exercise Clause was intended to protect individuals' right to practice their faith, or no
faith at all, without government interference. The absence of any mention of God or Jesus Christ in the
main body of the Constitution, and the prohibition on religious tests for public office, are direct
contradictions to the idea of a nation founded as exclusively Christian.

The Treaty of Tripoli, ratified unanimously by the Senate and signed by President John Adams in 1797,
further underscores this secular orientation. Article 11 of the treaty explicitly states, "the Government
of the United States of America is not, in any sense, founded on the Christian religion." This was not a
controversial statement at the time; rather, it was an acknowledgment of the nation's commitment to
religious neutrality and its recognition of a diverse populace. The legal and constitutional framework
clearly demonstrates a deliberate separation of church and state, aimed at fostering religious liberty
for all citizens, not the establishment of a Christian commonwealth.

The Role of Deism and Enlightenment Thought

The intellectual currents of the Age of Enlightenment profoundly influenced the Founders and their
approach to governance and religion. Deism, as mentioned earlier, was particularly influential among
many key figures. This philosophical movement emphasized reason, empirical evidence, and
humanism, leading to a questioning of traditional religious dogma and divine revelation. Deists
believed in a rational, benevolent creator, but they rejected the notion of miracles, divine
intervention, and the literal truth of scripture as a basis for law and morality.

Enlightenment thinkers like John Locke, whose ideas on natural rights and government were
foundational for the American Revolution, articulated a vision of society based on reason and consent



of the governed, rather than divine right or religious decree. The emphasis was on human agency and
the capacity for self-governance, principles that naturally led to a secular approach to political
authority. This intellectual heritage encouraged a separation of the spiritual and temporal realms,
allowing for a government that served all citizens regardless of their religious affiliations.

The Founders' embrace of Enlightenment principles fostered a political philosophy that valued
religious tolerance and freedom. They recognized that a nation comprised of individuals with diverse
religious (and non-religious) beliefs could only thrive if the government remained neutral. This was a
radical departure from the European model, where state-sponsored religions were the norm. The
intellectual climate of the time provided the philosophical underpinnings for a government that
protected religious diversity rather than mandating religious conformity, directly challenging the idea
of a narrowly defined Christian founding.

The Emergence of the "Christian Nation" Narrative

The concept of the United States as an explicitly Christian nation is not an inherent truth of its
founding but rather a narrative that emerged and evolved over time. This idea gained significant
traction in the 19th century, particularly during periods of social reform and national upheaval. As the
nation grappled with issues such as slavery, westward expansion, and industrialization, various
religious groups sought to infuse public life with their moral values, often framing national identity
through a distinctly Christian lens.

One significant driver of this narrative was the Second Great Awakening, a series of religious revivals
that swept across America in the early to mid-19th century. These revivals emphasized personal
piety, moral reform, and the idea of America as a chosen nation tasked with a divine mission.
Religious leaders and organizations actively promoted the belief that the nation's success and
prosperity were a direct result of its Christian heritage, and that its future depended on a renewed
commitment to Christian principles in public life.

Later, in the 20th century, particularly during the Cold War, the "Christian Nation" narrative was often
invoked as a counterpoint to atheistic communism. Politicians and public figures frequently referred
to America's Christian foundations to rally national unity and distinguish it from its ideological
adversaries. This historical context explains how a particular interpretation of the past became deeply
ingrained in public consciousness, often overshadowing the more historically accurate, pluralistic
understanding of the nation's origins. The myth was reinforced through textbooks, public discourse,
and popular culture, solidifying its place in the American imagination.

Historical Revisionism and the Myth's Perpetuation

The perpetuation of the "Christian America" myth often involves a selective interpretation and
sometimes outright revision of historical facts. Proponents of this narrative frequently highlight
instances where Founders expressed Christian sentiments or participated in religious activities, while
downplaying or ignoring their more heterodox beliefs or their explicit commitments to religious
freedom and separation of church and state.



For example, quotes from Founders that appear to endorse Christianity are often taken out of context
or presented without the broader philosophical framework that informed their statements. The fact
that many Founders attended church services, or made pronouncements invoking God, is used as
evidence of a Christian founding, even though these actions were often compatible with Deism or a
broad belief in Providence, and in a societal context where religious observance was socially
expected. The nuanced religious beliefs and the intellectual environment of the late 18th century are
often flattened to fit a more convenient, religiously uniform narrative.

Furthermore, the deliberate omission of the Constitution's secular nature and the significance of the
First Amendment in popular discourse contributes to the myth's endurance. When historical accounts
focus solely on perceived Christian influences without acknowledging the foundational legal and
philosophical commitments to religious neutrality, the inaccurate perception of a Christian founding is
reinforced. This historical revisionism, whether intentional or unintentional, plays a crucial role in
maintaining the belief that America was established as a Christian nation, despite substantial
historical evidence to the contrary.

Legal and Political Implications of the Myth

The enduring myth of a Christian America has significant legal and political ramifications. When a
substantial portion of the populace believes the nation was founded as explicitly Christian, it can lead
to pressure to govern in ways that privilege Christian values or institutions. This often manifests in
debates over public policy, education, and the role of religion in the public square.

Arguments for allowing prayer in public schools, for instance, are sometimes rooted in the belief that
such practices are a return to the nation's religious origins. Similarly, challenges to LGBTQ+ rights or
reproductive rights are frequently framed in terms of defending Christian morality. Those who
promote the idea of a Christian founding may advocate for policies that align with their interpretation
of Christian teachings, potentially infringing upon the religious freedom and equal rights of those who
do not adhere to those specific beliefs.

The legal interpretation of the Establishment Clause itself is often a battleground. Some argue for a
"ceremonial deism," believing that invocations of God or religious symbols in public life are harmless
traditions rather than violations of the separation of church and state. Others contend that any
government endorsement of religion is a breach of the constitutional mandate for neutrality. The
persistent belief in a Christian founding fuels these debates, influencing judicial decisions, legislative
actions, and public opinion regarding the proper relationship between religion and government in the
United States.

Understanding Religious Pluralism from the Founding
Forward

A more accurate understanding of the American founding recognizes it not as the establishment of a
Christian nation, but as the creation of a republic committed to religious freedom and the separation
of church and state, which inherently fosters religious pluralism. The Founders, aware of the religious



conflicts that plagued Europe, deliberately designed a system that protected the rights of conscience
for all citizens, regardless of their faith or lack thereof.

This commitment to pluralism means that the United States is a nation where diverse religious
traditions, and even secular worldviews, can coexist and flourish. It is a framework that allows
individuals to freely practice their faith, to change their beliefs, or to hold no religious beliefs at all,
without fear of government reprisal or discrimination. This principle of religious liberty, enshrined in
the Constitution, is one of the most profound and enduring legacies of the American experiment.

Moving beyond the myth of a Christian America allows for a more inclusive and accurate appreciation
of the nation's history and its ongoing evolution. It encourages a focus on the shared principles of
liberty, justice, and equality that bind a diverse populace together, rather than on a narrowly defined
religious identity. By acknowledging the historical reality of religious diversity at the founding and the
commitment to religious freedom, we can better navigate contemporary challenges and uphold the
promise of a nation where all are free to pursue their own path of conscience.

FAQ

Q: What is the core argument against the idea that the United
States was founded as a Christian nation?

A: The core argument is that historical evidence, including the writings and actions of the Founders,
the Declaration of Independence, and the U.S. Constitution, demonstrates a commitment to religious
freedom and a separation of church and state, rather than an intention to establish the nation as
explicitly Christian. Many Founders were influenced by Enlightenment Deism, and the Constitution
prohibits religious tests for public office and prevents Congress from establishing a religion.

Q: Were all the Founding Fathers Christian?

A: No, the Founding Fathers held a diverse range of religious beliefs. While some were conventionally
Christian, others were Deists, Unitarians, or held other heterodox views. Some were not particularly
religious. Figures like Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson were notably influenced by Deism,
emphasizing reason and a creator God without divine intervention.

Q: How did the "Christian Nation" narrative emerge if the
founding documents are secular?

A: The "Christian Nation" narrative largely emerged in the 19th century, fueled by religious revivals
like the Second Great Awakening, and gained further traction in the 20th century, particularly during
the Cold War. This was often driven by social reform movements and a desire to imbue national
identity with Christian values, leading to a selective interpretation and emphasis on certain historical
aspects.



Q: What role did the Enlightenment play in shaping the
Founders' views on religion?

A: The Enlightenment significantly influenced the Founders by emphasizing reason, natural law, and
human rights. Deism, a prominent Enlightenment philosophy, led many Founders to believe in a
creator God but reject religious dogma and divine intervention, fostering a more secular approach to
governance and a belief in religious tolerance.

Q: Does the U.S. Constitution mention God?

A: The U.S. Constitution does not mention God in its main body. However, the Declaration of
Independence, a foundational document preceding the Constitution, refers to "Nature's God" and "the
Creator." This language is often interpreted as aligning with Enlightenment ideals rather than a
specific Christian theology.

Q: What is the significance of the First Amendment in this
debate?

A: The First Amendment is crucial because it explicitly prohibits Congress from making laws
"respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." This Establishment
Clause prevents the government from endorsing or favoring any religion, and the Free Exercise
Clause protects individuals' right to practice their faith, underscoring the secular nature of the
government's stance on religion.

Q: Is the idea of a "Christian America" a recent phenomenon?

A: While the idea has deep roots, the widespread and explicit promotion of the United States as an
exclusively "Christian Nation" became more prominent in the 19th and 20th centuries. The
foundational period itself was characterized by religious diversity and a deliberative move towards
religious neutrality in governance.

Q: What are the implications of believing the U.S. was
founded as a Christian nation?

A: Believing the U.S. was founded as a Christian nation can lead to calls for policies that privilege
Christian values, potentially impacting debates on education, public morality, and minority rights. It
can also influence interpretations of constitutional law regarding the separation of church and state.
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