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“America’s Christian History” 
Fact or Fiction?

Our Founders understood that every society is founded on 
some ultimate principle. Even with their unorthodox religious 

views—a minority opinion when compared to the majority of Found-
ers—they understood that the “folly and wickedness of mankind,” to 
use Alexander Hamilton’s words, and reason alone could never serve 
as the stable foundation for a nation. They discounted the absolut-
ism of a single ruler, the majority-rule concept of a pure democracy1 
where the “voice of the people is considered to be the voice of God” 
(vox populi, vox dei), or an oligarchy where a self-appointed group of 
experts claim sovereignty and control.

A system of values (laws) always flows 
from a fundamental set of operating prin-
ciples even among regimes as diverse as Na-
zism under Adolf Hitler, Communism under 
Lenin and Stalin, Fascism under Benito Mus-
solini, and Socialism. Modern-day socialists 
Fidel Castro and Hugo Chavez claim that 
their socialistic system is the most rational 
and moral form of civil government because 
it is founded solely on human reason, the 
brotherhood of man, and a strong centrally 
controlled civil government that is designed 
for the salvation of mankind. Our Founders had no delusions about 
the folly of building a civil government on such a precariously laid 
foundation. They were all religious men, even the most skeptical of 

1

Adolph Hitler
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them. As we will see, however, the founding of America did not start 
in 1776, and it was not constructed by a handful of men.

[M]any of the other men who were instrumental in the 
Revolution and the Continental Congress were ortho-
dox Christians, including: Patrick Henry, Sam Adams, 
John Hancock, John Witherspoon, Roger Sherman, 
and many more. These men represented viewpoints 
that had to be heeded by the likes of Jefferson and 
Madison, who were not just philosophers but also 
politicians who assembled coalitions. It is even clearer 
that none of these Founders was as “secular humanist”; 
they believed in God and that He shaped their lives 
and fortunes.2

America has a long history that starts with a commitment to Jesus Christ 
that can be seen in the earliest charters. But like the men and women in 
the Bible, they were not in any way perfect in their faith or works. We can 
learn as much from their failures and sins as we can from their successes 
and acts of righteousness.

“America is Not a Nothing Country”
At a 1992 Republican governor’s conference, former governor of Mis-
sissippi Kirk Fordice (1934–2004) stated that “America is a Christian 
nation.”3 As you can imagine, many objected to the factual basis of 
the claim and its social, cultural, and political implications. Does a 
nation that rests on certain religious tenets affect the belief and value 
systems of those who do not identify themselves with the Christian 
faith? The governor’s controversial remarks landed him on CNN 
where he repeated the claim:

Christianity is the predominant religion in America. 
We all know that’s an incontrovertible fact. The media 
always refer to the Jewish state of Israel. They talk about 
the Muslim country of Saudi Arabia, of Iran, of Iraq. 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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We all talk about the Hindu nation of India. America is 
not a nothing country. It’s a Christian Country.4

A Washington Post editorial5 criticized Fordice for demonstrating 
what they believed was his historical ignorance and “‘politics of ex-
clusion,’ suggesting he was a bigot who was ‘attempting to cut large 
categories of people out of the [American] process.’”6 Fordice was 
making an appeal to the facts of history.

The debate over whether America was or is a Christian nation has 
not gone away. In 2006, then Senator Barack Obama stated, “Whatev-
er we once were, we’re no longer a Christian nation. At least not just. 
We are also a Jewish nation, a Muslim nation, and a Buddhist nation, 
and a Hindu nation, and a nation of nonbelievers.”7 Stated this way, 
America has always been made up of people who have held diverse 
religious opinions. Joachim Gans, an English metallurgist and Jewish, 
was recruited by Sir Walter Raleigh in 1585 to join an expedition to 
explore the Virginia territory. He later returned to England in 1586.

Solomon Franco, a Sephardic Jew from Holland, is believed to 
have settled in the city of Boston in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 
1649. A map of New York, dated 1695, shows the location of a Jewish 
synagogue on Beaver Street (no. 14 on the map below).8 The first ma-
jor Jewish settlement was in Newport, Rhode Island. The Touro Syna-

Kirk Fordice (1934–2004) 

As governor of Mississippi stated 

that “America is a Christian nation.” 
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gogue was constructed in 1762 and dedicated in 1763. It is the only 
surviving synagogue built in colonial America. George Washington 
wrote a letter of commendation to the congregation on August 21, 
1790 in which he stated the following:

The Citizens of the United States of America have a 
right to applaud themselves for having given to man-
kind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy: a 
policy worthy of imitation. All possess alike liberty of 
conscience and immunities of citizenship. It is now no 
more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the 
indulgence of one class of people, that another enjoyed 
the exercise of their inherent natural rights. For hap-
pily the Government of the United States, which gives 
to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, 
requires only that they who live under its protection 
should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving 
it on all occasions their effectual support.9

But there is no doubt that the majority of the earliest settlers to these 
shores were Protestant Christians. Of course, there were also unbe-

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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lievers and probably even some Hindus and Buddhists in early Amer-
ica. While America is the most religiously diverse nation in the world 
today, it was Christianity that shaped America’s founding.

The Ideals and Values of a Nation

In 2009, President Obama made these comments while in Turkey 
where 99 percent of the population is Muslim:

“Although . . . we have a very large Christian popula-
tion, we do not consider ourselves a Christian nation 
or a Jewish nation or a Muslim nation; we consider 
ourselves a nation of citizens who are bound by ideals 
and a set of values.”10

Turkey does consider itself a Muslim nation even though it has a rela-
tively secular government because nearly everyone in the nation is a 
Muslim and its value system is based on Islamic principles. Here’s the 
question that goes to the heart of the Christian nation debate: What 
is the origin of the “ideals” and “set of values” that the citizens of the 
United States acknowledge and ultimately obey?

A lack of historical knowledge of the role the Christian religion 
played in the founding of America is rampant. Rob Thomas, front 
man for the band Matchbox 20, goes beyond the usual claim that our 
nation’s founders were deists to argue that they were atheists:

I believe that America is a great nation of even great-
er people. I also believe that anyone who says that this 
is a “Christian nation” has RHS, or revisionist history 
syndrome, and doesn’t realize that most of our found-
ing fathers were either atheist or at least could see, 
even in the 1700s, that all through Europe at the time, 
religion was the cause of so much persecution that 
they needed to put into their brand new constitution 
a SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND STATE so that 
the ideals of a group of people could never be forced 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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onto the whole.11

Definitions are important in debates. If “Christian nation” is defined 
in terms of how many Christians there were at America’s founding, 
then America was a Christian nation. President Obama acknowledges 
this when he said, “Whatever we once were, we’re no longer a Chris-
tian nation.” If population is the determining factor, then America is 
still a Christian nation. But it’s more than this.

What Others Have Said

If we look at how others have assessed America’s Christian heritage, 
we can see a similar definitional trend. Terry Eastland, publisher of 
The Weekly Standard, has confirmed the following after an in-depth 
study of the history of America. “Protestant Christianity has been our 
established religion in almost every sense of that phrase. . . . The estab-
lishment of Protestant Christianity was one not only of law but also, 
and far more importantly, of culture. Protestant Christianity supplied 
the nation with its ‘system of values.’”12 This statement of historical 
fact, inscribed into law by the United States Supreme Court, etched 
into charters and state constitutions, and echoed by presidents and 
governors for nearly four centuries, clashes with modern‑day secular 

Franklin D. Roosevelt  described the 

United States as “the lasting concord 

between men and nations, founded 

on the principles of Christianity.” 
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assumptions and the unanchored ideals of multiculturalism, political 
correctness, and moral relativism. James Billington, Librarian of the 
United States Congress, said in a news conference on the opening 
of the exhibit “Religion and the Founding of the American Repub-
lic,” that “the dominant role religion played in the earliest days of this 
country is largely ignored by media, academics and others.”13

America’s Christian roots run deep and wide throughout the 
landscape of our nation’s history. At every point in our nation’s past, 
America’s Christian heritage can be seen at nearly every turn through 
the voluminous historical records that have been painstakingly pre-
served. And beyond the proof inscribed in the official story of Ameri-
ca, there is the abundant anecdotal evidence that surfaces from every 
corner of the globe. For example:

In 1931 the U.S. Supreme Court noted that the United 
States is a Christian nation. In a mid‑Atlantic sum-
mit with British Prime Minister Winston Churchill 
in the darkest hours of World War II, President Roos-
evelt—who had described the United States as “the 
lasting concord between men and nations, founded on 
the principles of Christianity”—asked the crew of an 
American warship to join him in a rousing chorus of 
the hymn “Onward, Christian Soldiers.”
In 1947, writing to Pope Pius XII, President Truman 
said flatly, “This is a Christian nation.”
Nobody argued with any of them.14

If any president made such claims today, he would be derided by a 
hostile press and mocked by academic elitist in the highly charged 
atmosphere of political correctness that has imbedded itself into dis-
cussion forums at every level of our society. So would former presi-
dents Woodrow Wilson and Jimmy Carter. In his famous address, 
“The Bible and Progress,” delivered in Denver, Colorado, on May 7, 
1911, President Wilson told his audience that “America was born a 
Christian nation. America was born to exemplify that devotion to the 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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elements of righteousness which are derived from the revelations of 
Holy Scripture.”15 As a presidential candidate Jimmy Carter told re-
porters in June of 1976 that “We have a responsibility to try to shape 
government so that it does exemplify the will of God.”16

Chief Justice Earl Warren (1891–1974), who led the way in gain-
ing a unanimous opinion in the Brown v. Board of Education decision 
in 1954, made the following remarks about the role that Christianity 
played in the founding of America:

I believe no one can read the history of our country 
without realizing that the Good Book and the spirit of 
the Savior have from the beginning been our guiding 
geniuses. Whether we look to the first charter of Vir-
ginia or to the Charter of New England . . . or to the 
Charter of Massachusetts Bay or to the Fundamental 
Orders of Connecticut . . . the same objective is pres-
ent: A Christian land governed by Christian principles.
I believe the entire Bill of Rights came into being be-
cause of the knowledge our forefathers had of the Bible 
and their belief in it: freedom of belief, of expression, 
of assembly, of petition, the dignity of the individual, 
the sanctity of the home, equal justice under law, and 
the reservation of powers to the people. . . .
I like to believe we are living today in the spirit of the 

Chief Justice Earl Warren  (1891–1974) 

stated: ” I believe the entire Bill of 

Rights came into being because of the 

knowledge our forefathers had of the 

Bible and their belief in it....” 
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Christian religion. I like also to believe that as long as 
we do so, no great harm can come to our country.17

A 1982 article in Newsweek magazine stated the following: “[F]or 
centuries [the Bible] has exerted an unrivaled influence on American 
culture, politics and social life. Now historians are discovering that 
the Bible perhaps even more than the Constitution, is our founding 
document.”18 Time magazine said something similar in 1987: “Ours is 
the only country deliberately founded on a good idea. That good idea 
combines a commitment to man’s inalienable rights with the Calvin-
ist belief in an ultimate moral right and sinful man’s obligation to do 
good. These articles of faith, embodied in the Declaration of Inde-

pendence and in the Constitution, literally govern our lives today.”19 
Our nation’s values were rooted in the Bible. Of course, this does not 
mean that all Christian Americans followed the biblical precepts that 
they claimed to believe.

Even those who would dismiss the Bible as a standard of moral 
righteousness cannot help themselves from appealing to the Bible 
when it suits their purpose. An editorial in the Pittsburgh Post-
Gazette cited the words of Jesus to “love your enemies” as a moral 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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prescription against torture.20 Good for them. I wonder if the same 
editors are ready to adopt Jesus’ definition of marriage as being be-
tween a man and a woman (Matt. 19:4–6)? The governor of the state 
of Alabama wanted to raise taxes based on the article “An Argument 
for Tax Reform Based on Judeo-Christian Ethics” that appeared in 
the Alabama Law Review.21 There were very few if any atheists in 
early America, although there were a number of religious skeptics. 
But even these could not develop a moral worldview on reason 
alone. They continually pointed to the Bible.

A great deal of the editorial savagery leveled against Gover-
nor Fordice could have been alleviated if the historical record had 
been studied in an objective way. But even this would not have been 
enough. Facts are not the problem. There is often a bias against things 
Christian. Religion is fine, say the secularists, as long as it remains a 
private affair and does not spill over into the areas of morality, educa-
tion, and politics unless it can be used to support some secular cause. 
But this is not the America of history.

What It is Not
The claim that America has a distinct Christian heritage does not 
mean that every American is now or ever was a Christian. More-
over, it does not mean that either the Church or the State should 
force people to profess belief in Christianity or attend religious 
services. Furthermore, a belief in a Christian heritage for America 
does not mean that non‑Christians, and for that matter, dissenting 
Christians, cannot hold contrary opinions in a climate of a general 
Christian consensus.

What It Is
It’s one thing to claim that there is no evidence of a Christian heritage 
for America and prove it. It’s another thing to fabricate history to suit 
one’s entrenched presuppositions. An honest study of America’s past 
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will show that a majority of Americans shared a common religion and 
set of values. America’s earliest founders were self–professed Chris-
tians, and their founding documents expressed a belief in a Christian 
worldview. John Winthrop’s sermon aboard the Arbella in 1630 is one 
piece of evidence supporting this historical truth.

For the persons, we are a Company professing our-
selves fellow members of Christ. . . .
For the work we have in hand, it is by a mutual con-
sent through a special overruling providence, and a 
more than an ordinary approbation of the Churches 
of Christ to seek out a place of Cohabitation and Con-
sortship under a due form of Government both civil 
and ecclesiastical. . . .22

Freedom and liberty, ideals cherished by all Americans, were rooted 
in a biblical moral order. Liberty was not license. Freedom was not 
the right always to do what one pleased. Winthrop’s definition of 
liberty is far from the modern meaning. As it is usually defined to-
day, liberty is freedom from moral restraints. One is not truly free, 
according to the contemporary use of the term, if one is bound by 
any moral code.

A Foreigner’s View
In 1831 the French social philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville landed 
in America to observe the new nation and her institutions. Toc-
queville’s work was published in two parts at the mid-point of the 
nineteenth century as Democracy in America. It has been described 
as “the most comprehensive and penetrating analysis of the rela-
tionship between character and society in America that has ever 
been written.”23 His observations on America’s moral ideals are re-
vealing and worthy of study.

The sects that exist in the United States are innumer-
able. They all differ in respect to the worship which 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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is due to the Creator; but they all agree in respect to 
the duties which are due from man to man. Each sect 
adores the Deity in its own peculiar manner, but all 
sects preach the same moral law in the name of God. 
. . . Moreover, all the sects of the United States are 
comprised within the great unity of Christianity, and 
Christian morality is everywhere the same. . . . [T]here 
is no country in the world where the Christian religion 
retains a greater influence over the souls of men than in 
America.24

Two-hundred years after John Winthrop’s sermon aboard the 
Arbella, Tocqueville continued to find in America “an ostensible re-
spect for Christian morality and virtue.”25 This is the substance of a 
working definition of “Christian America”—the sharing of common 
moral values that have been shaped with reference to the Bible. “The 
biblical model of a ‘city on a hill,’” to use Winthrop’s phrase, “was the 
relevant goal for political action. Puritan divines called for the es-
tablishment of a ‘Holy Community,’ governed according to standards 
derived from Christian principles of morality and justice.”26

The Supreme Court Has Spoken
For many American’s official recognition of anything is found in the 
Supreme Court. So what has the highest court in land determined? 

Alexis de Tocqueville  (1805–1859), au-

thor of Democracy in America (1835), 

stated: ”[T]here is no country in the 

world where the Christian religion re-

tains a greater influence over the souls 

of men than in America.” 
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In 1892, the Supreme Court declared in the case of The Church of the 
Holy Trinity vs. United States, that America was a Christian nation 
from its earliest days. After examining a full range of historical docu-
ments, Associate Justice David J. Brewer concluded that Americans 
are “a religious people. This is historically true. From the discovery of 
this continent to the present hour, there is a single voice making this 
affirmation.” Beginning with Ferdinand and Isabella’s commission to 
Christopher Columbus through a survey of then current state consti-
tutions, the court concluded:

There is no dissonance in these declarations. There is 
a universal language pervading them all, having one 
meaning; they affirm and reaffirm that this is a reli-
gious nation. These are not individual sayings, declara-
tions of private persons: they are organic utterances; 
they speak the voice of the entire people.
If we pass beyond these matters to a view of American 
life as expressed by its laws, its business, its customs 
and its society, we find everywhere a clear recognition 
of the same truth. Among other matters note the follow-
ing: The form of oath universally prevailing, concluding 
with an appeal to the Almighty; the custom of opening 
sessions of all deliberative bodies and most conventions 
with prayer; the prefatory words of all wills, “In the name 
of God, amen”; the laws respecting the observance of the 
Sabbath, with the general cessation of all secular busi-
ness, and the closing of courts, legislatures, and other 
similar public assemblies on that day; the churches and 
church organizations which abound in every city, town 
and hamlet; the multitude of charitable organizations ex-
isting everywhere under Christian auspices; the gigantic 
missionary associations, with general support, and aim-
ing to establish Christian missions in every quarter of the 
globe. These, and many other matters which might be no-
ticed, add a volume of unofficial declarations to the mass 
of organic utterances that this is a Christian nation.27

http://www.AmericanVision.org


The Case for America’s Christian Heritage14

www.AmericanVision.org

In 1931, Supreme Court Justice George Sutherland reviewed the 
1892 decision and reaffirmed that Americans are a “Christian peo-
ple.” As late as 1952, even the liberal Supreme Court Justice William 
O. Douglas declared that “we are a religious people and our institu-
tions presuppose a Supreme Being.”

In addition to writing the opinion in the Holy Trinity case, David 
Brewer wrote The United States: A Christian Nation, lectures that 
were published in book form in 1905 while he was still a member of 
our nation’s highest court?28 In it, Brewer reiterates the history behind 
the 1892 Trinity case and states clearly that America was founded as 
a Christian nation, as the following citations from his book indicate:

•	 “This republic is classified among the Christian na-
tions of the world.”

•	 “In the case of Holy Trinity Church vs. United States, 
143 U.S. 471, that court, after mentioning various cir-

cumstances, add, ‘these and many other matters which 
might be noticed, add a volume of unofficial declara-
tions to the mass of organic utterances that this is a 
Christian nation.’”

In 1931, Supreme Court Justice 

George Sutherland reviewed the 

1892 decision and reaffirmed 

that Americans are a “Christian 

people.” 
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•	 “[W]e constantly speak of this republic as a Christian 
nation—in fact, as the leading Christian nation in 
the world. This popular use of the term certainly has 
significance. It is not a mere creation of the imagina-

tion. It is not a term of derision but has a substantial 
basis—one which justifies its use.”

•	 “In no charter or constitution is there anything to 
even suggest that any other than the Christian is the 
religion of this country. In none of them is Moham-
med or Confucius or Buddha in any manner noticed. 
In none of them is Judaism recognized other than 
by way of toleration of its special creed. While the 
separation of church and state is often affirmed, there 
is nowhere a repudiation of Christianity as one of 
the institutions as well as benedictions of society. In 
short, there is no charter or constitution that is either 
infidel, agnostic, or anti-Christian. Wherever there is 
a declaration in favor of any religion it is of the Chris-
tian.”

•	 “You will have noticed that I have presented no 

“In no charter or constitution 

is there anything to even sug-

gest that any other than the 

Christian is the religion of this 

country.”  

	 —David J. Brewer
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doubtful facts. Nothing has been stated which is 
debatable. The quotations from charters are in the ar-
chives of the several States; the laws are on the statute 
books; judicial opinions are taken from the official 
reports; statistics from the census publications. In 
short, no evidence has been presented which is open 
to question.”

•	 “I could show how largely our laws and customs are 
based upon the laws of Moses and the teachings of 
Christ; how constantly the Bible is appealed to as the 
guide of life and the authority in questions of morals.”

David Brewer’s conclusion?—“This is a Christian nation.” Our study 
would be incomplete if we did not take the same road that Justice-
Brewer and others have taken to come to their conclusions. A look at 
all the available evidence must be considered.

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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1.	 “From this view of the subject it may be concluded that a pure democracy, by 
which I mean a society consisting of a small number of citizens, who assemble 
and administer the government in person, can admit of no cure for the mis-
chiefs of faction. A common passion or interest will, in almost every case, be 
felt by a majority of the whole; a communication and concert result from the 
form of government itself; and there is nothing to check the inducements to 
sacrifice the weaker party or an obnoxious individual. Hence it is that such 
democracies have ever been spectacles of turbulence and contention; have 
ever been found incompatible with personal security or the rights of property; 
and have in general been as short in their lives as they have been violent in 
their deaths. Theoretic politicians, who have patronized this species of gov-
ernment, have erroneously supposed that by reducing mankind to a perfect 
equality in their political rights, they would, at the same time, be perfectly 
equalized and assimilated in their possessions, their opinions, and their pas-
sions.” (The Federalist No. 10: “The Utility of the Union as a Safeguard Against 
Domestic Faction and Insurrection,” November 22, 1787 [James Madison]).

2.	 Steven Waldman, Founding Faith: Providence, Politics, and the Birth of Reli-
gious Freedom in America (New York: Random House, 2008), 192.

3.	 U.S. News & World Report (November 30, 1992), 21.

4.	 “Mississippi Governor Criticized for ‘Christian Nation’ Remark,” Dallas/Fort 
Worth Heritage (January 1993), 14. Quoted in John W. Whitehead, Religious 
Apartheid: The Separation of Religion from American Public Life (Chicago, IL: 
Moody Press, 1994), 149.

5.	 November 19, 1992.

6.	 David T. Moore, Five Lies of the Century (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Pub-
lishers, 1995), 3.

7.	 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tmC3IevZiik (2007)

8.	 “It was not until 1730 that the Congregation was able to build a synagogue 
of its own; it was built on Mill Street in lower Manhattan. Before 1730, as is 
evidenced from a map of New York from 1695, the congregation worshipped 
in rented quarters on Beaver Street and subsequently on Mill Street.” For ad-
ditional information on Jews in America, see  Daniel Dorchester, Christianity 
in the United States from the First Settlement Down to the Present Time (New 
York: Phillips & Hunt, 1888), 43, 286, 416, 624 and Paul Johnson, A History of 
the Jews (New York: Harper & Row, 1987, 278–280).
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6, 1998), B9.

14.	 Larry Witham, “‘Christian Nation’ Now Fighting Words: Fordice Fumbles in PC 
Territory,” The Washington Times (November 23, 1992), A1.

15.	 The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, ed. Arthur S. Link, 57 vols. (Princeton, NJ: Princ-
eton University Press, 1966), 23:12–20. Quoted in Richard V. Pierard and Rob-
ert D. Linder, Civil Religion and the Presidency (Grand Rapids, MI: Academie/
Zondervan, 1988), 153.

16.	 Richard G. Hutcheson, Jr., God in the White House: How Religion Has Changed 
the Modern Presidency (New York: Macmillan, 1988), 1.

17.	 Former Chief Justice Earl Warren, addressing the annual prayer breakfast of 
the International Council of Christian Leadership, 1954. Quoted in Jim Nelson 
Black, When Nations Die: Ten Warning Signs of a Culture in Crisis (Wheaton, IL: 
Tyndale House Publishers, 1994), 253.

18.	 Kenneth L. Woodward, “How the Bible Made America,” Newsweek (Decem-
ber 27, 1982), 44.

19.	 Time (May 25, 1987).
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2
“By the Providence of 

Almighty God” 
Christianity in the Founding Era

Knowing where to begin a study of a subject is often elusive. How 
far back do you go in history to say that it all begins here? In 

his book Meet You in Hell, a telling of the partnership and rivalry 
between steel magnates Andrew Carnegie and Henry Clay Frick, Les 
Standiford writes, “as is always the case when tracing history, there is 
no stopping anywhere, truly, for seeking out first causes is something 
like following the warp and weft of an enormous knitted sweater. Pull-
ing one string always bunches up another, and smoothing that only 
leads to the knot in the next. . . .”1 The same is true for determining the 
actual starting point of America’s founding. Our nation begins, not in 
1776, but more than one hundred and fifty years earlier.

A misconception is held by many that the drafting and signing of 
the Declaration of Independence was the beginning of our nation. 

Abraham Lincoln’s

Gettysburg 

Address mentions 

a “new nation.”
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Abraham’s Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address” contributes to the confu-
sion with the opening line: “Four score and seven years ago our fa-
thers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Lib-
erty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” 
While America was not a nation of united states at the time, she was a 
nation nonetheless. Thirteen colonies with independent governments 
and intact constitutions were operating in 1776. The 52 signers of the 
Declaration weren’t dropped from the sky in Philadelphia on July 2. 
The freshly printed document announced that the thirteen Ameri-
can colonies, then at war with Great Britain, were now independent 
states, and no longer a part of the British Empire. The decision was 
not made lightly. Thomas Jefferson expressed the sentiments of most 
of his fellow Americans in a letter he had written in November of 
1775 to John Randolph, who was in England at the time:

Believe me, dear Sir: there is not in the British empire 
a man who more cordially loves a union with Great 
Britain than I do. But, by the God that made me, I will 
cease to exist before I yield to a connection on such 
terms as the British Parliament propose[s]; and in this, 
I think I speak the sentiments of America.

The political ideals of those who forged a more unified nation 

“But by the God that made 

me, I will cease to exist before 

I yield to a connection on such 

terms as the British Parliament 

propose…”

Thomas Jefferson to 
John Randolph, 1775.
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were not developed within a worldview vacuum. Since ideas have 
consequences, we should expect that the beliefs of the existing colo-
nies would have an impact. Sadly, however, the truth about our once 
robust Christian heritage is being steadily dismantled. The early 
colonies’ reliance on God’s providence is nothing more than a faded 
memory for most Americans. If we are ever to restore what is about 
to be lost, we will need to learn the truth about our nation’s founding. 
A look at some of the earliest colonies is a good starting point.

First Charter of Virginia and the  
Jamestown Colony

All attempts by the English to establish colonies in America during 
the sixteenth century failed. In the late 16th century, the Spanish, 
English, French, Swedes, and Dutch determined to colonize eastern 
North America. These early settlements—notably the Lost Colony 
of Roanoke, Virginia—failed, but successful colonies were soon es-
tablished. The earliest efforts in successful colonization in the sev-
enteenth century followed two main roads—the Jamestown Colony 
in Virginia (1607) and Plymouth Plantation in Massachusetts (1620). 
The London Company adequately planned and financed the expedi-
tion to establish the first permanent English colony in America at 
Jamestown. Like nearly all the colonial charters, the First Charter of 
Virginia emphasizes the Christian character of the purpose of the ex-
pedition:

We, greatly commending and graciously accepting of, 
their desires for the furtherance of so noble a work, 
which may, by the providence of Almighty God, here-
after tend to the glory of His Divine Majesty, in propa-
gating of the Christian religion to such people, as yet 
live in darkness and miserable ignorance of the true 
knowledge and worship of God, and may in time bring 
the infidels and savages living in those parts to hu-
man civility and to a settled and quiet government, do, 
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by these Our letters patent, graciously accept of, and 
agree to, their humble and well-intended desires.2

While the expedition was well financed, those of the Virginia colony 
were not suitably prepared to handle the hardships that would con-
front them. Most who made the voyage were gentlemen adventurers. 
“There were no men with families. There were very few artisans, and 
none with any experience that would fit them to get a living out of 
the soil. . . . Of them Captain Smith said, ‘A Hundred good workmen 
were worth a thousand such gallants.’”3 Even so, their Christian faith 
saw them through periods of hardships and despair. The Rev. Robert 
Hunt (1568–1608), described by Captain John Smith as “an honest, 
religious, and courageous Divine,” was chaplain of the expedition. 
Worship services began almost from the hour of landing in May of 
1607. “There the first seed for English Christianity on the American 
continent was sown.”4

The 105 colonists and seamen carried the Geneva Bible with them 
to what would be known as Jamestown, named after the king of Eng-
land, James I. Before finding what would be their permanent settle-
ment, Rev. Hunt (1568–1608) offered the following prayer on April 
29, 1607 at Cape Henry (now Virginia Beach, Virginia): 

We do hereby dedicate this Land, and ourselves, to 

The construction of 

the Fort at Jamestown 

began on May 12, 

1607 and was com-

pleted by June 15 of 

that same year..
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reach the People within these shores with the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ, and to raise up Godly generations af-
ter us, and with these generations take the Kingdom of 
God to all the earth. May this Covenant of Dedication 
remain to all generations, as long as this earth remains, 
and may this Land, along with England, be Evangelist to 
the World. May all who see this Cross, remember what 
we have done here, and may those who come here to 
inhabit join us in this Covenant and in this most noble 
work that the Holy Scriptures may be fulfilled.5

Hunt was reminding his shipmates that the kingdom of God was 
their priority, and future generations were in view. “From these very 
shores,” Hunt reminded them, “the Gospel shall go forth not only to 
this New World but the entire world.” The following Bible passage 
was read at the conclusion of the prayer: “All the ends of the world 
shall remember and turn to the Lord, and all the kindreds of the na-
tions shall worship before thee. For the kingdom is the Lord’s and 
he ruleth among the nations” (Ps. 22:27–28). They believed in a cov-
enantal approach to history whereby future generations would “take 
the Kingdom of God to all the earth”—this is the important part—“as 
long as this earth remains.” These concepts came directly from the 
notes of the Geneva Bible with its kingdom-advancing approach:

The 105 colonists and sea-

men carried the Geneva 

Bible with them to what 

would be known as James-

town, named after the king 

of England, James I. 
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[The Geneva Bible] provided much of the genius and 
inspiration which carried those courageous and faith-
ful souls through their trials, and provided the spiri-
tual, intellectual and legal basis for establishment and 
flourishing of the colonies. Thus, it became the foun-
dation for establishment of the American Nation.6

Their goal was not to build a political empire. While God’s kingdom 
included the political realm, it included everything else as well. Gov-
ernment meant more than politics: self-government first, then family, 
church, and civil governments.7 Even after the 1607 settlement, the 
Geneva Bible was being used to encourage the colonists from afar in 
the preparation of later waves of English immigration for the same 
purposes:

Considerable literature was put out and numerous 
sermons were preached in London, in the interest of 
the colony in Virginia, and much of this, at least—
practically all, in fact that we have been able to ex-
amine—was provided by men, who used the Geneva 
Bible, presumably Puritans. The Good Speed to Vir-
ginia,8 written by Robert Gray, in the interest of the 
enterprise, was published in London, in 1609, and he 
quotes from the Geneva Bible. Several sermons were 
preached before the Virginia Company in London, 
for which service they chose freely, if not uniformly, 
Puritans. Perhaps the first such sermon was deliv-
ered at White Chapel on April 25, 1609, by the Rev. 
William Symonds, the minister of Saint Saviours in 
Southwark. He used the Geneva Bible, as his Scrip-
ture quotations prove.9

The Jamestown colonists suffered great hardship. At a time when 
they were nearly out of food, with their original colony down to about 
fifty, God provided sustenance from an unlikely source. Here is how 
one of the survivors, William Simmonds, describes their situation: 
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“But now was all our provision spent, the sturgeon gone, all helps 
abandoned, each other expecting the fury of the savages, when God, 
the patron of all good endeavors, in that desperate extremity, so 
changed the hearts of the savages that they brought such plenty of 
their fruits and provision that no man wanted.”10

Part of the problem was with how the colony was operating. The 
colonists had lost sight of God’s Word. John Smith became president 
of the Jamestown Colony on September 10, 1608. He required greater 
discipline of the colonists and announced a policy, based on 2 Thes-
salonians 3:10, that “he that will not worke shall not eate (except by 
sicknesse he be disabled).” The colonists were preoccupied with dig-
ging for gold. “There was no talke, no hope, no worke, but dig gold, 
refine gold, load gold,” one colonist remembered. Many of those who 
took the arduous voyage hoped to make their fortune and return 
home to England.

Colonists had been fed from a common storehouse. The assump-
tion was that others would produce the food. There was no incentive 
to work hard if everyone was to get an equal share whether he worked 
or not. When the new governor of Jamestown, Lord de La Warr, ar-
rived in 1610, the colony was on the verge of collapse. His first action 
was to organize a worship service and issue a biblical call for sacrifice 
and enterprise. The colony did survive. Five churches had been built 
in a span of 70 years. The first church services were held outdoors 
“under an awning (which was an old saile)” fastened to some trees. 
A wooden church was built inside the fort. It burned in 1608. An-
other wooden church was built. It was in this church that the First 
Assembly met. The fourth church was made out of brick. The tower 
of this church is the only seventeenth-century structure still stand-
ing at Jamestown. It’s all that remained after the church was burned 
during Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676. It is one of the oldest English-built 
edifices in the United States.

After a thorough study of the Virginia colonial period, Benjamin 
F. Morris, in his voluminous Christian Life and Character of the Civil 
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Institutions of the United States, concluded, “The Christian religion 
was the underlying basis and the pervading element of all the social 
and civil institutions of the Virginia colony.”11

Massachusetts and the Mayflower Compact
In the early part of the seventeenth century, England was a country of 
religious intolerance. Ministers of the gospel were silenced, impris-
oned, or exiled. In 1609, because of persecution, a group of Christians 
left their village in Scrooby, England, and went to the Netherlands, 
where they found a fair amount of religious tolerance. Led by their 
pastor, John Robinson, this group settled in Leyden, Holland, where 
they formed an English Separatist Church.

After a few years, the English transplants began to be concerned 
because their children were adopting the Dutch language and cus-
toms while losing sight of their English heritage. In addition, they 
wanted to live in a society which was thoroughly founded on the Bi-
ble, not simply a place where they would have the freedom to go to 
the church of their choice. These Separatists (Pilgrims) decided to go 
to the New World where they could live as Englishmen and in accor-
dance with the Bible.

Unable to finance the trip, the Separatists arranged financial sup-
port from a group of English businessmen. These businessmen were 

The restored brick 

church at Jamestown
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to receive any profits the colony made in its first seven years. The 
Pilgrims were also granted permission from the London group of the 
Virginia Company to settle in Virginia, north of Jamestown. Prior to 
their departure from Holland, Rev. Robinson called for a solemn fast 
and then delivered an embarkation sermon as a portion of the flock 
prepared to depart for American shores:

I charge you, before God and his blessed angels, that 
you follow me no further than you have seen me follow 
the Lord Jesus Christ. The Lord has more truth yet to 
break forth out of his holy word. I cannot sufficiently 
bewail the condition of the reformed churches, who 
are come to a period in religion, and will go at pres-
ent no further than the instruments of their reforma-
tion.—Luther and Calvin were great and shining lights 
in their times, yet they penetrated not into the whole 
counsel of God.—I beseech you, remember it,—’tis an 
article of your church covenant,—that you be ready 
to receive whatever truth shall be made known to you 
from the written word of God.12

Sailing of the Pilgrims from Plymouth, England
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In September of 1620, the Pilgrims set sail from Plymouth, England, 
in a ship named the Mayflower. After more than two months at sea, 
the Mayflower reached the American shore but at a destination not 
specified by the original charter. The original charter had given the 
Pilgrim travelers the right to settle in the “northern parts of Virgin-
ia.” The Mayflower had been drawn off course by stormy weather to 
a point that was north of the Virginia Company’s jurisdiction. Need 
for a governing document forced the weary travelers to draft what has 
become known as the Mayflower Compact. The Compact was drafted 
and signed by forty-one adult males while aboard the Mayflower in 
Provincetown Harbor, Massachusetts, at the tip of Cape Cod, on No-
vember 21, 1620.13 The Pilgrims did not settle there, but went on to 
Plymouth where they landed in late December of that same year.

The Compact was to serve as a temporary legal “compact” for the 
arriving group of “saints and strangers.” “By the terms of the so‑called 
Mayflower Compact, the Pilgrims agreed to govern themselves until 
they could arrange for a charter of their own; they were never able to 
arrange for such a charter, and the Compact remained in force until 
their colony at Plymouth was absorbed in that of Massachusetts Bay 
in 1691.”14

The preamble of the Mayflower Compact emphasizes religious 
themes and political loyalties which are reflected in later charters and 

The Mayflower 

Compact: “Having un-

dertaken for the Glory 

of God and advance-

ment of the Christian 

Faith. . .”

http://www.AmericanVision.org


“By the Providence of Almighty God” 31

www.AmericanVision.org

state constitutions. The Compact reads in part:

In the name of God, Amen. 
We, whose names are underwritten, the loyal subjects 
of our dread Sovereign Lord King James, by the Grace 
of God of Great Britain, France, and Ireland, King, De-
fender of the Faith, etc.
Having undertaken for the Glory of God and advance-
ment of the Christian Faith, and Honour of our King 
and Country, a Voyage to plant the First Colony in the 
Northern Parts of Virginia; do by these presents sol-
emnly and mutually in the presence of God and one 
another, Covenant and Combine ourselves together 
into a Civil Body Politic, for our better ordering and 
preservation and furtherance of other ends aforesaid; 
and by virtue hereof do enact, constitute and frame 
such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, Con-
stitutions and Offices, from time to time, as shall be 
thought most meet [suitable] and convenient for the 
general good of the Colony, unto which we promise all 
due submission and obedience.

These early settlers to the New World brought with them an old faith, 
a faith that was rooted in “the name of God. . . . for the glory of God 
and advancement of the Christian faith.” Those aboard the Mayflower 
were conscious of the fact that they were acting “in the presence of 
God” as they drafted what would later be called “the foundation stone 
of American liberty”15 and the basis of representative government in 
the New World.

Plymouth Plantation
William Bradford (1589?–1657), who followed John Carver as gover-
nor of Plymouth after Carver’s death in 1621, also served as the colo-
ny’s historian. In Book I of Plymouth Plantation, Bradford chronicles 
the events that relate to the colony up to their landing at Plymouth 
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in the winter of 1620. The remainder of the work completes the his-
tory of Plymouth up to 1650. As Bradford’s work demonstrates, the 
Pilgrims were motivated by “the gospel of the kingdom of Christ”:

Last and not least, they cherished a great hope and 
inward zeal of laying good foundations, or at least of 
making some way towards it, for the propagation and 
advance of the gospel of the kingdom of Christ in the 
remote parts of the world, even though they should be 
but stepping stones to others in the performance of so 
great a work.16

Plymouth was first a religious society, secondly an economic enter-
prise, and, last, a political commonwealth governed by biblical stan-
dards. The religious convictions of the Pilgrims were early expressed 
in the drafting of the Mayflower Compact.

Connecticut
The Rev. Thomas Hooker (1586–1647, who established Connecticut in 
1636, preached a sermon using the texts Deuteronomy 1:13 and Exo-
dus 18:21 which dealt with the biblical basis for civil government. He 
explained that in a sermon before the Connecticut General Court of 
1638, that “the choice of public magistrates belongs unto the people by 
God’s own allowance” and that “they who have the power to appoint 
officers and magistrates, it is in their power, also, to set the bounds and 

William Bradford: “They cherished a 

great hope and inward zeal of laying 
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limitations of the power and place unto which they call them.” He went 
on to say that “the privilege of election, which belongs to the people”  
must be exercised “according to the blessed will and law of God.”

New Haven was established by the Reverend John Davenport and 
Theophilus Eaton in 1638. It was at New Haven that the first general 
court convened in 1638 and enacted a body of laws. “After a day of 
fasting and prayer, they rested their first frame of government on a 
simple plantation covenant, that ‘all of them would be ordered by the 
rules which the Scriptures held forth to them.’”17 Under the guidance 
of Davenport and Eaton, who was annually elected its governor for 
twenty years until his death, the colony prospered and maintained its 
faithfulness to the Word of God. A year after the meeting of the gen-
eral court, the colonists desired a more perfect form of government. 
A committee consisting of Davenport, Eaton, and five others, who 
made up what was known as “the seven Pillars,” enacted a civil polity 
where God’s Word was “established as the only rule in public affairs. 
Thus New Haven made the Bible its statute-book, and the elect its 
freemen.”18

After a period of war with the Indians, the settlers of the west-
ern colony resolved to perfect its political institutions by forming a 
body politic by voluntary association. It was on January 14, 1639, that 
the Fundamental Orders of Connecticut, often called the world’s first 
written constitution, was adopted at Hartford by the colonists:

Forasmuch as it has pleased Almighty God by the wise 
disposition of His Divine Providence so to order and 
dispose of things that we the inhabitants and residents 
. . . ; and well knowing where a people are gathered 
together the Word of God requires that to maintain 
the peace and union of such a people there should be 
an orderly and decent government established accord-
ing to God, to order and dispose of the affairs of all the 
people at all seasons as occasions shall require.
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The founders further stated that one of the governing purposes of the 
document was “to maintain and preserve the liberty and purity of the 
Gospel of our Lord Jesus which we now profess, as also the discipline 
of the churches, which according to the truth of the said Gospel is 
now practiced among us.”19

New England Confederation
The New England Confederation, put into effect on May 19, 1643, es-
tablished a union of like‑minded civil bodies. They shared a common 
understanding of limited civil government and the need to advance 
the cause of the gospel, a mission which they described as “to advance 
the Kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ and to enjoy the liberties of the 
Gospel in purity with peace.”20

Civil rulers and courts were considered to be “ministers of God 
for the good of the people,” to “have power to declare, publish, and 
establish, for the Plantations within their jurisdiction, the laws He 
hath made; and to make and repeal orders for smaller matters, not 
particularly determined in Scriptures, according to the more general 
rules of righteousness, and while they stand in force, to require ex-
ecution of them.”21

Conclusion
A survey of all the colonies will lead any student of the era to con-
clude that they were founded on the religious precepts of Christi-
anity. From the First Charter of Virginia granted by King James I 
in 1606 “to propagate the Christian religion” to the Pennsylvania 
Charter of Privileges granted to William Penn in 1701 where “all 
persons who . . . profess to believe in Jesus Christ, the Saviour of 
the World, shall be capable . . . to serve this Government in any 
capacity, both legislatively and executively,” all the colonies were 
founded on the religious precepts of Christianity with the Bible as 
their statute book. 
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3
“Through Divine Goodness”
Christianity in the Colonial Constitutions

Like the colonial charters that preceded them, state constitutions 
expressed dependence on God for the maintenance of a moral 

civil order. These independent state governments with their rep-
resentative officials created a constitutional system of government 
that has never been duplicated. The framers were wise enough to 
limit the power of the newly formed federal government by insist-
ing that the states retain the major portion of their sovereignty. How 
the states handled religious issues is not one of the powers “delegat-
ed to the United States by the Constitution.” Religion is “reserved to 
the States” or “to the people” of those states. The state constitutions 
varied in the way they approached the issue of religion. This was by 
design. As we will see, the state constitutions are a remarkable tes-
timony to the role that Christianity played in the formation of the 
American Republic.1

The Constitution mural by Barry Faulkner
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There was a worldview prior to 1787 that did not pass into obliv-
ion when the Constitution was finally ratified in 1791 with the added 
Ten Amendments. Many of the state constitutions were specifically 
Christian, and all were generally religious. Some states made chang-
es after the ratification of the national Constitution but not because 
there was any constitutional or judicial mandate to do so. In fact, 
throughout their history, the 50 state constitutions mention God us-
ing various designations such as “Supreme Ruler of the Universe,” 
“Creator,” “God,” “Divine Goodness,” “Divine Guidance,” “Supreme 
Being,” “Lord,” “Sovereign Ruler of the Universe,” “Legislator of the 
Universe,” with “Almighty God” as the most common biblical phrase 
(Gen. 17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 43:14; 48:3; etc.). (The claim had been made 
by some that West Virginia is the exception. This is not the case.2) A 
number of state seals and mottoes carry religious references. Here are 
some examples:

Connecticut
Qui Transtulit Sustinet: 
“He Who Transplanted Still 
Sustains.” 

Florida
“In God We Trust.” 

Colorado
Nil Sine Numine:
“Nothing without God.” 
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South Dakota
“Under God the People Rule.” 

Arizona
Ditat Deus: 
“God Enriches.” 

Kentucky’s official state Latin motto is Deo gratiam habeamus, 
“Let us be Grateful to God.” The state motto of Ohio is “With God 
All Things are Possible.” With this evidence in 
tow, those who claim that religion is constitu-
tionally separated from government have a lot 
of explaining to do. Are we to assume that ev-
ery state legislature and its courts missed the 
meaning of the national Constitution for more 
than 200 years? I don’t think so.

Religion and the State Constitutions
The original 13 colonies, which later became states, created the na-
tional government. The national government is the creation of the 
states. Each colony sent representatives to Philadelphia and drafted a 
Constitution of enumerated powers: Only those powers actually listed 
in the Constitution were available to the national government. The 
colonial governments with their own constitution, representatives, 
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and governors wanted to insure that the issue of religion, as well as 
other freedoms, remained within their own limited jurisdictions. This 
is why the First Amendment begins with “Congress shall make no law. 
. . .” If the people in the several states wanted to change the constitu-
tional provisions in their state, there was a legislative process to do so. 

The Constitution is the “supreme law of the land” in those powers 
that have been “delegated” to it. It was never meant to be an open-
source document, although it has been treated this way. Even the 
United States Senate understood this . . . in 1837!

In the adoption of the Federal Constitution, the States 
acted severally free, independent and sovereign States. 
Each for itself, by its own voluntary assent, entered the 
Union with a view to its increased security against all 
dangers, domestic as well as foreign, and the more per-
fect union and secure enjoyment of its natural and so-
cial advantages. In delegating a portion of their powers 
to be exercised by the Federal government, the States 
retained, individually and respectively, the exclusive 
and sole right over their domestic institutions and po-
lice, and are alone responsible for them.3

The colonies had fought a war with England over the relationship 

The Federal Constitution: Only 

those powers actually listed in 

the Constitution were available 

to the national government.
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between national and local sovereignty. It’s doubtful that the states 
would have turned around to create a national government that put 
them in the same political predicament that they had shed blood over 
just twelve years earlier. 

Not satisfied with the restrictions put on the national govern-
ment, the states would not ratify the Constitution until there was a 
Bill of Rights enjoined to it. The states realized that not everything 
could be put in the amendment process, so they covered the limited 
sovereignty issue with the Ninth and Tenth Amendments, with the 
Tenth being the most clear and all-encompassing:

Ninth: “The enumeration in the Constitution, of cer-
tain rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage 
others retained by the people.”

Tenth: “The powers not delegated to the United States 
by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, 
are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.”

There were those who believed a Bill of Rights was unnecessary be-
cause, as Alexander Hamilton put it, “Why declare that things shall 
not be done which there is no power to do?”4 Since the Constitution 

The Bill of Rights: Not satisfied 

with the restrictions put on the 

national government, the states 

would not ratify the Constitution 

until there was a Bill of Rights 

enjoined to it.
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listed the powers of the national government (e.g., Art. 1, sec. 8), why 
make a list of those powers it did not have?  Madison argued in a 

similar way in his letter to  Jefferson: “I con-
ceive that in a certain degree ... the rights in 
question are reserved by the manner in which 
the federal powers are granted.”5 Both Jefferson 
and Madison expressed their limited govern-
ment views in the Kentucky and Virginia Reso-
lutions. Consider Jefferson’s argument in the 
Kentucky Resolutions of 1798:

Resolved, that the several States com-
posing the United States of America, are not united 
on the principle of unlimited submission to their gen-
eral government; but that by compact under the style 
and title of a Constitution for the United States and of 
amendments thereto, they constituted a general gov-
ernment for special purposes, delegated to that gov-
ernment certain definite powers, reserving each State 
to itself, the residuary mass of right to their own self-
government; and that whensoever the general govern-
ment assumes undelegated powers, its acts are unau-
thoritative, void, and of no force: That to this compact 
each State acceded as a State, and is an integral party, 
its co-States forming, as to itself, the other party....each 
party has an equal right to judge for itself, as well of 
infractions as of the mode and measure of redress.6

James J. Kilpatrick is correct when he writes, “And so long as the 
Tenth Amendment remains a part of the Constitution, it is elemen-

James Madison
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tary that it must be given full meaning—that the intention of its fram-
ers must be acknowledged and respected. Plainly, the intention of the 
Tenth Amendment was to restrict the Federal government—to hold 
it within the strict boundaries of the delegated powers.”7 This includ-
ed religion, as the First Amendment and the state constitutions make 
abundantly clear.

Delaware
“Liberty and Independence”

The Delaware constitution established the Christian religion 
while not elevating “one religious sect” 
in the “State in preference to another”:

ART. 22. Every person who shall 
be chosen a member of either 
house, or appointed to any office 
or place of trust, before taking 
his seat, or entering upon the 
execution of his office, shall take 
the following oath, or affirma-
tion, if conscientiously scrupulous of taking an oath, 
to wit:

“I, ___________ will bear true allegiance to the Dela-
ware State, submit to its constitution and laws, and do 
no act wittingly whereby the freedom thereof may be 
prejudiced.”

And also make and subscribe the following declaration, to wit:
“I, ___________ do profess faith in God the Father, and 
in Jesus Christ His only Son, and in the Holy Ghost, 
one God, blessed for evermore; and I do acknowledge 
the holy scriptures of the Old and New Testament to 
be given by divine inspiration.”
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And all officers shall also take an oath of office.

ART. 29. There shall be no establishment of any one 
religious sect in this State in preference to another; and 
no clergyman or preacher of the gospel, of any denomi-
nation, shall be capable of holding any civil once in this 
State, or of being a member of either of the branches 
of the legislature, while they continue in the exercise of 
the pastoral function.

A jurisdictional separation between church and state was main-
tained by prohibiting a “clergyman or preacher of the gospel, of any 
denomination” from “holding any civil office” in the state, “or of be-
ing a member of either of the branches of the legislature, while they 
continue in the exercise of the pastoral function” (Art. 29). This state 
prohibition was in effect prior to 1787, and Article VI, sec. 1 in the 
national Constitution did nothing to change this at the state level. 
This is why it can be truly said that the First Amendment does not 
deal with the separation between church and state. Church-state 
separation was best handled at the state level. The First Amend-
ment, as we will see, deals with the relationship between Congress 
and the states regarding religion, speech, press, assembly, and po-
litical dissent.

Revisions to the Delaware constitution were made in 1792. The 
new Preamble declared, “Through divine goodness all men have, by 
nature, the rights of worshipping and serving their Creator accord-
ing to the dictates of their consciences.” The people of Delaware are 
exhorted “to assemble together for the public worship of the Author 
of the universe,” although not through compulsion by the state. In ad-
dition, “piety and morality” are to be “promoted.”

New Jersey
“Liberty and Prosperity”
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The earliest settlers in New Jersey were Christians who came 
from the eastern end of Long Island, New York. They settled at Eliza-
bethtown where the first colonial leg-
islative assembly convened to transfer 
the chief features of New England laws 
to the statute book of New Jersey. The 
New Jersey constitution of 1776 stipu-
lated that “no person shall ever . . . be 
deprived of the inestimable privilege of 
worshipping Almighty God in a man-
ner agreeable to the dictates of his own 
conscience.” A citizen of New Jersey was not compelled by state law 
“to attend any place of worship, contrary to his own faith and judg-
ment.” Neither was he “obliged to pay tithes, taxes, or any other rates, 
for the purpose of building or repairing any church or churches, plac-
es of worship, or for the maintenance of any minister or ministry.”

These religious liberty provisions did not disestablish Protestant 
Christianity or secularize civil government. They merely stated that 
the civil government could not establish “any one religious sect . . . 
in preference to another.” The constitution did give Protestants spe-
cial constitutional privileges in that “no Protestant inhabitant of this 
Colony shall be denied the enjoyment of any civil right, merely on 
account of his religious principles; but that all persons, professing a 
belief in the faith of any Protestant sect . . . shall be capable of being 
elected into any office or profit or trust, or being a member of either 
branch of the Legislature.”

The following instructions from the legislature of New Jersey to 
its delegates in Congress in 1777 exemplify the Christian sentiments 
of the men who directed the civil and military concerns of the War 
for Independence:

We hope you will habitually bear in mind that the 
success of the great cause in which the United States 
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are engaged depends upon the favor and blessing of 
Almighty God; and therefore you will neglect nothing 
which is competent to the Assembly of the States for 
promoting piety and good morals among the people 
at large.8

New Jersey’s history of its Christian foundations goes back as far as 
1683 with the drafting of the “Fundamental Constitution for the Prov-
ince of East New Jersey.” Religious liberty was upheld, and every civil 
magistrate was required to affirm this by law and swear a binding oath 
to Jesus Christ. Following this requirement we read: “Nor by this article 
is it intended that any under the notion of liberty shall allow them-
selves to avow atheism, irreligiousness, or to practice cursing, swear-
ing, drunkenness, profaneness, whoring, adultery, murdering, or any 
kind of violence. . . .”9 Marriage was defined by “the law of God.”10

Georgia
“Wisdom, Justice, Moderation”

General James Oglethorpe (1696–1785) conceived a plan to provide 
a refuge for persecuted Protestants of 
Europe. On June 9, 1732, he was grant-
ed a charter by George II to establish 
a new colony. Oglethorpe named his 
colony Georgia. He was motivated 
primarily from strong Christian prin-
ciples, which are evident in his de-
nouncement of slavery. In London, in 
1734, he praised Georgia for its anti-
slavery policy:

Slavery, the misfortune, if not the dishonor, of other 
plantations, is absolutely proscribed [prohibited]. Let 
avarice defend it as it will, there is an honest reluctance 
in humanity against buying and selling, and regarding 
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those of our species as our wealth and possessions. . . . 
The name of slavery is here unheard, and every inhab-
itant is free from unchosen masters and oppression. . . . 
Slavery is against the gospel as well as the fundamental 
law of England. We refused, as trustees, to make a law 
permitting such a horrid crime.11

Oglethorpe’s words were not heeded. The “horrid crime” of slavery 
was soon introduced to Georgia. “In 1750 the law prohibiting slavery 
was repealed and Georgia became a slave-worked plantation colony 
like its neighbor, South Carolina.”12 If the 
Bible had been followed on the prohibition 
of “man stealing” (kidnapping), America 
never would have been cursed with the sin 
and crime of chattel slavery.

In keeping with the original charter 
which gave the colonists of Georgia “a lib-
erty of conscience” to worship God, the 
1777 Constitution retains its essential reli-
gious character. Article VI states that “The 
representatives shall be chosen out of the 
residents in each county . . . and they shall be of the Protestant reli-
gion.” Article LVI declares that “All persons whatever shall have the 
free exercise of their religion; provided it be not repugnant to the 
peace and safety of the State.” The Preamble to the revised Georgia 
Constitution in 1945 stated: “To perpetuate the principles of free gov-
ernment, insure justice to all, preserve peace, promote the interest 
and happiness of the citizen, and transmit to posterity the enjoyment 
of liberty, we, the people of Georgia, relying upon the protection and 
guidance of Almighty God, to ordain and establish this Constitution.”

Maryland
“With Favor Wilt Thou Compass Us As With A 

James Oglethorpe
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Shield” (Ps. 5:12)13

While the other colonies were settled 
by Protestant Christians, Maryland 
was first settled by English Catholics 
in 1634 under the direction of Ceci-
lius Calvert, Lord Baltimore (1606–
1675). Baltimore’s proprietorship 
was often challenged and was even-
tually lost when Maryland became a royal colony in the late seven-
teenth century.

It cannot be disputed, however, that Maryland’s civil government 
was dedicated to defending the Christian religion. Article XXXIII of 
its 1776 constitution declares, “All persons, professing the Christian 
religion, are equally entitled to protection in their religious liberty; 
wherefore no person ought by any law to be molested in his person 
or estate on account of his religious persuasion or profession, or for 
his religious practice; unless, under colour of religion, any man shall 
disturb the good order, peace and safety of the State.”

Massachusetts
“By the Sword We Seek Peace, but Peace Only Under 
Liberty”

Massachusetts has a long history of ad-
vancing and protecting the Christian 
religion. Its constitution of 1780 con-
tinues the state’s Christian history by 
asserting that “It is the right as well as 
the duty of all men in society, publicly, 
and at stated seasons, to worship the 
SUPREME BEING, the great Creator and Preserver of the universe.” 
After stating that the “governor shall be chosen annually,” qualifica-
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tions for holding office are next listed: “no person shall be eligible to 
this office, unless . . . he shall declare himself to be of the Christian 
religion.” The following oath was also required: “I do declare, that I 
believe the Christian religion, and have firm persuasion of its truth.”

New Hampshire
“Live Free or Die”

New Hampshire became a separate col-
ony from Massachusetts in 1679. Be-
cause of its Puritan origins it shared the 
religious views of Massachusetts. The 
constitution of 1784 states:

Every individual has a natural 
and unalienable right to worship 
GOD according to the dictates of his own conscience, 
and reason; and no subject shall be hurt, molested, or 
restrained in his person, liberty or estate for worship-
ping GOD, in the manner and season most agreeable 
to the dictates of his own conscience, or for his reli-
gious profession, sentiments or persuasion; provided 
he doth not disturb the public peace, or disturb others, 
in their religious worship.

The constitution recognized that “morality and piety” are “rightly 
grounded on evangelical principles.” State office holders—governor, 
senators, representatives, and members of Council—must be of the 
“protestant religion.” New Hampshire’s 1792 constitution, drafted af-
ter the ratification of the United States Constitution, retained all the 
religious liberties as well as all the religious restrictions of the 1784 
constitution.

North Carolina
“To Be Rather Than to Seem”
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The French and Spanish were the first 
to explore the area of the Carolinas in 
the early sixteenth century. The English 
were the first to colonize the region. Sir 
Walter Raleigh led three expeditions to 
the area. The first permanent colony 
was founded about 1653 near Albemar-
le Sound by settlers from Virginia. In 
1711 Carolina was divided into North 
Carolina and South Carolina. North Carolina became a royal colony 
in 1729.

The 1776 constitution upholds religious freedom. Article XIX 
reads, “All men have a natural and unalienable right to worship God 
according to the dictates of their own consciences.” Article XXXII is 
more specifically Christian in content: “No person who shall deny 
the being of God, or the truth of the Protestant religion, or the divine 
authority of the Old or New Testaments, or who shall hold religious 
principles incompatible with the freedom and safety of the State, shall 
be capable of holding any office or place of trust or profit in the civil 
department within this State.” This provision remained in force un-
til 1835, when it was amended by changing the word “Protestant” to 
“Christian,” and as so amended remained in force until the Constitu-
tion of 1868 where North Carolina is describe as a “Christian State” 
(Art. XI, sec. 7). The Preamble reads:

We, the people of the State of North Carolina, grate-
ful to Almighty God, the Sovereign Ruler of Nations, 
for the preservation of the American Union and the 
existence of our civil, political and religious liberties, 
and acknowledging our dependence upon Him for the 
continuance of those blessings to us and our posterity, 
do, for the more certain security thereof and for the 
better government of this State, ordain and establish 
this Constitution.
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And in that Constitution among the persons disqualified for office 
were “all persons who shall deny the being of Almighty God.” This 
provision remained in effect until 1876.

South Carolina
“Ready in Soul and Resource”

James Underwood, a professor at the University of South Carolina 
Law School, has stated that South Car-
olina’s constitution includes “provisions 
that are unconstitutional under the fed-
eral constitution.”14 These provisions, as 
of 1989, included the following:

•	 “No person shall be eligible to 
hold office of Governor who 
denies the existence of the Su-
preme Being.”

•	 “No person who denies the existence of a Supreme Be-
ing shall hold any office under this constitution.”

South Carolina’s Constitution reflects principles set forth in the 1778 
version. Article XXXVIII assured that “all persons and religious so-
cieties who acknowledge that there is one God, and a future state of 
rewards and punishments, and that God is publicly to be worshipped, 
shall be freely tolerated.” In addition, the “Christian Protestant reli-
gion shall be deemed, and is hereby constituted and declared to be, 
the established religion of this State.” While religious requirements 
were mandated by law for all who held political office, “No person 
shall, by law, be obliged to pay towards the maintenance and support 
of a religious worship that he does not freely join in, or has not volun-
tarily engaged in support.”

Pennsylvania
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“Virtue, Liberty, and  
Independence”

Pennsylvania was founded by William 
Penn, a Quaker who had once been 
imprisoned for blasphemy. In his 1682 
“Charter of Liberties,” Penn noted the 
biblical origin of civil government, and 
maintained, citing 1 Timothy 1:9–10, 
that the law of God was made for the 
unrighteous. He went on to reference 
Romans 13:1–5 in acknowledgment that civil government is neither 
morally neutral nor the sole propriety of the people: “This settles the 
divine right of government beyond exception, and that for two ends. 
First, to terrify evil doers; secondly, to cherish those that do well.”15

A 1705–1706 act of the Pennsylvania legislature to regulate the 
number of members of the assembly required that to serve as a civil 
magistrate a person had to “also profess to believe in Jesus Christ, the 
saviour of the world” and take the following oath: “I profess faith in 
God the Father and in Jesus Christ his eternal son, the true God, and 
in the Holy Spirit, one God blessed for evermore; and do acknowl-
edge the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testament to be given 
by divine inspiration.”16

The Pennsylvania constitution of 1776 declared that the legisla-

William Penn: “The divine right of 

government [is designed] for two 

ends. First, to terrify evil doers; sec-

ondly, to cherish those that do well.”
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ture shall consist of “persons most noted for wisdom and virtue,” and 
that every member should subscribe to the following:

I do believe in one God, the Creator and Governor of 
the universe, the Rewarder of the good and the Pun-
isher of the wicked; and I acknowledge the Scriptures 
of the Old and New Testaments to be given by Divine 
inspiration.

The 1790 constitution reaffirms the liberties established in 1776 and 
goes on to affirm, “That no person, who acknowledges the being of 
God, and a future state of rewards and punishments, shall, on ac-
count of his religious sentiments, be disqualified to hold any office or 
place of trust or profit under this commonwealth.”

Conclusion
All of the colonial constitutions acknowledged that God had a hand 
in their founding and development. “Even in the fundamental law of 
the Province of Rhode Island,” best known for the religious dissension 
of its founder Roger Williams, “Christian purpose is expressly stated 
and a particular form of Christianity (Protestantism) was required as 
a qualification for office.”17

Roger Williams, the founder of Rhode 

Island, stated that there was a Chris-

tian purpose for office holders.
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On June 28, 1787, eighty-one-year-old Benjamin Franklin ad-
dressed George Washington, the presiding president of the 

Constitutional Convention, and the delegates. Franklin helped found 
the University of Pennsylvania, created the first volunteer fire de-
partment, established the first public 
hospital, helped start the first lending 
library, and published Poor Richard’s 
Almanac. Among his many creations 
as an inventor were the lightning rod, 
glass harmonica, bifocal glasses, and 
what has become known as the Frank-
lin stove. Franklin could play the harp, 
violin, and guitar. He served as Amer-
ica’s ambassador to France, was Penn-
sylvania’s delegate to the Second Con-
tinental Congress, and was one of the 
five men on the committee who drafted the Declaration of Indepen-
dence. He was not known for his religious beliefs except where they 
diverged from what the general Christian population believed. So it 
was probably surprising the elder statesman asked for time to deliver 
the following message:

The small progress we have made after 4 or five weeks 
close attendance & continual reasonings with each 
other—our different sentiments on almost every ques-
tion, several of the last producing as many noes as 

4
“In the Year of Our Lord”

Christianity and the Constitution

Fireman Benjamin Franklin
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ayes, is methinks a melancholy proof 
of the imperfection of the Human 
Understanding. We indeed seem to 
feel our own want of political wis-
dom, since we have been running 
about in search of it. We have gone 
back to ancient history for models 
of Government, and examined the 
different forms of those Republics 
which having been formed with the 
seeds of their own dissolution now 
no longer exist. And we have viewed 
Modern States all round Europe, but 

find none of their Constitutions suitable to our cir-
cumstances. 

In this situation of this Assembly, groping as it were 
in the dark to find political truth, and scarce able to 
distinguish it when presented to us, how has it hap-
pened, Sir, that we have not hitherto once thought of 

The  Constitutional Convention
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humbly applying to the Father of lights to illuminate 
our understandings? 
In the beginning of the contest with G. Britain, when 
we were sensible of danger we had daily prayer in this 
room for the Divine Protection.—Our prayers, Sir, 
were heard, and they were graciously answered. All 
of us who were engaged in the struggle must have ob-
served frequent instances of a Superintending provi-
dence in our favor. To that kind providence we owe 
this happy opportunity of consulting in peace on the 
means of establishing our future national felicity. And 
have we now forgotten that powerful friend? or do we 
imagine that we no longer need His assistance. I have 
lived, Sir, a long time and the longer I live, the more 
convincing proofs I see of this truth—that God governs 
in the affairs of men. And if a sparrow cannot fall to the 
ground without his notice [Matt. 10:29], is it probable 
that an empire can rise without his aid? We have been 
assured, Sir, in the sacred writings that “except the 
Lord build they labor in vain that build it” [Ps. 127:1] 
I firmly believe this; and I also believe that without his 
concurring aid we shall succeed in this political build-
ing no better than the Builders of Babel.  We shall be 
divided by our little partial local interests; our projects 
will be confounded, and we ourselves shall become a 
reproach and bye word down to future ages. And what 
is worse, mankind may hereafter from this unfortunate 
instance, despair of establishing Governments by Hu-
man wisdom and leave it to chance, war and conquest. 
I therefore beg leave to move-that henceforth prayers 
imploring the assistance of Heaven, and its blessings 
on our deliberations, be held in this Assembly every 
morning before we proceed to business, and that one 
or more of the Clergy of this City be requested to of-
ficiate in that Service.
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The motion was immediately seconded by Roger Sherman. Alexander 
Hamilton and “several others expressed their apprehensions that how-
ever proper such a resolution might have been at the beginning of the 
convention, it might at this late day . . . bring on it some disagreeable 
[strong criticisms][that would] lead the public to believe that the em-
barrassments and dissensions within the Convention, had suggested 
this measure.” Other objected to the argument by stating “that the past 
omission of a duty could not justify a fur-
ther omission—that the rejection of such 
a proposition would expose the Conven-
tion to more unpleasant [strong criticisms] 
than the adoption of it. . . .” Another had 
argued that there were no funds to bring a 
clergyman. In a word, the convention nei-
ther began nor did it pause to take part in a 
time of prayer.

The Constitution is a document de-
veloped by a “mixed multitude” of beliefs. 
There were disagreements about the Pre-
amble. Patrick Henry contended that it 
should begin with “We the States” rather than “We the People,” since 
the national government was a creation of the states and not the people 
generally. Henry had reservations about the Constitution. When in-
vited to attend, he told Madison that he “smelt a rat.” While there are 
remnants of Christian principles in the Constitution, there are some 
glaring omissions that are haunting us today.

No Mention of God
A story has been told about a chance meeting between a minister 
and Alexander Hamilton after the Philadelphia Convention had ad-
journed.1 The minister asked Hamilton why “the Constitution has no 
recognition of God or the Christian religion.” Hamilton is reported 

Alexander Hamilton

http://www.AmericanVision.org


“In the Year of Our Lord” 61

www.AmericanVision.org

to have said, “we forgot it.”2 Many now ask how is it possible that 
men from states whose constitutions were not shy about acknowl-
edging God could leave out any mention of Him in the Federal Con-
stitution? Certainly biblical principles of limited and representative 
government, a sound monetary policy, the establishment of justice, 
the maintenance of liberty, and the preservation of peace are biblical 
principles that ripple through the document.3 But is the Constitution 
without any mention of God or the Christian religion?

A Political Document
As we have seen, the state constitutions were explicitly Christian in 
their design. The Federal Constitution as a creation of the states did not 
nullify the states’ rights to govern their religious affairs. The absence of 
direct references to God and the Christian religion in the Constitution, 
as compared to the state constitutions, is due in part from an under-
standing that it was drafted for a very limited civil objective. Since the 
thirteen colonies/states had their own constitutions, governors, and 
representatives, the newly created national government would only 

do what the several states could not do 
individually. Powers not delegated to the 
national government remained with the 
states. Church historian Philip Schaff of-
fers the following defense for the absence 
of references to Providence, the Creator, 
nature and nature’s God, and the Supreme 
Being in terms of the document’s political 
purpose:

The absence of the names of God 
and Christ, in a purely politi-
cal and legal document, no more 

proves denial or irreverence than the absence of those 
names in a mathematical treatise, or the statutes of a 

Philip Schaff

http://www.AmericanVision.org


The Case for America’s Christian Heritage62

www.AmericanVision.org

bank or railroad corporation. The title “Holiness” does 
not make the Pope of Rome any holier than he is. . . . 
The book of Esther and the Song of Solomon are un-
doubtedly productions of devout worshippers of Jeho-
vah; and yet the name of God does not occur once in 
them.4

The argument is that theology did not draw the delegates to Philadel-
phia in 1787. These issues had already been settled at the state level. 
Instead, the delegates came to debate and construct the best form of 
civil government at the national level.

A Campaign to Dechristianize a Nation
There were two revolutions at the end of the eighteenth century, two 
new constitutions drafted, and two different reactions to the Chris-
tian religion. France was caught up in revolutionary fever in 1791, not 
with a foreign power but with itself. The French revolutionaries were 
self-conscious about their efforts to turn France into a secular state, 
devoid of even a remnant of religion. Throughout the nation a “cam-
paign to dechristianize France spread like wildfire.”5 The dechristian-
ization of the French Republic meant the crowning of a substitute 
civil religion. The leaders of the Paris Commune demanded that the 
former metropolitan church of Notre Dame be reconsecrated as a 
“Temple of Reason.” On November 10, 1793, a civic festival was held 

A depiction of the de-

christianization of the 

French Republic with 

Reason and Philosophy as 

moral absolutes.
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in the new temple, its façade bearing the words “To Philosophy.” In 
Paris, the goddess Reason “was personified by an actress, Demoiselle 
Candeille, carried shoulder‑high into the cathedral by men dressed 
in Roman costumes.”6 The Commune ordered that all churches be 
closed and converted into poor houses and schools. “Church bells 
were melted down and used to cast cannons.”7

Blatant infidelity precipitated that storm of pitiless 
fury. The National Assembly passed a resolution delib-
erately declaring “There is no God;” vacated the throne 
of Deity by simple resolution, abolished the Sabbath, 
unfrocked her ministers of religion, turned temples of 
spiritual worship into places of secular business, and 
enthroned a vile woman as the Goddess of Reason.8

The French Revolution replaced the God of Revelation with the God-
dess of Reason, with disastrous results. Blood literally flowed in the 
streets as day after day “enemies of the republic” met their death 
under the sharp blade of Madam Guillotine. “France, in its terrific 
revolution, saw the violent culmination of theoretical and practical 
infidelity.”9

The French calendar was also changed to reflect the new anti-
Christian spirit of the revolution. “The Convention voted on 5 Oc-
tober 1793 to abolish the Christian calendar and introduce a repub-
lican calendar.”10 The new calendar divided the day into ten hours 

“Blatant infidelity pre-

cipitated that storm of 

pitiless fury. The National 

Assembly passed a resolu-

tion deliberately declaring 

‘There is no God.’”
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each with one hundred minutes which was further sub-divided into 
one hundred seconds. The founding of the Republic on September 
22, 1792, was the beginning of the new era and a new “Year One.” 
Instead of the birth of Jesus Christ being the focal point of history, 
the founding day of the new French Republic would define how time 
would be kept. While the year still had 
twelve months, all were made thirty 
days long with the remaining days 
scattered throughout the year and cel-
ebrated as festival days. The seven-day 
week was replaced with a week of ten 
days with the result that Sunday as a 
day of rest and Christian worship was 
eliminated.11

The French Republic went beyond 
a new calendar by changing place 
names that had “reference to a Chris-
tian past.” In addition, “children were 
named after republican heroes such 
as Brutus and Cato, and observance 
of the new Revolutionary calendar, 
which abolished Sunday and Chris-
tian Feast days, was enforced.”12

While we moderns have not gone 
as far as the French Revolutionaries, 
some tinkering has been done with 
the way dates are designated. Most academic works no longer use 
B.C. (Before Christ) and A.D. (anno domini, “in the year of our Lord”) 
but have adopted B.C.E. (Before the Common Era) and C.E. (Com-
mon Era) in a self-conscious effort to distance the study of history 
from the person and work of Jesus Christ.

Trying to keep track of the 
French Revolutionary calendar.
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Christian Continuity
When compared to what the French did, the United States Constitu-
tion establishes continuity with the nation’s Christian past by linking 
it with the Christian calendar. Article 1, section 7 of our Constitution 
exempts Sunday as a day to be counted within which the president 
may veto legislation. If the framers had wanted to strip every vestige 
of religion from the Constitution, why include a reference to an obvi-
ous religious observance? Sunday observance remained under con-
stitutional protection at the federal and state levels for some time in 
the United States. As Supreme Court Justice David Brewer observed, 
the recognition of Sunday as a day of worship and rest is “a day pecu-
liar to [the Christian] faith, and known to no other.”13

The Constitution itself states that the drafting took place “in the 
year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and Eighty seven.” 
While this might seem insignificant to some, but when compared to 
what the French did in creating a new “Year One,” it takes on special 
meaning. The constitutional framers could have taken the direction 
of the French Revolutionaries and created a “new order of the ages” 
based on a new calendar if they had wanted to make a complete break 
with the Christian past. They did not.

The Articles of Confederation include the phrase “it hath pleased 
the Great Governor of the World to incline the hearts of the legisla-
tures . . . to approve of, and to authorize us to ratify the said Articles 
of Confederation and perpetual Union.” Like the Constitution the Ar-
ticles close with “Done at Philadelphia in the State of Pennsylvania 
the ninth day of July in the Year of our Lord One Thousand Seven 
Hundred and Seventy-Eight, and in the Third Year of the indepen-
dence of America.”

The several states continued to follow the Christian calendar 
where Jesus was placed at the center of history. When John Hancock 
was Governor of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts he issued “A 
Proclamation for a Day of Public Thanksgiving” in 1791:
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In consideration of the many undeserved Blessings 
conferred upon us by GOD, the Father of all Mercies; 

it becomes us not only in our private 
and usual devotion, to express our 
obligations to Him, as well as our 
dependence upon Him; but also spe-
cially to set a part a Day to be em-
ployed for this great and important 
Purpose. . . . And above all, not only 
to continue to us the enjoyment of 
our civil Rights and Liberties; but 
the great and most important Bless-

ing, the Gospel of Jesus Christ: And together with our 
cordial acknowledgments, I do earnestly recommend, 
that we may join the penitent confession of our Sins, 
and implore the further continuance of the Divine 
Protection, and Blessings of Heaven upon this People; 
especially that He would be graciously pleased to di-
rect, and prosper the Administration of 
the Federal Government, and of this, and 
the other States in the Union—to afford 
Him further Smiles on our Agriculture 
and Fisheries, Commerce and Manufac-
tures—To prosper our University and 
all Seminaries of Learning—To bless the 
virtuously struggling for the Rights of 
Men—so that universal Happiness may 
be Allies of the United States, and to 
afford his Almighty Aid to all People, who are estab-
lished in the World; that all may bow to the Scepter 
of our LORD JESUS CHRIST, and the whole Earth be 
filled with his Glory.14

 Above Hancock’s signature, we find the following: “Given at the 
Council-Chamber, in Boston, the fifth Day of October, in the Year of 
our Lord, One Thousand Seven Hundred and Ninety-One, and in the 

John Hancock
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sixteenth Year of the Independence 
of the United States of America. “In 
the Year of Our Lord” continued to 
be used, even through Jefferson’s 
administration. In 1807, Jefferson 
singed a federal passport that al-
lowed the ship Hershel to proceed 
on its Journey to London and dated 
the letter September 24, 1807 “in the 
year of our Lord Christ” (see page 
68). Notice the addition of “Christ.” 
There is no misunderstanding that 
“in the Year of Our Lord” is a refer-
ence to Jesus Christ and no one else.

Religious Discord 
and States Rights

One theory to explain why the Constitution addresses religion only in 
an indirect way is that there were different Christian sects represent-
ed at the constitutional convention in Philadelphia: Congregational-
ist, Episcopalian, Dutch Reformed, Presbyterian, Quaker, Lutheran, 
Roman Catholic, and Methodist.15 “James Madison tells us there was 
‘discord of religious opinions within the convention,’ which undoubt-
edly kept theological controversy off the floor.”16 Some maintain that 
the proliferation of religious opinions among the delegates steered 
the convention away from including specific religious language in the 
Constitution.

A variation of Madison’s explanation is that the representatives 
wanted to guard the states from federal intrusion, preserving the au-
thority of the states to establish their own religious parameters. Since 
the religious issue was already settled at the state level, there was no 
need for the federal government to meddle in an area in which the 
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national government would have no jurisdiction. The prohibition of a 
religious test in Article VI, section 3 “as a qualification to any office or 
public trust under the United States” applied only to national office 
holders: congressmen, senators, the president, and Supreme Court 
Justices. States were free to apply their own test and oath, which they 
did. Schaff maintained that the article’s inclusion secured “the free-
dom and independence of the State from ecclesiastical domination 
and interference.”17

The First Amendment as well as the “no religious test” provision 
“are expressly made to apply to the general government alone. They do 
not apply to the States. It may have been the intent in framing the Con-
stitution to assign the matter of religion to the domain of the States, 
rather than to accomplish an elimination of all religious character from 
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our civil institutions.”18 In his Commentary on the Constitution of the 
United States, Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story (1779–1845) wrote, 
“Thus, the whole power over the subject of religion was left exclusively 

to the State governments, to be acted 
on according to their own sense of jus-
tice, and the State Constitutions.”19

Story’s Commentary clearly shows 
that the First Amendment was designed 
to prohibit the federal establishment of 
a national Church or the official prefer-
ence of a particular Christian sect over 
all others. The First Amendment, ac-
cording to Story, was not designed to 
disestablish the Christian religion at 
the state level but only to insure that no 

single Christian sect (denomination) would be established in terms of 
constitutional preference:

Probably, at the time of the adoption of the Constitu-
tion, and of the . . . [First Amendment], the general, 
if not the universal, sentiment in America was, that 
Christianity ought to receive encouragement from the 
State, so far as such encouragement was not incom-
patible with the private rights of conscience, and the 
freedom of religious worship. An attempt to level all 
religions, and to make it a matter of state policy to hold 
all in utter indifference, would have created universal 
disapprobation, if not universal indignation.20

While the national government received new powers as a result of the 
ratification of the Constitution, denying the states jurisdiction over 
religious issues was not one of them. The Tenth Amendment sup-
ports this view: “The powers, not delegated to the United States by 
the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to 

Justice Joseph Story
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the States, respectively, or to the people.” In the Circuit Court of Ten-
nessee, August 1, 1891, the Court said, “As a matter of fact they (the 
founders of our government) left the States the most absolute power 
on the subject, any of them might, if they chose, establish a creed and 
a church and maintain them.”21

Christianity Assumed
Another argument put forth to explain the Constitution’s lack of ex-
plicit religious language “is that the Christian premises of the Ameri-
can Constitution and the people’s reliance on the Christian deity were 
assumed by the framers, and thus explicit reference was unnecessary. 
‘The Bible,’ argued Robert Baird, the trailblazing student of religion in 
America, ‘does not begin with an argument to prove the existence of 
God, but assumes the fact, as one [of] the truth[s] of which it needs no 

attempt to establish.’”22 Having said this, even Baird had to acknowl-
edge his regret at the absence of “something more 
explicit on the subject. . . .  Sure I am that, had 
the excellent men who framed the Constitu-
tion foreseen the inferences that have been 
drawn from the omission, they would 
have recognized, in a proper formula, the 
existence of God, and the truth and the 
importance of the Christian religion.”23 
The belief was that Christianity was so 
much a corner stone of American thought 
and law that there was no need to make it 

“The powers, not delegated to the United States by the 
Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are
reserved to the States, respectively, or to the people.”
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an official constitutional declaration. Cornelison expressed the prevail-
ing Protestant view of the time that “the government of these United 
States was necessarily, rightfully, and lawfully Christian.”24

The National Reform Association
In 1861, a small Presbyterian denomination known as the Covenant-
ers, founded in 1809 in Western Pennsylvania, created a petition that 
pointed out that the Constitution made no reference to Jesus Christ 
and the law of God.  “The petition received initial support from Senator 
Charles Sumner, and in 1862 two Covenanter ministers presented the 
document to President Lincoln. Lincoln was noncommittal. . . .”25 The 
Covenanters saw a causal relationship between the sin of slavery and 
other national sins and the outbreak of the “Civil War.” At a February 
1863 conference held in Xenia, Ohio, representatives from eleven Prot-
estant denominations from seven northern states were in attendance. 
“On the second day of the conference John Alexander, a local attorney, 
delivered a paper on the topic ‘Religion 
in the Nation.’ . . . As a means of regain-
ing God’s favor, Alexander proposed” 
the following:

We regard the neglect of God 
and His law, by omitting all ac-
knowledgment of them in our 
Constitution, as the crowning, 
original sin of the nation, and 
slavery as one of its natural out-
growths. Therefore, the most 
important step remains to yet to 
be taken—to amend the Consti-
tution so as to acknowledge God and the authority of 
His law; and the object of this paper is to suggest to this 
Convention the propriety of considering this subject, 
and of preparing such an amendment to the Constitu-

Senator Charles Sumner
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tion as they may think proper to propose in accordance 
with its provisions.26 

A similar convention was being held in Sparta, Illinois, that same 
month and came to a similar conclusion. “Representatives from both 
conventions met in Allegheny, Pennsylvania, the following January to 
organize the Christian Amendment Movement, soon to be called the 
National Reform Association. The Association elected John Alexan-
der its first president, and in 1864 set out to obtain an amendment to 
the United States Constitution to acknowledge God’s divine authority 
and, in doing so, establish a Christian basis for popular government 
in America.” The proposed revised Preamble read as follows (the ad-
ditional wording is in brackets and italicized):

We, the People of the United States [recognizing the be-
ing and attributes of Almighty God, the Divine Authority 
of the Holy Scriptures, the law of God as the paramount 

rule, and Jesus, the 
Messiah, the Savior 
and Lord of all], in 
order to form a more 
perfect union, estab-
lish justice, insure 
domestic tranquility, 
provide for the gen-
eral welfare, and se-
cure the blessings of 
liberty to ourselves 
and to our posterity, 
do ordain and estab-
lish this Constitution 
for the United States 
of America.

Little progress was made in 
getting the proposed emen-
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dation before Congress for a vote. A motion to discharge the Ju-
diciary committee from any further consideration passed. Even 
so, efforts to get the Amendment passed continued, but they were 
continually stalled. “One reason suggested for the lack of action 
was that some Congressmen were concerned about possible Free 
Exercise of religion implications that might arise with regards to a 
Christian Amendment to the Constitution.”27 In addition, the Na-
tional Free Religious Association was founded in 1867 and pre-
sided over by Octavius Frothingham (1822–1895) to oppose the 
Christian Amendment efforts. Frothingham was pastor of the 
North Unitarian Church of Salem, Massachusetts. He was a radi-

cal Unitarian and an outspoken anti-
supernaturalist.

Radical changes were taking place 
in Ohio public schools. In an attempt 
to get students from parochial (Ro-
man Catholic) schools to attend public 
schools, “a group of school board mem-
bers had two resolutions prohibiting 
religious instruction and ‘reading of re-
ligious books, including the Holy Bible,’ 
in the common schools.”28 Many Roman 
Catholic schools were started because 
the public schools were thought to be 
too Protestant.

Conclusion
If the majority of the constitutional framers could get a glimpse of 
America today, would they have rethought their decision only to 
make passing reference to the lordship of Jesus Christ in the body of 
the Constitution? Would they have been more specific in their men-
tion of God and the need for the nation’s reliance on Him in light of 

Octavius Frothingham
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the secularizing spirit that seems to have America in its grip? We will 
never know. But when all the testimony is in, it is an undeniable fact 
that Christianity served as the foundation for the political edifice we 
know as America. In 1983 Congress declared 1983 to be the “Year of 
the Bible.” In his official pronouncement Ronald Reagan stated the 
following:

Of the many influences that have shaped the United 
States of America into a distinctive Nation and people, 
none may be said to be more fundamental and endur-

ing than the Bible.
Deep religious beliefs 
stemming from the Old 
and New Testaments of 
the Bible inspired many 
of the early settlers of 
our country, providing 
them with the strength, 
character, convictions, 
and faith necessary to 
withstand great hard-
ship and danger in this 
new and rugged land. 
These shared beliefs 
helped forge a sense 
of common purpose 
among the widely dis-
persed colonies—a 

sense of community which laid the foundation for the 
spirit of nationhood that was to develop in later de-
cades.
The Bible and its teachings helped form the basis for 
the Founding Fathers’ abiding belief in the inalienable 
rights of the individual, rights which they found im-
plicit in the Bible’s teachings of the inherent worth and 
dignity of each individual. This same sense of man pat-
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terned the convictions of those who framed the Eng-
lish system of law inherited by our own Nation, as well 
as the ideals set forth in the Declaration of Indepen-
dence and the Constitution.
For centuries the Bible’s emphasis on compassion and 
love for our neighbor has inspired institutional and 
governmental expressions of benevolent outreach 
such as private charity, the establishment of schools 
and hospitals, and the abolition of slavery.29
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5
“To Lay Christ at the Bottom”

Christianity in the Colleges

“One of the most useful tools in the quest for power is the edu-
cational system.”1 The implication of this statement is obvi-

ous: Whoever controls the schools will set the goals for the nation, 
establish its religious values, and ultimately control the future. From 
Sparta and Athens to Geneva and Harvard, education has been the 
primary means of cultural transformation. It’s no accident, therefore, 
that secularists have worked diligently and methodically to control 
education. Consider the following from a noted humanist:

I think that the most important factor moving us to-
ward a secular society has been the educational factor. 
Our schools may not teach Johnny to read properly, 
but the fact that Johnny is in school until he is sixteen 
tends to lead toward the elimination of religious su-
perstition. The average American child now acquires a 
high school education, and this militates against Adam 

“In Mein Kampf Hitler stressed “the impor-
tance of winning over and then training the 
youth in the service ‘of a new national state.’”
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and Eve and all other myths of alleged history. . . .2 

Education is not neutral; it’s not just about “the facts.” Facts are always 
interpreted and explained in a way so they fit within the parameters of 
the prevailing worldview. Facts that don’t fit are either not discussed or 
are trimmed and cooked in such a way so they are forced to conform 
to the prevailing ideology so the new worldview can advance without 
opposition. We can see how important education was to Adolf Hitler 
to realize his political dreams of a Nazi State. In Mein Kampf Hitler 
stressed “the importance of winning over and then training the youth 
in the service ‘of a new national state.’”3 William L. Shirer, an eyewit-
ness to the rise of Hitler and the Nazi worldview, offers an objective 
but chilling prospect of what was in store for Europe and possibly the 
world: 

“When an opponent declares, ‘I will not come over to 
your side,’ [Hitler] said in a speech on November 6, 1933, 
“I calmly say, ‘Your child belongs to us already . . . What 
are you? You will pass on. Your descendants, however, 
now stand in the new camp. In a short time they will 
know nothing else but this new community.’” And on 
May 1, 1937, he declared, “This new Reich will give its 
youth to no one, but will itself take youth and give to 

“Your child belongs to us already 
. . .  What are you? You will pass on. 
Your descendants, however, now 
stand in the new camp. In a short 
time they will know nothing else 
but this new community.”
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youth its own education and its own upbringing.”4

Educational control was taken away from parents and local authori-
ties and “Every person in the teaching profession, from kindergarten 
through the universities, was compelled to join the National Socialist 
Teachers’ League which, by law, was held ‘responsible for the execu-
tion of the ideological and political co‑ordination of all the teachers 
in accordance with the National Socialist doctrine.’”5 The State educa-
tional system was to be supported “without reservation” and teachers 
took an oath to “be loyal and obedient to Adolf Hitler.”6

Hitler’s goal was to remake the social, cultural, political, educa-
tional, and moral climate of his day in the image of the Nazi world-
view. “In Germany there was Nazi truth, a Nazi political truth, a Nazi 
economic truth, a Nazi social truth, a Nazi religious truth, to which 
all institutions had to subscribe or be banished.”7 All competing 
worldviews were expunged from the State educational curriculum. 
Neutrality was never an option for Hitler. In fact, neutrality is not 
even possible. Not to take a side is to acquiesce to the competition.8

Under the leadership of Alfred 

Rosenberg, an outspoken pagan 
and anti-Christian, “the Nazi re-
gime intended eventually to de-
stroy Christianity in Germany.”
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Christianity’s Destruction
Religion was not exempt from the plotting Hitler. Under the 

leadership of Alfred Rosenberg, an outspoken pagan and anti-Chris-
tian, “the Nazi regime intended eventually to destroy Christianity in 
Germany.”9 Martin “Bormann, one of the men closest to Hitler, said 
publicly in 1941, ‘National Socialism and Christianity are irreconcil-
able.’”10 While we hear a great deal about the suppression of Jewish 
thought, little attention is given to Nazism’s most formidable rival—
Christianity. War correspondent Shirer wrote, “We know now what 
Hitler envisioned for the German Christians: the utter suppression of 
their religion.”11 The internal intelligence agency of the Nazi SS “re-
garded organized Christianity as one of the major obstacles to the 
establishment of a truly totalitarian state.”12 This was all done by tak-
ing control of the educational system, the curriculum, and those who 
would teach.

A similar thing has happened in America, but with a different 
twist. Religion has been expunged from government and education 
through various Supreme Court decisions beginning in the early 
1960s (196213 and 196314) when the Warren Court based its decisions 

1960’s Supreme Court Justices
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on (1) a narrow reading of the First Amendment, (2) the seculariza-
tion of the curriculum in the name of “religious neutrality,” and (3) the 
domination of the teaching profession through the powerful National 
Education Association, the nation’s largest and most influential union 
that has become an ally of Leftist political philosophy.

It’s the curriculum that has under-
gone the most revision. The majority 
of students, beyond not gaining an 
understanding of a comprehensive 
biblical worldview, are bereft of a solid 
understanding of the principles that 
have made the United States the envy 
of the world. This “dumbing down” of 
the curriculum makes young people 
easier to manipulate. John F. Kennedy 
stated, “The great enemy of the truth 
is very often not the lie—deliber-
ate, contrived, and dishonest, but the 
myth—persistent, persuasive, and unrealistic. Belief in myths al-
lows the comfort of opinion without the discomfort of thought.”15 
Myths, especially about our nation’s founding, are easier to em-
brace when there is a lack of knowledge about the past. Consider 
the following study by the McCormick Tribune Freedom Museum 
on the First Amendment: 

“Americans apparently know more about ‘The Simp-
sons’ than they do about the First Amendment. 
“Only one in four Americans can name more than one 
of the five freedoms guaranteed by the First Amend-
ment (freedom of speech, religion, press, assembly and 
petition for redress of grievances.) But more than half 
can name at least two members of the cartoon family, 
according to a survey. 
“The study by the new McCormick Tribune Freedom 

John F. Kennedy
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Museum found that 22 percent of Americans could 
name all five Simpson family members, compared with 
just one in 1,000 people who could name all five First 
Amendment freedoms. . . . The survey found more 
people could name the three “American Idol” judges 
than identify three First Amendment rights. They were 
also more likely to remember popular advertising slo-
gans.”16

It’s no wonder that Americans have been duped to believe that the 
First Amendment was designed to keep religion out of every vestige 
of government under the subterfuge of “separation of church and 
state” language.

The knowledge factor runs deeper if the results of a survey of Ari-
zona high school students is any indication of their knowledge of civ-
ics, or lack thereof, is considered. To determine students’ level of ba-
sic civic knowledge, The Goldwater Institute surveyed Arizona high 
school students with questions drawn from the United States Citi-
zenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) item bank, which consists 
of 100 questions given to candidates for United States citizenship.17 
The longstanding practice has been for candidates to be tested on 10 
of the 100 items. A minimum of six correct answers—a failing per-
centage in any American high school—is required to pass. The USCIS 
recently reported a first-try passing rate of 92.4 percent. 

The Goldwater Institute survey, conducted by a private survey firm, 
gave each of the Arizona students in the survey 10 items from the US-
CIS item bank. The Goldwater Institute grouped results according to the 
type of school students attend—public, charter, or private. Only 3.5 per-
cent of Arizona high school students attending public schools passed the 
10-question set of questions. The passing rate for charter school students 
was about twice as high as for public school students. Private school stu-
dents passed at a rate almost four times higher than public school stu-
dents. The surveyor interviewed 1,134 high school students attending 
public schools. The total number of students surveyed was 1,350. Not a 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
http://www.goldwaterinstitute.org/article/3211


“To Lay Christ at the Bottom” 85

www.AmericanVision.org

single student surveyed got more than seven of the 10 questions correct. 
Under Arizona’s 8th grade academic standards requirement, students 
should be exposed to all of the material needed to pass the citizenship 
test. Apparently, however, these students are not learning these facts and 
principles which make them susceptible to political propaganda. Here’s 
the test (the answers can be found in the footnote18):

1. What is the supreme law of the land?  
(46.5% did not know)

2. What do we call the first ten amendments to the  
Constitution? (48% did not know)

3. What are the two parts of the U.S. Congress?  
(77% did not know)

4. How many Justices are on the Supreme Court?  
(42.2% did not know/9.4 got it right)

5. Who wrote the Declaration of Independence?  
(50.4% did not know)

6. What ocean is on the East Coast of the United States? 
(29.1% did not know, in addition 12.1% got it wrong)

7. What are the two major political parties in the United 
States? (38.5% did not know/49.6% got it right)

8. We elect a U.S. Senator for how many years?  
(only 14.5% got it right)

9. Who was the first President? (26.5% got it right)

10. Who is in charge of the executive branch?  
(26.5% got it right)
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The Reformation in Education
Christians learned how important education was for advancing 
Christian civilization. They noted how the Bible stressed education 
and how the Bible was the starting point for all learning:

“Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord is one! 
You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your might. These 
words, which I am commanding you today, shall be on 
your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your sons 
and shall talk of them when you sit in your house and 
when you walk by the way and when you lie down and 
when you rise up. You shall bind them as a sign on your 
hand and they shall be as frontals on your forehead. 
You shall write them on the doorposts of your house 
and on your gates” (Deut. 6:4–9).

The Reformation of the sixteenth century stressed the reclamation of 
all of life, with education as an essential transforming element. Mar-
tin Luther in Germany (1483–1546) and John Calvin (1509–1564) in 
Geneva, Switzerland, did much to advance education as they worked 
to apply the Bible to every area of life. For these principal reformers, 
the outgrowth of the gospel included the redemption of all of life, not 

One of Martin Luther’s first acts as a re-
former was to propose that monasteries 
be turned into schools.
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just the salvation of the soul.
The Academy of Geneva, founded by John Calvin in 1559, attract-

ed students from all over Europe eager for an education that applied 
the Bible to all of life. The effects of the training at Geneva were far 
reaching: “It was not only the future of Geneva but that of other re-
gions as well that was affected by the rise of the Geneva schools. The 
men who were to lead the advance of the Reformed Church in many 
lands were trained in Geneva classrooms, preached Geneva doc-
trines, and sang the Psalms to Geneva tunes.”19 Samuel Blumenfeld 
writes of the impact that Christian education had on the advancing 
reformation: 

The Bible was to be the moral and spiritual authority in 
every man’s life, and therefore an intimate knowledge 
of it was imperative if a new Protestant social order 
were to take root.20

In our own nation one of the first acts accomplished in the New 
World was the establishment of schools and colleges. The Virginia 
colony was the first to charter a college at Henrico in 1619, nineteen 
years before Harvard and seventy-four years before the College of 
William and Mary. Like all the colonial colleges, Henricus College 
was designed around the precepts of the Christian faith, “for the 

The Academy of Geneva, founded 

by John Calvin in 1559, attracted 
students from all over Europe eager 
for an education that applied the 
Bible to all of life. 
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training and bringing up of infidels’ children to the true knowledge of 
God and understanding of righteousness.”21 The natives for whom the 
school was established killed 347 settlers in the area and the idea for 
the school in Henrico was abandoned. 

The New England colonial colleges were designed to further the 
gospel of Christ in all disciplines. The founders of these early edu-
cational institutions understood the relationship between a sound 
education based upon biblical absolutes and the future of the nation. 
Putting the Bible in the hands of the people was an essential first step 
toward religious and political freedom. “From the very beginnings, 
the expressed purpose of colonial education had been to preserve 
society against barbarism, and, so far as possible, against sin. The 
inculcation of a saving truth was primarily the responsibility of the 
churches, but schools were necessary to protect the written means of 
revelation.”22 This is why Noah Webster, educator and compiler of the 
1828 An American Dictionary of the English Language, expressed the 
convictions of the earliest founders that “Education without the Bible 
is useless.” This sentiment is no less true today. Given the premise that 
man is an evolved animal, and animals are evolved cells, and cells are 
nothing more than chemicals, how does the secularist account for 
morality, reason, logic, hope, and love? What is the ultimate purpose 
of education? Given materialist assumptions in a chance universe, is 

Noah Webster expressed the convic-
tions of the earliest founders that “Edu-

cation without the Bible is useless.”
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purpose even possible?

A Colonial Curriculum
A young colonist’s education in New England was provided by a cur-
riculum that consisted of three books in addition to the Bible: the 
Hornbook, the New England Primer, and the Bay Psalm Book. The 
Hornbook consisted of a single piece of parchment, covered with a 
transparent substance attached to a paddle-shaped piece of wood. 
The alphabet, the Lord’s Prayer, and religious doctrines were written 
or printed on the parchment.

In 1690 the first edition of the New England Primer appeared. By 
1700 the Primer had replaced the Hornbook in a number of places. 
The Primer expanded the religious themes of the Hornbook by in-
cluding the names of the Old and New Testament books, “An Alpha-
bet of Lessons for Youth,” the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Command-
ments, the Westminster Assembly Shorter Catechism, and John 
Cotton’s “Spiritual Milk for American Babes.” The Primer, developed 
by Benjamin Harris, included an ingenious way to learn the alphabet 
while mastering basic biblical truths and lessons about life.

The New England Primer, widely 
used to teach colonial children, 
included the Apostle’s Creed, the 
Ten Commandments, and the 
Westminster Shorter Catechism
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A~In Adam’s Fall,
	 We sinned all

B~Thy Life to mend,
	 This Book attend

C~The Cat doth play,
	 And after slay

The Primer was later enlarged in 1777. Additional biblical material 
was added. The rhyming alphabet was updated and made more Bible 
centered. For example, in the 1777 edition the letter C reads “Christ 
Crucified, For Sinners Died.”

Higher Education in Colonial America
“At Duke University, famous today for basketball championships and 
postmodernist literary theory, a plaque at the center of the campus 
states that ‘The aims of Duke University are to assert a faith in the 
eternal union of knowledge and religion set forth in the teachings 
and character of Jesus Christ, the son of God.’ That was what Duke 
officially stood for at its initial endowment in 1924, and many oth-
er universities would then have articulated their mission in similar 
terms.”23 A study of colonial colleges will show that the character of 
Duke’s founding was nearly identical to those colleges started in the 
seventeenth century. Unfortunately, Duke and its educational prede-
cessors no longer hold to their original denominational affiliations or 
their religious affirmations. “When Duke formulated a new mission 
statement in 1988, however, its aims had become entirely secular in 
character, stressing only values like ‘the spirit of free inquiry’ and the 
promotion of ‘diversity and mutual tolerance.’ The University’s previ-
ous Christian identity was relegated to history with a statement that 
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‘Duke cherishes its historic ties with the United Methodist Church and 
the religious faith of its founders, while remaining nonsectarian.’”24

As the following chart demonstrates, with the exception of the 
University of Pennsylvania (1755), all of the colonial schools began as 
distinctly Christian institutions.

Colonial Colleges and Religious Affiliation

Date	 College	 Colony	 Affiliation

1636	 Harvard	 Massachusetts	 Puritan

1693	 William and Mary	 Virginia	 Anglican

1701	 Yale	 Connecticut	 Congregational

1746	 Princeton	 New Jersey	 Presbyterian

1754	 King’s College	 New York	 Anglican

	 (Columbia)

1764	 Brown	 Rhode Island	 Baptist

1766	 Rutgers	 New Jersey	 Dutch Reformed

1769	 Dartmouth	 New Hampshire	 Congregational

While most of the earliest colleges were established to train men for 
the gospel ministry, the curriculum was much more comprehensive 
than the study of divinity. “Regardless of the vocation for which a 
student was preparing, the colonial college sought to provide for him 
an education that was distinctly Christian.”25 The curriculum of Har-
vard, for example, emphasized the study of biblical languages, logic, 
divinity (theology), and skills in communication (public speaking and 
rhetoric). The study of Latin linked students to classical studies and 
the writings of the church fathers going back to the first century. Min-
isters were often the most educated people in the colonies.
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Harvard (Massachusetts)
John Eliot (1604–1690), who is known as 
the “Apostle to the Indians,” first proposed 
a college for Massachusetts Bay in 1633. El-
iot’s desires were realized three years later 
in the founding of Harvard College by the 
Massachusetts legislature, even though it is 
a private educational institution. “Harvard 
College” was named after John Harvard26 
(1607–1638) on March 13, 1639. Harvard 
had donated half his estate and his library 
of 400 volumes to the fledgling institution, 
and thus secured for himself a name in his-

tory. Harvard began with one instructor and nine students with the 
goal to establish a school to train Christian 
ministers. No records or illustrations re-
main of the earliest college buildings which 
were destroyed by fire in 1764. All but one 
of Harvard’s original 400 volume donation 
were burned in the fire.

The founders of Harvard wanted the 
Christian legacy they brought with them 
from England to continue. One of the best 
ways to accomplish this was to train men 
for the gospel ministry. The following his-
tory, taken from New England’s First Fruits 
(1643), explains what led to the founding of Harvard College.

After God had carried us safe to New England and we 
had built our houses, provided necessities for our live-
lihood, raised convenient places for God’s worship, and 
settled the Civil Government: One of the next things 
we longed for and looked after was to advance Learn-

John Eliot

John Harvard
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ing and perpetuate it to posterity; dreading to leave an 
illiterate ministry to the churches, when our present 
Ministers shall lie in the Dust.27

Fifty‑two percent of the seventeenth‑century Harvard graduates be-
came ministers.28 The Puritans “did not distinguish sharply between 
secular and theological learning; and they believed that the collegiate 
education proper for a minis-
ter should be the same as for 
an educated layman. They ex-
pected that the early colleges 
would produce not only min-
isters but Christian gentle-
men who would be civic lead-
ers.”29

While entry to Harvard 
required a thorough knowl-
edge of Greek and Latin, a commitment to Jesus Christ and a belief 
that the Bible was the foundation for truth were even more essential. 
Harvard’s “Rules and Precepts,” adopted in 1646, included the follow-
ing requirements:

2. Let every student be plainly instructed, and earnestly 
pressed to consider well, the main end of his life and 
studies is, to know God and Jesus Christ which is 
eternal life (John 17:3) and therefore lay Christ at the 
bottom, as the only foundation of all sound knowl-
edge and learning.

And seeing the Lord only giveth wisdom, Let 
every one seriously set himself by prayer in secret to 
seek it of him, Prov. 2:3.

3. Every one shall so exercise himself in reading the 
Scriptures twice a day, that he shall be ready to give 
such an account of his proficiency therein, both in 
Theoretical observations of the language, and Logic, 

Harvard College
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and in Practical and spiritual truths, as his Tutor shall 
require, according to his ability; seeing the entrance 
of the word giveth light, it giveth understanding to the 
simple, Psalm 119:130.

An early motto of Harvard was Veritas Christo et Ecclesiae (“Truth 
for Christ and the Church”). “Religion was so much a part of every-

day learning in the early days of Har-
vard that for nearly two centuries no 
one thought of setting up a separate Di-
vinity School. In the college, students 

gathered daily for prayer and 
readings from the Scripture. 
Hebrew as well as Greek 
were required subjects, be-
cause an educated person 

was expected to be able to read the Bible in the original tongues.”30

Harvard remained steadfast in following its foundational guide-
lines until the presidency of Increase Mather, who served from 1685 
to 1701. “His young colleagues regarded him as too conservative, 
or unmovable, out of touch with their generation.” Mather was fre-
quently absent from the school. He often traveled to England in an 
attempt to secure the school’s charter and that of the Bay Colony 
itself. It was during these trips abroad that some began to promote 

Harvard remained steadfast 
in following its foundational 
guidelines until the presidency 

of Increase Mather served from 
1685 to 1701.
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“a new spirit of innovation on the campus. The main instigators of 
this ‘broad and catholic [universal] spirit’ were Thomas and William 
Brattle and John Leverett.”31

T﻿﻿he changes were not direct attacks on theological orthodoxy or 
biblical morality. But there was as call for an attitude of tolerance for 
differing opinions in areas where compromise did not seem to affect 
core issues. In time, there was not only a breakdown in doctrinal be-
liefs but in morality as well. Samuel Morison describes life at Harvard 
in the first quarter of the eighteenth century in rather modern terms:

It was an era of internal turbulence: for [President 
Benjamin] Wadsworth was no disciplinarian, and the 
young men resented a puritan restraint that was fast 
becoming obsolete. The faculty records, which begin 
with Wadsworth’s administration, are full of “drinking 
frolicks,” poultry-stealing, profane cursing and swear-
ing, card-playing, live snakes in tutors’ chambers, 
bringing “Rhum” into college rooms, and “shamefull 
and scandalous Routs and Noises for sundry nights in 
the College Yard.”32

By 1805, Harvard had appointed Henry Ware, a Unitarian, to the 
Hollis Chair of Divinity. Harvard was now lost. The tolerance door 
had been opened in the spirit of fair play and an irenic spirit. But once 
the intruders had made their way through the 
door, the original Puritan orthodoxy would be 
shut out forever.

The history of Harvard’s slide into theo-
logical liberalism and moral libertinism was 
gradual and methodological. Those holding the 
minority and opposing worldview were willing 
to bide their time as conservatives set the stage 
for their own self-destruction. Conservatives 
believed that “playing nice” and inviting the opposition to the party 

Henry Ware
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in terms of “dialog,” “civil discourse,” tolerance, and pluralism would 
lead to acceptance and good will. Harvard’s current motto has been 
reduced simply to Veritas. The question is, “Whose truth?”

Yale (Connecticut)
By the eighteenth century, a growing number of New England colo-
nists had seen that Harvard had drifted from its original course. Soon 
a new institution of learning was founded. Yale College, name after 
the college’s first benefactor Elihu Yale (1649–1721), was established 
in 1701 in Connecticut. “The founders of Yale required the ‘West-
minster Confession to be diligently read in the Latin Tongue and well 
studied by all the Scholars,’ ‘for the upholding of the Christian prot-
estant Religion by a succession of Learned and Orthodox men.’ The 
State of Connecticut in the Yale Charter of 1701 asserted its desire to 
support ‘so necessary and Religious an undertaking.’”33

The founders of Yale yearned to return to the Christian founda-
tion first laid at Harvard: “Yale in the early 1700s stated as its primary 
goal that ‘every student shall consider the main end of his study to 
wit to know God in Jesus Christ and answerably to lead a Godly, so-
ber life.’”34 Yale demanded the same rigorous academic concentration 
as Harvard as well as a religious commitment to the cause of Christ 
and His Word: “All scholars shall live religious, godly, and blameless 

Yale College, name after the college’s 

first benefactor Elihu Yale (1649–
1721), was established in 1701 in 
Connecticut..
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lives according to the rules of God’s 
Word, diligently reading the Holy 
Scriptures, the fountain of light and 
truth; and constantly attend upon all 
the duties of religion, both in pub-
lic and secret.”35 The Yale Charter of 
1745 made it clear that the College, 
“Which has received the favourable 
benefactions of many liberal [gener-
ous] and piously disposed persons, 
and under the blessing of Almighty 
God has trained up many worthy 
persons for the service of God in the state as well as in the church.”36 
Yale’s original motto, written in Latin (Lex et veritas), is “Light and 
Truth.” The shield also includes the Hebrew phrase (Urim v Tumim) 
taken from the Bible’s reference to the Urim and Thummim of the 
High Priest’s breastplate. It has the meaning of “lights and perfec-
tions,” “revelation and truth,” or “doctrine and truth.”

King’s College (New York)
An advertisement appeared in the New York Mercury on June 3, 1754, 
announcing the opening of King’s College, known today as Colum-
bia University. It had been placed by Samuel Johnson (1696–1772), 
a graduate of Yale. In 1754 the theologian and philosopher accepted 
an invitation to become the first president of King’s College, an office 
he held until 1763. Similar to the guidelines demanded by Harvard 
and Yale, King’s College required a knowledge of Latin and Greek. 
Although the college was affiliated with the Anglican Church, the ad-
vertisement assured students and parents that “there is no intention 
to impose on the scholars the peculiar tenets of any particular sect of 
Christians, but to inculcate upon their tender minds the great prin-
ciples of Christianity and morality in which true Christians of each de-

“Light and Truth”
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nomination are generally agreed.”37 The advertisement went on to state:

The chief thing that is aimed at in this college is to 
teach and engage the children to know God in Jesus 
Christ and to love and serve Him in all sobriety, god-

liness, and righteousness of life, 
with perfect heart and a willing 
mind, and to train them up in 
all virtuous habits and all such 
useful knowledge as may render 
them creditable to their families 
and friends, ornaments to their 
country, and useful to the public 
weal in their generations.38

The original shield of King’s College 
was adopted in 1755. The college’s commitment to a biblical world-
view is evident in the shield’s figures and inscriptions. Over the head 
of the seated woman is the (Hebrew) Tetragrammaton, YHVH (Je-
hovah); the Latin motto around her head means “In Thy light we see 
light” (Psalm 36:10); the Hebrew phrase on the ribbon is Uri El (“God 
is my light”), an allusion to Psalm 27:1; and at the 
feet of the woman is the New Testament pas-
sage commanding Christians to desire the 
pure milk of God’s word (1 Peter 2:1‑2).39 
Columbia long ago adopted a new seal. 
The only line remaining from the original 
shield is the Latin phrase “In Thy light we 
see light” without any reference to its bib-
lical source. 

William and Mary (Virginia)
In 1662, the Assembly of Virginia passed an act to make permanent 
provision for the establishment of a college. The preamble of the act 

Samuel Johnson

Samuel Johnson
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recites “that the want of able and faithful ministers in this country de-
prives us of those great blessings and mercies that always attend upon 
the service of God”; and the act itself declares “that for the advance-
ment of learning, education of youth, supply of the ministry, and pro-
motion of piety, there be land taken up and purchased for a college 
and free school, and that with 
all convenient speed there be 
buildings erected upon it for 
the entertainment of students 
and scholars.”40

Although an act had passed 
for the establishment of a col-
lege, the College of William 
and Mary was not actually 
founded until 1693. But like 
nearly all the colonial schools, 
William and Mary began with 
an evangelical purpose. The 
school would supply the church of Virginia “with a Seminary of 
Ministers” that the “Christian Faith may be propagated amongst the 
Western Indians, to the Glory of Almighty God.”41 These and other 
evangelical goals were reiterated in 1727.

Conclusion
The establishment of schools in the colonies was a way of maintaining 
and advancing the Christian faith. Education, therefore, was a reli-
gious exercise: “The schools were intended to form Christian men, 
Christian citizens, and Christian ministers, not as a by-product but 
directly. They were instruments of the Church, which was, at least in 
the beginning, virtually coterminous with the community. Education 
was an enterprise undertaken primarily in the interests of religion, 
with religion of course defined in terms of the Calvinist orthodoxy 

William and Mary

http://www.AmericanVision.org


The Case for America’s Christian Heritage100

www.AmericanVision.org

then dominant in New England.”42

In time, however, a philosophical shift took place. Colleges and 
universities in the nineteenth century were built by wealthy entre-
preneurs for decidedly secular purposes. “Ezra Cornell (telegraph, 
banking), Johns Hopkins (banking, railroads), Cornelius Vanderbilt 
(steamships, railroads), Leland Stanford (railroads), James Duke (to-

bacco), and James D. Rockefeller (oil) were 
only a few of the prominent businessmen 
who poured vast sums into the creation of 
modern universities.”43 Some institutions 
were more secular than others. For exam-
ple, Andrew Dickson White, the founding 
president of Cornell University, prom-
ised that he would use the institution to 
“afford asylum for Science—where truth 
shall be sought for truth’s sake, where it 
shall not be the main purpose of the Fac-
ulty to stretch or cut sciences exactly to fit 

‘Revealed Religion.’”44 
America’s institutions of higher learning have come a long way, 

from Harvard’s declaration that the main end of man’s life is to “know 
God and Jesus Christ which is eternal life (John 17:3)” to viewing 
Darwinian evolution as “a scientifically credible theory of random 
and purposeless change.”45

Andrew Dickson White
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6
“The General Principles of 

Christianity”
The Enlightenment in America

Brooke Allen claims in her article “Our Godless Constitution” that 
America “was founded not on Christian principles but on Enlight-
enment ones.”1 The Enlightenment is a term used to describe a pe-
riod in eighteenth-century Europe and America when reason, cou-
pled with advances in science, 
was declared to be the princi-
pal source of intellectual and 
moral authority. Ideas had to be 
argued rationally and demon-
strated empirically to be true. 
The Greek philosopher, logi-
cian, and theoretician Aristotle 
(384–322 B.C.) was the model 
for an older worldview where 
often untested theories were 
promulgated as universal laws. 
It is unfortunate that up until 
the 15th century, a majority of 
scientists, church scientists in-
cluded, adopted his untested 
theories and made them scien-
tific and church dogma.

The Greek philosopher, logician, and 
theoretician Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) 
was the model for an older world-
view where often untested theories 
were promulgated as universal laws.
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It would have been a simple thing for Aristotle and any of his lat-
er disciples for 2000 years to demonstrate empirically that objects of 
differing weights fell at the same rate of speed by actually testing the 
theory. Instead, Aristotle deduced and reasoned that different weighted 
objects should fall at different rates of speed.2 He did a similar thing 
when it came to explaining our solar system. He reasoned that the 
earth was the center of the universe based on philosophical reasons. 
Each element has its “natural place” in the universe. The earth’s natural 
place is at the center. He further argued that the sun, moon, and plan-
ets were perfect spheres that revolved around the earth in circular or-
bits because the sphere and circle are perfect shapes, and the heavens 
should not have any imperfect things in them. This geocentric (earth-

The geocentric (earth-centered) Aristotelian cosmology was part of 
scientific and religious dogma until the time of Nicolas Copernicus and 
the publication of his De Revolutionibus, published just before his death 
in 1543, and the later observations and writings of Galileo Galilei.

Nicolas Copernicus

(1473-1543)
Galileo Galilei

(1564-1642)
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centered) Aristotelian cosmology was part of scientific and religious 
dogma until the time of Nicolas Copernicus (1473–1543) and the pub-
lication of his De revolutionibus orbium coelestium (On the Revolutions 
of the Celestial Spheres), published just before his death in 1543, and 
the later observations and writings of Galileo Galilei (1564–1642). But 
even after the publication of Galileo’s observations and findings, the 
scientific establishment had its reservations. Aristotle’s ideas seemed 
logical as they might seem logical to lots of people even today.

Aristotle’s physics is complex and differs greatly from 
what is now taught as science in our schools, but it 
would be a great mistake to suppose that it was there-
fore foolish or self-evidently wrong.… The reader must 
remember that the majority of early-seventeenth-cen-
tury astronomers were Aristotelians for reasons de-
fended in logic and observation.3

Those who claim the Enlightenment was an overthrow of a Chris-
tian worldview seem to have forgotten that the scientific world had 
made Aristotle’s view of the universe the source of truth. Even scien-
tists associated with the Church read the Bible through the writings 
of Aristotle. The battle the Church had with Galileo was because his 
new cosmology contradicted Aristotle! In reality, “it is the Christian 
world which finally gave birth in a clear, articulate fashion to the ex-
perimental method of science itself.”4

A Predictable World
Before science as we know it today could get started in proposing 
theories, certain assumptions about the way the world works had to 
be understood to be valid and operationally consistent. These univer-
sal laws operated predictably because the majority of people—scien-
tists included—accepted that they were God’s laws, established and 
upheld by Him, even if they did not know how the world worked the 
way it does.
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It has even been suggested that such a view played a key 
role in the successful development of science in the West-
ern cultures, and did so because they were influenced by 
the Judaeo-Christian tradition which fostered faith in the 
underlying rationality and orderliness of Nature during 
periods of history when human ideas were inbred by all 
manner of magical and occult notions.5

Life is predictable because God is predictable. Even those who did 
not embrace a biblical worldview knew that they could not develop an 
ordered world without the shared belief that God was necessary to make 
it happen.

In cultures where progress was made in mathematics, science, 
medicine, political theory, and law, people assumed that the world was 
not an illusion, that truth mattered, and man was a rational being created 
by a rational God even though at times man behaved irrationally and 
believed irrational things. Cultures that believed that spirits inhabited 
trees, rocks, and animals made very little progress culturally and 
scientifically because they never knew what the spirits might do. There 
was never a guarantee that what people did one day could be repeated 
on another day. The world was at the mercy of forces controlled by 
capricious gods who were always changing the rules. The Bible makes it 

The poet Alexander Pope (1688–1744) 
describes a Deist as a 

Slave to no sect, who takes no private 
road, but looks through nature up to 
God. 

Deists still needed God to explain the 
origin of nature, the predictability of 
the universe, the source of moral laws, 
and the way to account for the reason-
ability of reason.
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clear that neither people nor things are controlled by impersonal forces. 
The world was created by God (Heb. 1:1) and is held together by Him in 
terms of physical laws that He established (Col. 1:17).

Borrowed Capital
It’s true that many “Enlightenment thinkers rejected the idea 

that religion can be a source of truth, and believed instead that the 
application of reason to the evidences of the senses is the sole source 
of the truth.”6 For them, reason was in, and the Bible was out. These 
early Enlightenment figures were not atheists; they were deists. Deists 
believe in God, but they do not believe in divine revelation or that 
God interacts with His creation. God can only be understood through 
the right use of reason and the study of nature. “A deist is described 
by the poet Alexander Pope (1688–1744) as a ‘Slave to no sect, who 

takes no private road, but looks through nature up to God.’”7 Deists 
still needed God to explain the origin of nature, the predictability of 
the universe, the source of moral laws, and the way to account for the 
reasonability of reason.

In 1859, everything changed with the publication of Charles 
Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. The natural world is all there is, and 

How can an evolved being with an 
evolved brain be trusted to reason 
rightly? Charles Darwin understood 
the problem, and confessed: 

The horrid doubt …whether the 
convictions of man’s mind, which has 
been developed from the mind of the 
lower animals, are of any value or at all 
trustworthy. Would any one trust in the 
convictions of a monkey’s mind, if there 
are any convictions in such a mind?
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it is always evolving. This view of the cosmos could hardly explain 
the order of nature or the origin and reliability of reason. Morality 
and personal rights could be situational, something our founding 
fathers rejected. And there was one more nagging problem: How 
can an evolved being with an evolved brain be trusted to reason 
rightly? Darwin saw the problem. “Darwin confessed ‘the horrid 
doubt …whether the convictions of man’s mind, which has been 
developed from the mind of the lower animals, are of any value or at 
all trustworthy. Would any one trust in the convictions of a monkey’s 
mind, if there are any convictions in such a mind?’”8 C. S. Lewis said 
something similar:

If the solar system was brought about by an accidental 
collision, then the appearance of organic life on this 
planet was also an accident, and the whole evolution 
of Man was an accident too. If so, then all our thought 
processes are mere accidents—the accidental by-prod-
uct of the movement of atoms. And this holds for the 
materialists’ and astronomers’ as well as for anyone 
else’s [thought processes]. But if their thoughts—i.e., 
of Materialism and Astronomy—are merely accidental 
by-products, why should we believe them to be true? I 
see no reason for believing that one accident would be 
able to give correct account of all the other accidents.9

There would not have been an America if Darwin’s evolutionary 
worldview had been around in seventeenth and eighteenth century 
America. There would not have been, in the words of the Declaration 
of Independence, any “inalienable rights” since there would not have 
been a Creator to endow us with rights. The mind could not have 
been made free since the mind, given evolutionary assumptions, is 
nothing more than the random firing of electrical impulses among 
the synapses in the brain. There would not have been any protection 
of life or liberty since there is no way to account for inviolable moral 
laws that could have accomplished such a protection.

So when modern-day critics of America’s Christian heritage argue 
that America was founded by Deists on Enlightenment principles 
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and call into evidence Benjamin Franklin, George Washington, and 
Thomas Jefferson and for good measure James Madison, John Adams, 
and Thomas Paine, they fail to acknowledge that even Deists could 
not escape America’s Christian heritage. Here’s one of many examples 
that could be cited: “The founding fathers were predominately 
deists: Washington, Madison, Franklin, Jefferson.”10 But after making 
this claim, the author states, “Yet none was overly dismissive of 
traditional religion. Indeed, religious concepts … kept creeping into 
their pronouncements, from the Declaration of Independence to the 
American Constitution.”11 The late historian C. Gregg Singer (1910–
1999) tells us why:

A Christian world and life view furnished the basis for 
this early political thought which guided the American 
people for nearly two centuries and whose crowning 
[achievement] lay in the writing of the Constitution of 
1787. This Christian theism had so permeated the co-
lonial mind that it continued to guide even those who 
had come to regard the Gospel with indifference or 
even hostility. The currents of this orthodoxy were too 
strong to be easily set aside by those who in their own 
thinking had come to a different conception of religion 
and hence government too.12

There would not have been 
an America if Darwin’s 
evolutionary worldview had 
been around in seventeenth 
and eighteenth century 
America. There would not 
have been, in the words of the 
Declaration of Independence, any 
“inalienable rights” since there 
would not have been a Creator 
to endow us with rights.
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For example, the following words appear on Panel Three of the 
Jefferson Memorial: “God who gave us life gave us liberty.”13 Thomas 
Jefferson then asked, “Can the liberties of a nation be secure when we 
have removed a conviction that these liberties are the gift of God?”14 
This is hardly a Deist belief, and to a certain degree, it does not square 
with an Enlightenment philosophy.

In an address to the military on October 11, 1798, John Adams 
stated that “We have no government armed with power capable 
of contending with human passions unbridled by morality and 
religion.… Our constitution was made only for a moral and religious 
people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.”15 In a 
letter to Thomas Jefferson, Adams wrote the following:

The general Principles, on which the [founding] Fa-
thers Achieved Independence, were the only Principles 
in which that beautiful Assembly of young Gentlemen 

God who gave us life gave us liberty. Can the liberties of a nation be secure 
when we have removed the conviction that these liberties are the gift of 
God? Indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just, that 
His justice cannot sleep forever.

–Thomas Jefferson
Panel Three of the Jefferson Memorial
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could Unite, and these Principles only could be intend-
ed by them in their Address, or by me in my Answer. 
And what were these general Principles? I answer, the 
general Principles of Christianity, in which all those 
Sects were united: …Now I will avow, that I then be-
lieved, and now believe, that those general Principles 
of Christianity, are as eternal and immutable, as the 

Existence and Attributes of God; and that those Prin-
ciples of Liberty, are as unalterable as human Nature 
and our terrestrial, mundane System.16

George Washington warned the American people in his Farewell 
Address, “Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political 
prosperity, religion and morality are indispensible supports.… Let us 
with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be sustained 
without religion.… Reason and experience both forbid us to expect 
that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle. 
Physician and Christian Benjamin Rush affirmed Washington’s 
assessment that religion is the prerequisite for morality, virtue, and 
liberty: “The only foundation for a useful education in a republic is to 
be laid in Religion. Without this there can be no virtue, and without 

In a letter to Thomas Jefferson, John 
Adams, wrote:

The general Principles, on which 
the [founding] Fathers Achieved 
Independence, were the only 
Principles in which that beautiful 
Assembly of young Gentlemen could 
Unite… And what were these general 
Principles? I answer, the General 
Principles of Christianity, in which 
all those Sects were united…
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virtue there can be no liberty, and liberty is the object and life of 
all republican governments.… All [of Christianity’s] doctrines and 
precepts are calculated to promote the happiness of society, and the 
safety and well being of civil government.”17

Left-Wing and Right-Wing Enlightenment
One of the problems in answering the Enlightenment charge is 

that not all Enlightenments are created equal. There were actually 
two Enlightenment philosophies in the eighteenth century: a Left-
Wing Enlightenment and a Right-Wing Enlightenment. The Left-
Wing Enlightenment which festered in France about the same time 
that America was putting its final touches on the Constitution 
promoted an anti-Christian rival religion that promoted a top-down, 
centralized social and political philosophy that was sanctioned by 
the blood Madam Guillotine. The Right-Wing version kept the basic 
elements of a Christian world and the adoption of a social and political 
philosophy that promoted a bottom-up, decentralized society that led 
to the War of Independence, but without the excesses of the French 
bloodletting that became known as the “Reign of Terror.”

Right-Wing Enlightenment philosophy was tempered by 
Christianity. The French version had thrown off every vestige of 
Christianity and declared Reason to be god. This did not happen 

Physician and Christian Benjamin 
Rush (1745-1813) affirmed George 
Washington’s assessment that religion 
is the prerequisite for morality, virtue, 
and liberty:

The only foundation for a useful 
education in a republic is to be laid in 
Religion… 
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in America. Right-Wing representative James Madison understood 
that reason has its limitations and man’s nature is often governed 
by passion:

As long as the reason of man continues fallible, and he is 
at liberty to exercise it, different opinions will be formed. 
As long as the connection subsists between his reason 
and his self-love, his opinions and his passions will have 
a reciprocal influence on each other; and the former will 
be objects to which the latter will attach themselves.18 

There were actually two Enlightenment philosophies during 
the Age of Enlightenment: a Left-Wing Enlightenment and a 
Right-Wing Enlightenment. The Left- Wing Enlightenment 
promoted an Anti-Christian rival religion with Reason as 
its god. The Right-Wing Enlightenment philosophy, on the 
other hand, was tempered by Christianity. The Left-Wing 
Enlightenment had little if any influence on the founders of 
America, but it devastated Revolutionary France.
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Rousas J. Rushdoony writes that Madison “denied the Enlightenment 
faith in the objectivity of reason, which, in Christian terms, he saw 
as inalienably tied to self-love. Man’s reasoning is thus not objective 
reasoning; it is personal reasoning and will be thus governed by ‘the 
nature of man’ rather than an abstract concept of rationality.”19

Today’s Enlightenment figures, many of whom go by the moniker 
“Brights,” have made reason an absolute. For them, man’s nature is 
not the problem; it’s man’s claim that there is something more than 
nature that riles them. For them, nature is all there is. They are Nothing 
Butters: “As evolved homo sapiens, we are nothing but (fill in the blank).” 
Evolutionary philosopher Daniel Dennett presupposes that “the mind 
is somehow nothing but a physical phenomenon.”20 Atheist Richard 
Dawkins assures us that the universe is “nothing but blind pitiless 
indifference.”21 Francis Crick tops it off with we’re “nothing but a pack 
of neurons.”22 If we are all “nothing butters,” why is it wrong for white 
“nothing butters” to own and sell black “nothing butters”?23

Of course, the Nothing Butters can’t tell us what really matters. 
Like Enlightenment figures of centuries ago, the Nothing Butters must 
borrow from a Christian worldview to make sense of the world.

James Madison, 4th President 
of the United States, denied 
the Enlightenment faith in the 
objectivity of reason, which, 
in Christian terms, he saw as 
inalienably tied to self-love. Man’s 
reasoning is thus not objective 
reasoning; it is personal reasoning 
and will be thus governed by 
‘the nature of man’ rather than an 
abstract concept of rationality.
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The Enlightened before 
The Enlightenment

Benjamin Franklin is a representative example of a Right-Wing 
Enlightenment figure whose worldview was profoundly impacted 
by Christianity. Franklin was influenced by Cotton Mather’s Essays 
to do Good which he maintained gave him “a turn of thinking that 

had an influence on some of the principal future events of [his] life.”24 
Mather was a Puritan minister who believed and taught that “the 
power and opportunity to do good, not only gives a right to the doing 
of it, but makes the doing of it a duty.” Mather saw good works as the 
reasonable outworking of faith. The Bible says as much when it states 
“faith without works is dead” (James 2:20, KJV).

Mather’s influence on Franklin can be seen in the actual wording 
of Franklin’s Autobiography where he acknowledges his belief in 
God and the place of good works in God’s plan for the world: “I never 
doubted, for instance, the existence of the Deity; that He made the 
world, and govern’d it by his Providence; that the most acceptable 
service of God was the doing good to man; that our souls are immortal; 
and that all crime will be punished, and virtue rewarded, either here 
or hereafter.”25 One of Franklin’s recent biographers writes: “Franklin’s 
belief that he could best serve God by serving his fellow man may 
strike some as mundane, but it was in truth a worthy creed that he 
deeply believed and faithfully followed.”26

Cotton Mather (1663-1728) was a Puritan 
minister whose book, Essays to do Good, had 
a profound influence on Benjamin Franklin. 
Mather wrote:

The power and opportunity to do good, not 
only gives a right to the doing of it, but makes 
the doing of it a duty.
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While some Enlightenment thinkers elevated reason to the 
position of a secular god—which the French revolutionaries did to 
a bloody excess—Christian thinkers understood that reason, logic, 
and science were a natural outworking of a biblical worldview. “The 
language of Europe and America had as its common feature an 
emphasis on calm, rational discourse, but we must not confuse this 
with rationalism,”27 the belief that reason alone could ever be the basis 
for all knowledge and morality. By the time someone like Franklin 
came along, there had been a long history of scholarship in the 
colonies that rested on the foundation stones of Special Revelation, 
rational inquiry, and scientific investigation. 

Harvard College, founded in 1636 by Puritans, required that 
students be able “to resolve [the Scriptures] Logically.”28 What was 
true of Scripture was also true of “natural philosophy,” politics, and 
every other area of life.29 The Puritans despised an “illiterate ministry.” 
Ministers generally were the most educated men in the colonies and 
served as popular educators. “No other thinker had such a wide 
audience as did the preacher in his pulpit, and his printed sermons 

Benjamin Franklin (1706-
1790) was not a Left-Wing 
Enlightenment thinker. He 
wrote:

I never doubted, for instance, the 
existence of the Deity; that he 
made the world, and govern’d it 
by his Providence; that the most 
acceptable service of God was 
the doing good to man; that our 
souls are immortal; and that all 
crime will be punished, and virtue 
rewarded, either here or hereafter.
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and treatises were the staple reading matter of his parishioners.”30 
When the preacher delivered his message, the community at large 
was impacted by it. “On Sundays, ministers would be gospel heralds 
proclaiming the way of personal salvation though faith in Christ.”31 
These same ministers would use weekdays, as the occasion required, 
to become “social guardians telling the nation who they were and 
what they must do to retain God’s special covenant interest.”32 There 
was duty involved in the Christian life. Preaching on the reality of 
sin and the promise of redemption had a broader relevance. “Since 
all of society fell under the mastery of God’s Word, it was necessary 
that there be a provision for formal presentation of the Word at 
every significant event in the life of the community. More than any 
other custom or institution, the occasional sermon symbolized New 
England’s claim to peculiar peoplehood and proclaimed that in all 
events bearing on public life, God’s Word would be preeminent.”33

Reason was considered a tool, not the final arbiter of truth. Given 
Enlightenment assumptions where reason was viewed as the final 
arbiter of what is good and right, whose version of reason would be 
considered ultimately reasonable? No one could say. Even so, reason 

The books in the coat of arms on the original Harvard seal show the top two 
books facing upward while the bottom book is face down. The upward facing 
books symbolize the truth that is known through the five senses. The over-
turned book symbolizes that which can only be known through Special Rev-
elation. By the mid-1800s, the original seal had fallen out of use. When Charles 
Eliot became president, he reintroduced it with a subtle change. All the books 
face upwards showing no need of Special Revelation for academic work.
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was valued and necessary because it was a reflection of God’s nature. 
The reason-alone approach was displayed in all its horrid consistency 
when the worst elements of the Enlightenment philosophers came 
full circle during the French Revolution. Heads rolled and blood 
flowed in the streets. America’s dance with the Enlightenment was 
held in check by the underlying tenets of Christianity. 

Cotton Mather’s The Christian Philosopher (1721), the first 
systematic book on science published in America and based in part 
on Robert Boyle’s The Christian Virtuoso (1690),34 stands as ample 
testimony to the use of reason by Christians long before Deists and 
infidels made exclusive claim to it. We shouldn’t forget that Mather 
was a forward thinking scientist who promoted inoculation for 
smallpox after hearing stories from African slaves and reading about 
success in Turkey in reports of the Philosophical Transactions of the 
Royal Society of London. It was a medical practitioner who opposed 
Mather and turned some clergymen against him. And it didn’t help 
that Benjamin Franklin’s brother, James, incited hostility to Mather 
through his new weekly newspaper the New England Courant. 
Because of James Franklin’s published anti-inoculation efforts, an 
incendiary device was thrown into Mather’s house.35

Robert Boyle published The 
Christian Virtuoso in 1690. Boyle 
also wrote other works showing 
the relationship between the 
Christian faith, reason, and sci-
ence: Of the High Veneration Man’s 
Intellect owes to God, Peculiar for 
his Wisdom and Power (1684) and 
Discourse Of Things Above Reason, 
Inquiring Whether a Philosopher 
Should Admit There are any Such 
(1681).
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[Benjamin Franklin] later became a fervent advocate 
of inoculation, painfully and poignantly espousing the 
cause right after his 4-year-old son, Francis, died of the 
pox in 1736. And he would, both as an aspiring boy 
of letters and as a striver who sought the patronage of 
influential elders, end up becoming Cotton Mather’s 
admirer and, a few years later, his acquaintance.36

Mather also experimented with plant hybridization. The publication 
of his Curiosa Americana (1712–1724) won him membership in the 
Royal Society of London. He wrote and published more than 400 
works in his lifetime. “By the time Franklin was born, Cotton Mather 
had built a private library of almost three thousand volumes rich in 
classical and scientific as well as theological works. This appreciation 
of books was one of the traits shared by the Puritanism of Mather and 
the Enlightenment of [John] Locke,37 worlds that would combine in 
the character of Benjamin Franklin.”38

For the record, it was Thomas Jefferson who received early 
training in Latin, Greek, and French from Reverend William Douglas, 
a Scottish clergyman. After his father’s death, Jefferson continued 
his education with the Reverend James Maury who ran a classical 
academy. When Alexander Hamilton entered King’s College (now 
Columbia University) in 1773, he was expected to have mastered 
Greek and Latin grammar. In addition, he had to read three orations 
from Cicero and Virgil’s Aeneid in the original Latin as well as 
translate the first ten chapters of the Gospel of John from Greek into 
Latin. The ministers of that time were very enlightened when it came 
to the use of reason in their studies of God and nature and the pursuit 
of scientific investigation. They did not believe in a random universe 
with unpredictable laws. While they may not have believed every 
major tenet of a Christian worldview, they certainly knew that the 
foundation of their scientific and political theories rested on a belief 
that God governed the world and, according to the Declaration of 
Independence, was its “Supreme Judge.”
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Brooke Allen makes a second claim in her article “Our Godless 
Constitution.” She tries to argue that God was a “very minor 

player”1 in the history of the founding of America. How much 
evidence is necessary to disprove her assertion? Does she get to make 
the decision of what counts for determining the role God played? Of 
course, there is always the problem of identifying the starting point of 
America’s founding. But even if we start with 1776 her claim is easily 
disproved since the Declaration includes four direct statements that 
reference God: “Nature’s God,” “Creator,” “Divine Providence,” and 
“Supreme Judge of the World.” Then there is the list of phrases2 that 
can be gleaned from the writings of the founders and the documents 
they drafted:

7
“God Governs in the

Affairs of Men”
God as a Major Player in America

1.	 Almighty God

2.	 Nature’s God

3.	 God of Armies

4.	 Lord of Hosts

5.	 His Goodness

6.	 Providence 

7.	 Providence of God

8.	 God’s Superintending 
Providence 

9.	 Supreme and Universal 
Providence

10.	 Overruling Providence of God

11.	 Creator of All

12.	 Indulgent Creator

13.	 Great Governor of the World

14.	 The Divinity

15.	 Supreme Disposer of All 
Events
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This list alone is a direct refutation of Allen’s claim. She does not 
name any prominent atheists during the founding era who had any 
impact on America’s written documents. She admits that Thomas 
Jefferson, George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and even Thomas 
Paine believed in God. Six weeks before his death, Franklin wrote the 
following in a letter6 to Yale College President Ezra Stiles:

Here is my creed. I believe in one God, Creator of the 
universe. That he governs it by his providence. That 
he ought to be worshipped. That the most acceptable 
service we render to him is doing good to his other 
children. That the soul of Man is immortal, and will be 
treated with justice in another life respecting its con-

16.	 Holy Ghost

17.	 Jesus Christ

18.	 Christian Religion

19.	 Christian forbearance, love, 
and charity

20.	 Free Protestant Colonies

21.	 Christian State

22.	 Our Lord

23.	 Supreme Ruler of  
the Universe

24.	 Supreme Ruler of Nations

25.	 God

Congress therefore,…desirous…to have people 
of all ranks and degrees, duly impressed with a 
solemn sense of God’s superintending providence, 
and of their duty devoutly to rely in all their lawful 
enterprises on his aid and direction—do…recom-
mend, that Friday, the seventeenth of May next, be 
observed by the said colonies as a day of humilia-
tion, fasting, and prayer; that we may with united 
hearts confess and bewail our manifold sins and 
transgressions, and by a sincere repentance and 
amendment of life, appease his righteous displea-
sure and through the merits and mediation of 
Jesus Christ, obtain his pardon and forgiveness; 
humbly imploring his assistance to frustrate the 

cruel purposes of our unnatural enemies…that it may please the Lord of Hosts, the 
God of Armies, to animate our Officers and Soldiers with invincible fortitude… By 
Order of Congress,
	 John Hancock, President
	 Saturday, March 16, 1776
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duct in this. These I take to be the fundamental points 
in all sound religion, and I regard them as you do in 
whatever sect I meet with them.

It’s obvious that Franklin believed in God as creator and governor of 
the cosmos. These are hardly the beliefs of a Deist. To choose Franklin 
as a champion of secularism is rather humorous given the fact that his 
creedal statement could not be recited in our nation’s public schools 
because of its many religious statements.

Here is my creed. I believe in 
one God, Creator of the uni-
verse. That he governs it by 
his providence. That he ought 
to be worshipped. That the 
most acceptable service we 
render to him is doing good 
to his other children.

–Benjamin Franklin 

Ezra Stiles (1727–1795) 

American academic and educator, a 

Congregationalist minister, theologian, 

author and dedicated supporter of the 

War for Independence. He was president 

of Yale College (1778-1795). 
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The following Regent’s School Prayer was declared to be 
unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in the 1962 Engel v. Vitale 
decision: “Almighty God, we acknowledge our dependence upon thee, 
and we beg Thy blessings upon us, our parents, our teachers and our 
Country.” Franklin’s credo says a great deal more, so to put him forth 
as a champion of secularism is the height of hypocrisy. It’s true that 
Franklin did not believe in the deity of Jesus Christ. He made it clear, 
however, that he did not “dogmatise upon” the subject. He was honest 
enough to admit that he had “never studied it, and think it needless to 
busy myself with it now [at age 84], when I expect soon an Opportunity 
of knowing the Truth with less Trouble.” He died six weeks later.

The following Regent’s School Prayer was declared to be 
unconstitutional by The Supreme Court in the 1962 Engel v. Vitale 
decision: 

Almighty God, we acknowledge our dependence upon Thee, and we beg 
Thy blessings upon us, our parents, our teachers and our Country.
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Allen states that Thomas Paine’s “rhetoric was so fervent that he 
was inevitably branded an atheist.” Of course, Paine was not an atheist 
in the usual definition of the term. His anti-Christian book The Age 
of Reason (1793–1794) opened with this statement: “I believe in one 
God.” Why Paine is singled out as a Founding Father is a mystery since 
he had no part in any official founding document. Paine’s later religious 
views forced even unorthodox men like Franklin, Jefferson, and Adams 
to distance themselves from the political rabble rouser who wrote the 
1776 pamphlet Common Sense.

Allen fails to point out that Paine appealed to reason, history, and 
the Bible in Common Sense, referencing Gideon in Judges 8, Saul in 1 
Samuel 8, and Jesus’ discussion with the Pharisees over Caesar’s coin 
in Matthew 22:21, to make his case for independence from England. 
Apparently the Bible wasn’t a book of myths for him in 1776. But by the 
1790s, Paine expressed a different view of the Bible and Christianity. 
It was because of these later writings, Allen argues, that “Jefferson got 
into a good deal of trouble for continuing his friendship with Paine 

and entertaining him at Monticello. These 

statesmen had to be far more 
circumspect than the turbulent 
Paine, yet if we examine their 
beliefs it is all but impossible to 

see just how theirs differed from his.” Why would these men have to 
worry about being identified with Paine if America’s beliefs were not 
fundamentally Christian? The fact is, America’s Christian heritage was 
rooted deeply in the nation. That’s why, for example, Jefferson got in 
trouble for continuing his friendship with Paine after the publication of 
The Age of Reason and did not publish his edited version of the gospels 
in his lifetime.

Thomas Paine’s anti-Christian 
book The Age of Reason 
(1793-1794) opened with 
this statement:

I believe in one God.
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Even these most skeptical of our founding fathers could not 
distance themselves from the root and fruit of Christianity. Franklin 
stood up at the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787 to 
remind the delegates how their prayers to God had been “heard and 
graciously answered” in their “contest with G. Britain.” He also pointed 
out “that God Governs in the affairs of men. And if a sparrow cannot 
fall to the ground without his notice, is it probable that an empire can 
rise without his aid? We have been assured … in the sacred writings, 
that ‘except the Lord build the House they labour in vain that build it.’ 
I firmly believe this; and I also believe that without his concurring aid 
we shall succeed in this political building no better, than the Builders 
of Babel.” These are hardly the sentiments of a Deist. 

In a letter to William Canby dated September 18, 1813, Jefferson 
stated, “Of all the systems of morality, ancient or modern, which have 
come under my observation, none appear to me so pure as that of 
Jesus.” Of course, none of these statements and observations makes 
these men Christians, but it does show that the beliefs of Jefferson, 
Franklin, and Paine, to name just three, are far from the beliefs of 
members of the ACLU, Americans United for Separation of Church 
and State, and the judiciary who rule on religious matters.

There are More than Four
A further study of American history will show that there were 

many founders who were outspoken Christians who are rarely if ever 
mentioned by historical revisionists. Consider, for example, John 
Dickinson (1732–1808) who was a lawyer, militia officer during the 

John Dickinson (1732–1808)
Lawyer, militia officer during the American 
Revolution, Continental Congressman from 
Pennsylvania and Delaware, delegate to the 
Constitutional Convention of 1787, President 
of Delaware, and President of Pennsylvania.
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American Revolution, Continental Congressman from Pennsylvania 
and Delaware, delegate to the Constitutional Convention of 1787, 
President of Delaware, and President of Pennsylvania. On the Bible, 
he wrote the following:

“The Holy Scriptures are able to make us wise unto 
Salvation, through Faith which is in Jesus Christ.” “All 
Scripture given by inspiration of God is profitable for 
Doctrine, for Reproof, for Correction, for Instruction 
in Righteousness that the Man of God may be perfect, 
thoroughly furnished unto all good Works.” The Scrip-
tures give a full and ample testimony to all the prin-
ciple Doctrines of the Christian Faith; and therefore no 
Divine or inward Communication at this Day, however 
necessary, do or can contradict that testimony.7

There are others, all of whom signed the Constitution: Charles Pinckney 
and John Langdon were founders of the American Bible Society; 
James McHenry was founder of the Baltimore Bible Society. Rufus 
King helped found a Bible society for Anglicans. Abraham Baldwin 
served as a chaplain in the War for Independence. Roger Sherman, 
William Samuel Johnson, and Jacob Broom wrote on theological 
subjects. James Wilson and William Patterson were placed on the 
Supreme Court by President George Washington. They had prayer 
over juries in the U. S. Supreme Court room. John Witherspoon was 
a Presbyterian minister and signed the Declaration of Independence, 
helped draft the Articles of Confederation, served twice in the New 
Jersey Legislature, and strongly supported the adoption of the United 
States Constitution during the New Jersey ratification debates.

Why don’t these men count? Why do we only hear of Franklin, 
Jefferson, Madison, and Adams? Witherspoon, like so many men of 
his day, believed that reason and revelation were not in opposition. 
“Hence arises a question,” Witherspoon wrote in his Lectures on 
Moral Philosophy, “is it lawful, and is it safe or useful, to separate 
moral philosophy from religion? It will be said, it is either the same or 
different from revealed truth; if the same, unnecessary—if different, 
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false and dangerous…. If the Scripture is true, the discoveries of 
reason cannot be contrary to it; and, therefore, it has nothing to fear 
from that quarter.”8

Many Christians of that period agreed with Witherspoon. As 
we’ve already seen, even skeptics like Franklin and Jefferson operated 
within the moral framework of Christianity. They, like Witherspoon, 
believed that reason could get a person to the same place morally 
as revelation. None of these men saw what was on the horizon—the 
publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) that 
turned the moral universe of Franklin, Jefferson, and Witherspoon 
upside down. 

The Age of Revelation
Elias Boudinot (1740–1821) was a lawyer who served three 

congressional terms representing New Jersey (1789–1795). He was a 
delegate to the Continental Congress, served as commissary general 
of prisoners at the request of George Washington, and presided as 
President of the Continental Congress from 1782 to 1783, making 
him the chief executive officer of the United States. Boudinot signed 
the Treaty of Paris in 1783 that ended the Revolutionary War, and 
while he did not participate directly in the drafting of the new 
Constitution in 1787, he “looked on approvingly at the events.”9 He, 
along with other representatives, witnessed George Washington take 
the presidential oath with his hand on an open Bible.10

John Witherspoon (1722–1794) 

Presbyterian minister, signer of the 

Declaration of Independence, framer of 

the Articles of Confederation, and New 

Jersey legislator who strongly sup-

ported the U.S. Constitution during the 

ratification debates.
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He helped design the Great Seal of the United States and served 
as Director of the United States Mint from 1795 until 1805. After 
his retirement from politics, Boudinot was a trustee of what is 
now Princeton University where he founded the natural history 
department in 1805. He was an early opponent of slavery.11 This led 
him to found the American Bible Society in 1816 of which he served 
as its first president until his death in 1821. In accepting the position, 
Boudinot stated the following:

I am so convinced that the whole of this business is the 
work of God himself, by his Holy Spirit, that even hop-
ing against hope I am encouraged to press on through 
good report and evil report, to accomplish his will on 
earth as it is in heaven. So apparent is the hand of God 
in this disposing the hearts of so many men, so diversi-
fied in their sentiments as to religious matters of minor 
importance, and uniting them as a band of brothers in 
this grand object that even infidels are compelled to 
say, “It is the work of the Lord, and it is wonderful in 
our eyes!” Having this confidence, let us go on and we 
shall prosper.

Boudinot donated $10,000 to the ABS when an annual salary of 
$400 was considered respectable. What is often not known about 
Boudinot is that he wrote a lengthy response to Thomas Paine’s An 
Age of Reason titled The Age of Revelation which was first written in 
pamphlet form to his daughter in 1795. In a letter to his daughter, 
Boudinot described his motives for his critique of Paine’s attack on 
the Bible:

I confess that I was much mortified to find the whole 
force of this vain man’s genius and art pointed at the 
youth of America…. This awful consequence created 
some alarm in my mind lest at any future day, you, 
my beloved child, might take up this plausible address 
of infidelity; and for want of an answer at hand to his 
subtle insinuations might suffer even a doubt of the 
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truth, as it is in Jesus, to penetrate 
your mind…. I therefore determined 
… to put my thoughts on the subject 
of this pamphlet on paper for your 
edification and information, when I 
shall be no more. I chose to confine 

myself to the leading and 
essential facts of the Gos-
pel which are contradicted 
or attempted to be turned 
into ridicule by this writer. 
I have endeavored to detect 
his falsehoods and misrep-
resentations and to show 
his extreme ignorance 
of the Divine Scriptures 
which he makes the subject 
of his animadversions—

not knowing that “they are the power of God unto sal-
vation, to every one that believeth” [Rom. 1:16].12

While Paine’ Age of Reason gets a great deal of press from skeptics, 
misinformed separationists, and atheists of every stripe, almost no 
one mentions Boudinot’s response. One of the reasons for this is that 
historians have dismissed him as “one of the founders of American 
fundamentalism,”13 a movement that did not begin until around 
1925. Paine is considered to be an American Founding Father, and 
yet, unlike Paine, Boudinot actually served in a high-ranking civil 
capacity in the United States that included the design if not writing of 
the Constitution. Paine’s only elective office was in France. Boudinot 
is a true American Founding Father. Paine had no role in the founding 
conventions of America and their documents.

Boudinot expressed the religious views of the majority of 
Americans at a critical point in America’s history. Supreme Court 
Justice William Rehnquist wrote the following in his Dissent in the 
1985 Wallace v. Jaffree Separation of Church and State decision: “On 
the day after the House of Representatives voted to adopt the form of 
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the First Amendment Religion Clauses which was ultimately proposed 
and ratified, Representative Elias Boudinot proposed a resolution 
asking President George Washington to issue a Thanksgiving Day 
Proclamation. Boudinot said he ‘could not think of letting the session 
pass over without offering an opportunity to 
all the citizens of the United States of joining 
with one voice, in returning to Almighty God 
their sincere thanks for the many blessings 

he had poured down upon them.’ Boudinot’s 
resolution was carried in the affirmative 
on September 25, 1789”14 with only two 
recorded objections.

Constitutional scholar Robert L. Cord remarks, “It is quite clear 
from the record that James Madison did not object to the resolution 
requesting the Thanksgiving Day Proclamation. It is also plain from the 
day’s proceedings that [Roger] Sherman of Connecticut, who voted for 
the First Amendment and the Establishment Clause, apparently saw no 
conflict between his vote for the Amendment and his support for the 
Thanksgiving Day Proclamation….”15 It is this singular recommendation 

by Boudinot that sheds a bright light 
on the First Amendment. He argued 
by citing “further precedents from the 
practice of the late Congress” that had 
approved a series of thanksgiving-day 
proclamations. If the First Amendment 
had been designed to exclude God 
from all government affairs, then why 
agree to call for a day of thanksgiving 
to thank God for allowing them to 

Roger Sherman of Connecticut apparently 

saw no conflict between his vote for the First 

Amendment and the Establishment Clause 

and his support for the Thanksgiving Day 

Proclamation.
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draft an Amendment that would forever exclude Him? Why did “they 
proceed to violate an important principle which, only a day earlier, they 
had voted to recommend to the States as a part of the constitutional 
amendment?”16

Boudinot waited some time before deciding to respond to Paine’s 
Age of Reason. His measured rejoinder to Paine’s work indicates that a 
great deal of thought went into the humble, well-argued reply: 

For a considerable time past, I have ardently wished to 
see some more able hand, meet Mr. Paine more on his 
own ground, in a plain and simple manner—but after 
waiting several years, I have lost all hopes of being grati-
fied; and therefore have been more easily persuaded to 
undergo, amidst a variety of other business, the labor of 
copying once more, what was designed for a particular 
and special purpose; and altering the address, by apply-
ing it more directly to the author of the Age of Reason, 
and through him to all his brethren in skepticism.
I am averse to increasing the number of books, unless it 
be on important occasions, or for useful purposes; but 
an anxious desire that our country should be preserved 
from the dreadful evil of becoming enemies to the reli-
gion of the Gospel, which I have no doubt, but would be 
introductive of the dissolution of government and the 
bonds of civil society; my compliance with the wishes of 
a few select friends, to make this work public, has been 
more easily obtained. 

Boudinot feared what we are experiencing today in America. “I confess,” 
he wrote, “that I was much mortified to find, the whole force of this 
vain man’s genius and art, pointed at the youth of America, and her 
unlearned citizens.” Even though there are tens of thousands of churches 
and tens of millions of Christians, it seems that the skepticism of Paine 
has the upper hand. The prevalence of skepticism is more the inaction 
of Christians than the accomplishment of skeptics. Boudinot knew that 
he could no longer wait for someone else to respond. He understood 
that the duty was his, even if he did not consider himself worthy of the 
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task. It’s remarkable that The Age of Revelation was written by a layman 
who had a comprehensive knowledge of the Bible, classic philosophy, 
and history.

Like Paine, Thomas Jefferson, and John Adams, Boudinot saw flaws 
in the clergy of his day and was not shy about making his views public. 
In a letter to Edward Griffin in 1809, Boudinot wrote, “I have wished, 
among other improvements in Theological Studies, a professorship 
of Common Sense and Prudence was established in our Seminaries. I 
really have known as many ruinous Errors in practice, among our pious 
and zealous Ministers, for want of this celestial quality, that I am sure 
it is of more importance than is generally believed.”17 But unlike the 
skeptics of his and our day, the follies and foibles of some clergy were 
not enough for him to reject all clergy. Their misuse of the Bible was 
not the fault of the Bible anymore than the misuse of the Constitution 
by politicians is the fault of the Constitution.

It was Boudinot’s opinion that if The Age of Reason had not been 
written by the popular author of Common Sense, the 1776 pamphlet 
that argued that America was justified in breaking away from the British 
monarchy, the book would not have been given much of a hearing. 
Boudinot shows that Paine did not uncover anything new under the 
sun. Modern-day atheists have only repackaged Paine for an audience 
that is not familiar with Boudinot’s The Age of Revelation which is a 
remarkable work of scholarship for that time. He quotes sources from 
nearly every field of knowledge. He seems to be acquainted with several 
languages, including Latin and Greek. He has a broad knowledge of 
the Bible and a keen sense of logical analysis. His work shows what 
an educated layman can do when spurred on by the need to answer 
a once-respected writer who abused his popularity to rail against a 
religious system that he either did not fully understand or had no 
wish to understand.

Little has changed since Paine and Boudinot battled one 
another. “We are again living in the Age of Reason versus the Age of 
Revelation.”18
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The Ten Commandments on Trial

Noah Webster (1782–1852) was the author of An American 
Dictionary of the English Language. For decades, he was one of 

the most prolific authors in America, publishing textbooks, political 
essays, and newspaper articles. A modern bibliography of his published 
works runs 655 pages. His “Blue-Backed Speller” was used to teach 
spelling and reading to generations of American children. Along with 
his dictionary, it helped to Americanize English spelling. The speller 
was grounded in Scripture. The first lesson began, “Be not anxious for 
your life, what ye shall eat, or what ye shall drink; nor for your body, 
what ye shall put on; for your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have 
need of these things” (Matt. 6:25).

8
“Choose Just Men Who Will

Rule in the Fear of God”
The Ten Commandments on Trial

Noah Webster (1782–1852) was a prolific author of widely used reference 
and educational books, all of which were distinctively Christian.
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Webster was a devout Christian who understood the relationship 
between God’s law and everything else, including civil government. 
His 1828 American Dictionary contained the greatest number of 
biblical definitions given in any reference volume. It’s no wonder that 
Webster considered education “useless without the Bible.” From the 
Preface to his dictionary, the following is found:

In my view, the Christian religion is the most important 
and one of the first things in which all children, under 
a free government ought to be instructed. No truth is 
more evident to my mind than that the Christian reli-
gion must be the basis of any government intended to 
secure the rights and privileges of a free people. 

In addition to his dictionary work, Webster published his own 
edition of the Bible in 1833. It was designed to be more readable 

for the average Christian. It was a limited 
revision of the King James Version (KJV) that 
was used as the foundation for his work. He 
consulted the original Hebrew and Greek as 
well as other versions and commentaries. He 
corrected some of the grammar of the KJV, 
replaced words that were no longer used, and 
did away with words and phrases that some 
people found offensive.

Webster’s work was not only about 
definitions and standardizing the spelling 
of English words. He understood that if a 
nation is to prosper, it must ask these two 
fundamental questions: Who’s ultimately in 

charge, and what does the one who is in charge require of us? Webster 
puts it this way in his book the History of the United States:

Let it be impressed on your mind that God commands 
you to choose for rulers, just men who will rule in the 
fear of God [Exodus 18:21].… If the citizens neglect 
their duty and place unprincipled men in office, the 
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government will soon be corrupted … If a republican 
government fails to secure public prosperity and hap-
piness, it must be because the citizens neglect the Di-
vine commands, and elect bad men to make and ad-
minister the laws.1

What are these “Divine commands”? Where are they found? 
Webster stated, “The duties of men are summarily comprised in the 
Ten Commandments, consisting of two tables; one comprehending 
the duties which we owe immediately to God—the other, the duties 
we owe to our fellow men.”2 Webster went on to say, “If we and our 
posterity neglect religious instruction and authority; violate the rules 
of eternal justice, trifle with the injunctions of morality, and recklessly 
destroy the political constitution which holds us together, no man 
can tell how sudden a catastrophe may overwhelm us and bury all our 
glory in profound obscurity.”3

Ruled by God or the Whims of a Dictator
Webster’s statement is similar to what Cecil B. DeMille said when 

he introduced his 1956 film The Ten Commandments. For the original 
theatrical release, DeMille filmed an onscreen introduction, which 
is included in video editions of the movie but not when it is shown 
on television. Most people who have seen the Ten Commandments 
only on television have never seen DeMille’s opening monologue. 
DeMille had something more in mind than just making a film about a 
religious figure from the Bible. He considered his production to be so 
important that he came out on stage to deliver a short but powerful 
statement on the nature of freedom under the law of God:

The theme of this picture is whether men ought to be 
ruled by God’s laws or whether they are to be ruled by 
the whims of a dictator like Rameses. Are men the prop-
erty of the State or are they free souls under God? This 
same battle continues throughout the world today.
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The elaborate film Souvenir Book that was made available in 
theaters includes a preface with the title “The Law by Which Men 
Live”:

THE TEN COMMANDMENTS are not laws. They are 
THE LAW. Man has made 32,000,000 laws since they 
were handed down to Moses on Mount Sinai more than 
three thousand years ago, but he has never improved on 
God’s law.4

All law is a reflection of some worldview.5 Law is an inescapable 
concept. Thomas Jefferson wrote, “Every religion consists of moral 
precepts, and of dogmas.”6 There is a corollary to Jefferson’s observation: 
“Every non-religion consists of moral precepts, and of dogmas.” 
Jefferson himself proved this by compiling a moral philosophy in 
his Literary Commonplace Book. Even the most lawless person has 
his own sense of justice.7 We hear people talk about “prison justice.” 

An image from the original Souvenir Book for Cecil B. DeMille’s 
The Ten Commandments.  
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Prisoners will actually judge other prisoners, especially those involved 
in child abuse cases. There are some crimes that even murderers will 
not tolerate. Someone is ultimately in charge: the sovereign individual 
where “every man does what is right in his own eyes” (Judges 17:6), a 
single ruler who claims a “divine right,” the call for a political savior by 
the people best exemplified in the way Israel asked for a “king like all the 
other nations” (Judges 8:22–23; 1 Sam. 8), a “we the people mentality” 
where the decisions of the majority become law, or placing the final 
arbitration of what is right in the hands of nine Supreme Court justices 
where only five are needed to change a law.

Natural Law and the Higher Law
When Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas appealed to Natural 

Law theory in some of his legal opinions and writings, there were those 
on the Senate Judiciary Committee during his confirmation hearings 
in September 1991 who took exception. The most vocal critic was 
former Senator Joseph Biden. As long as Thomas defined Natural Law 
as Biden did, Thomas’ appeal to it was acceptable. But if he defined it as 
“Higher Law,” the belief that God was its author as eighteenth-century 
jurist William Blackstone (1723–1780) did, then his view of Natural 
Law would not be tolerated. Biden wrote an article that appeared in the 
September 8, 2001 issue of the Washington Post8 in which he claimed 
the following for his version of natural law:

William Blackstone (1723-1780), a jurist, 
defined “Natural Law” as “Higher Law” 
and believed that God was its author.
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•	 It does not “function as being a specific moral code regulating 
individual behavior.”

•	 It is not “a static set of unchanging principles.”
•	 It is “an evolving body of ideals.”

Basically, law is whatever the courts say it is. “In our system,” 
Biden wrote, “the sole obligation of a Supreme Court justice is to the 
Constitution. Natural justice can supply one of the important means 
of understanding the Constitution, but natural law can never be used 
to reach a decision contrary to a fair reading of the Constitution itself.” 
This is why the Left wants to be the gatekeepers to the Supreme Court 
by mandating a liberal litmus test to all prospective judges. Biden’s 
article does not tell us anything about how we determine what’s right 
or wrong. Morality is a matter of “individual choice,” and if you can 
get enough justices to agree with you, then it’s the law, and they are 
the ones who determine what “individual choice” means. But no 
matter the form of government, authority and law are foundational.

Every system of government exists to produce or en-
force certain laws, and every law necessarily entails 
a set of moral assumptions. All morality—even that 
which is usually supposed to be, or touted as being, 
based upon an “irreligious” or anti-religious” philo-
sophical foundation—is ultimately religious in its na-
ture, since it is founded upon . . . fundamental assump-
tions about the nature of reality, about God, man, and 

The fundamental basis of this nation’s laws 
was given to Moses on the Mount.… If we 
don’t have the proper fundamental moral 
background, we will finally wind up with 
a totalitarian government which does not 
believe in rights for anybody.

–President Harry S. Truman
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things, which are taken on (a usually unacknowledged) 
faith. In this deepest sense, then, the question for every 
legal system is not whether it will be based upon “reli-
gion” but rather which religion or religious philosophy 
will be its foundation?9

The modern conception of law is a far cry from the moral prin-
ciples on which America was founded. Critics point out that America 
had its forms of injustice, for example, slavery. True enough, but it 
was because there was a “Higher Law” ethic based on biblical moral 
values that slavery was overturned. President Harry S. Truman voiced 
the common and prevailing sentiment of his day:

The fundamental basis of this nation’s laws was given 
to Moses on the Mount. The fundamental basis of our 
Bill of Rights comes from the teachings which we get 
from Exodus and St. Matthew, from Isaiah and St. Paul. 
I don’t think we comprehend that enough these days.

If we don’t have the proper fundamental moral back-
ground, we will finally wind up with a totalitarian gov-
ernment which does not believe in rights for anybody.10

We cannot live within the fluid 
boundaries of legal relativism. There 
must be a definitive and final legal 
standard of appeal to justify moral 
decisions at the personal and gov-
ernmental levels. If not, then one 
judge’s opinion is as good (or as bad) 
as another.

The Ten Commandments, a 
summary statement of a broader 
body of revealed laws, have been 
that fixed standard in America 
since before its official founding. As 
Nightline host Ted Koppel stated in 
a 1987 commencement address at 

A ceiling mural in the Supreme 
Court Chamber of Pennsylvania in 
Pittsburgh.
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Duke University, “What Moses brought down from Mt. Sinai were 
not the Ten Suggestions. They are commandments. Are, not were. 
The sheer brilliance of the Ten Commandments is that they codify in 
a handful of words acceptable human behavior, not just for then or 
now, but for all time. Language evolves. Power shifts from one nation 
to another. Messages are transmitted with the speed of light. Man 
erases one frontier after another. And yet we and our behavior and 
the commandments governing that behavior remain the same.”11 In 
H. B. Clark’s book Biblical Law we find a helpful summary of the im-
portance and impact the Ten Commandments have had on society 
and culture and its close association with formulating the specifics of 
natural law:

The Ten Commandments are the basis of Mosaic law—
the constitution of the Mosaic dispensation. They have 
been called the greatest short moral code ever formu-
lated12 and the idealized model for all law, and it has 
been argued that the whole of natural law may be de-
duced from them.13

A brief study of the colonial and later periods in American history 
will prove Clark’s claim to be true.

Law in Early America
John Quincy Adams (1767–1848) 

stated, “The law given from Sinai was a 
civil and municipal as well as a moral and 
religious code. These are laws essential to 
the existence of men in society and most 
of which have been enacted by every na-
tion which ever professed any code of 
laws.” He added that: “Vain indeed would 
be the search among the writings of [sec-
ular history] … to find so broad, so com-
plete and so solid a basis of morality as 
this Decalogue lays down.”14
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John Witherspoon (1723–1794), 
the president of what later came to be 
known as Princeton University and a 
signer of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, wrote that “moral law published 
upon Mount Sinai [is] the publication or 
summary of that immutable law of righ-
teousness , which is the duty of crea-
tures, and must accompany the admin-
istration of every covenant which God 
makes with man.”15

John Jay (1745–1829) was one of 
the authors of The Federalist Papers and 
served as the first Chief Justice of the 
United States Supreme Court. He wrote 
the following in a letter dated April 15, 
1818 to his friend John Murray: “The law 
was given by Moses, not however in his 
individual or private capacity, but as the 
agent or instrument, and by the author-
ity of the Almighty. The law demand-
ed exact obedience, and proclaimed: 
‘Cursed is every one that continueth 
not in all things which are written in the 
book of the law to do them.’”16

Some of the earliest court cases in the United States make 
statements that show the importance of the Decalogue in the 
reinforcement of our nation’s legal tradition. In a 1914 case, the court 
acknowledged, “The laws of spiritual life, of civil life, and moral life 
are all set forth in the ten commandments.”17 The 1899 West Virginia 
case Moore v. Strickling argued in a similar way:

These commandments, which, like a collection of dia-
monds, bear testimony to their own intrinsic worth—in 
themselves appeal to us as coming from a superhuman 
or divine source; and no conscientious or reasonable 
man has yet been able to find a flaw in them. Abso-
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lutely flawless, negative in terms but positive in mean-
ing, they easily stand at the head of our whole moral 
system; and no nation or people can long continue a 
happy existence, in open violation of them.”18

In a 1931 case, Judge Charles Sumner Lobingier declared that “Is-
rael’s law is the connecting link between the earliest and the latest 
legal systems and has proved itself one of the most influential forces 
in the evolution of the world’s law.”19 But long before these modern 
statements, we find that “King Alfred in his Doom Book adopted the 
Ten Commandments and other selections from the Pentateuch, to-
gether with the Golden Rule in the negative form, as the foundation 
of the early laws of England.”20 America was no less influenced as H. 
B. Clark states:

The Scriptures doubtless have been a potent influence 
upon American Law. In the early colonial period, the 
Bible seems to haven commonly regarded among the 
people as law. Several of the colonies formally adopt-
ed provisions of Mosaic law.21 For example, Plymouth 
Colony in 1636 adopted a “small body of Lawes” largely 

King Alfred the Great in his 
Doom Book adopted the 
Ten Commandments and 
other selections from the 
Pentateuch, together with 
the Golden Rule in negative 
form, as the foundation of 
the early laws of England.
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based upon the laws of Israel. And New Haven Colony 
in 1639 resolved that “the word of God shall be the 
only rule to be attended to in ordering the affairs of 
government in this plantation,”22 and in 1655 adopted a 
code in which 47 out of 79 topical statutes were based 
on the Bible.23

Early American colonies incorporated the entire Decalogue into 
their legal code. In 1638, prior to leaving Boston, Massachusetts, 
the leading men of the proposed Rhode Island colony incorporated 
themselves into political body. The Portsmouth Compact, signed by 
23 men, stated the following: “We whose names are underwritten do 
hereby solemnly in the presence of Jehovah incorporate ourselves 
into a Bodie Politick and as He shall help, will submit our persons, 
lives and estates unto our Lord Jesus Christ, the King of Kings, and 
Lord of Lords, and to all those perfect and most absolute laws of His 
given in His Holy Word of truth, to be guided and judged thereby.” 
The following Bible passages accompany the text: Exodus 24:3–4; 2 
Chronicles 11:3; 2 Kings 11:17.

The Portsmouth Compact of 1638 reads,

We whose names are underwritten do 
hereby solemnly in the presence of Jeho-
vah incorporate ourselves into a Bodie 
Politick and as He shall help, will submit 
our persons, lives and estates unto our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the King of Kings, and 
Lord of Lords, and to all those perfect 
and most absolute laws of His given in 
His Holy Word of truth, to be guided and 
judged thereby.
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The First Commandment
God is described in numerous ways in the 

colonies and later in the states as everything 
from “God Almighty” to “Governor of the 
Universe.” The First Commandment was 
made part of the law in the Virginia Colony. 
The 1610 law reads:

Since we owe our highest and supreme 
duty, our greatest and all our allegiance 
to Him from whom all power and au-
thority is derived, and flows as from 
the first and only fountain, and being 
especially soldiers impressed in this sa-
cred cause, we must alone expect our 

success from Him who is only the blesser of all good at-
tempts, the King of kings, the Commander of command-
ers, and Lord of hosts, I do strictly command and charge 
all Captains and Officers of what quality or nature soever, 
whether commanders in the field, or in town or towns, 
forts or fortresses, to have a care that the Almighty God 
be duly and daily served, and that they call upon their peo-
ple to hear sermons, as that also they diligently frequent 
morning and evening prayer themselves by their own ex-
ample and daily life and duties herein, 
encouraging others thereunto.24

In 1641, Massachusetts adopted a law 
that banned the worship of “any other god but 
the Lord God.”25

The Second Commandment
Like the First Commandment, the Second 

Commandment, which forbids making idols 
and worshipping them, was often written into 
the civil codes of the colonies. In 1680, the New 
Hampshire colony enacted a law that stated:
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Idolatry. It is enacted by [the] Assembly and [the] au-
thority thereof, yet if any person having had the knowl-
edge of the true God openly and manifestly have or 
worship any other god but the Lord God, he shall be 
put to death. Ex. 22.20, Deut. 13.6 and 10.26

Third Commandment
T﻿he third commandment is: “You shall 

not take the name of the Lord your God in 
vain” (Ex. 20:7). The interpretation and ap-
plication of this commandment prohibited 
blasphemy and profanity. Noah Webster 
discussed both of these categories in rela-
tion to the third commandment in one of 
his letters:

When in obedience to the third 
commandment of the Decalogue 
you would avoid profane swearing, 
you are to remember that this alone 
is not a full compliance with the pro-
hibition which [also] comprehends 

all irrelevant words or action and whatever tends to 
cast contempt on the Supreme Being or on His word 
and ordinances.27

Nearly all of the colonies had anti-blasphemy laws. As Command-
er-in-Chief, George Washington issued numerous military orders dur-
ing the American Revolution that prohibited swearing. This is one of 
his orders issued on July 4, 1775:

The General most earnestly requires and expects a due 
observance of those articles of war established for the 
government of the army which forbid profane cursing, 
swearing, and drunkenness; and in like manner requires 
and expects of all officers and soldiers not engaged on 
actual duty, a punctual attendance on Divine Service to 
implore the blessings of Heaven upon the means used 
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for our safety and defense. 28 

After the Declaration of Independence, George Washington is-
sued similar orders to his troops during the Revolutionary War. And 
similar prohibitions against blasphemy and profanity were issued 
throughout the rest of the Eighteenth century and into the Nine-
teenth century. Washington began issuing such orders to his troops 
as early as 1756 during the French and Indian War,29 and continued 
the practice throughout the American Revolution, issuing similar or-
ders in 1776, 1777, 1778,30 etc.

In 1824, the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania (in a decision subse-
quently invoked authoritatively and endorsed by the U. S. Supreme 
Court 48) reaffirmed that the civil laws against blasphemy were de-
rived from divine law:

The true principles of natural religion are part of the 
common law; the essential principles of revealed re-
ligion are part of the common law; so that a person 
vilifying, subverting or ridiculing them may be pros-
ecuted at common law.31

The Fourth Commandment
The civil laws enacted to uphold the 

Fourth Commandment are so common that 
to list them all would fill many volumes. We 
don’t have to go any further than the United 
States Constitution in Article I, Sec. 7, par. 2: 
“If any Bill shall not be returned by the Presi-
dent within ten Days (Sundays excepted) af-
ter it shall have been presented to him, the 
Same shall be a Law in like Manner as if he 
had signed it, unless Congress by their Ad-
journment prevent its return, in which Case 
it shall not be a Law.” The President is given 
ten days to make his decision about a con-

gressionally approved Bill, but not calculated in those ten days is Sun-
day. The “Sundays excepted” clause had previously appeared in State 
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constitutions of that day, and still operates with the closing of the post 
office. The historical understanding of this clause was summarized in 
1912 by the Supreme Court of Missouri which, expounding on the 
meaning of this provision in its own State constitution and in the U. S. 
Constitution, declared:

It is provided that if the Governor does not return a bill 
within 10 days (Sundays excepted), it shall become a law 
without his signature. Although it may be said that this 
provision leaves it optional with the Governor whether 
he will consider bills or not on Sunday, yet, regard being 
had to the circumstances under which it was inserted, 
can any impartial mind deny that it contains a recogni-
tion of the Lord’s Day as a day exempted by law from all 
worldly pursuits? The framers of the Constitution, then, 
recognized Sunday as a day to be observed, acting them-
selves under a law which exacted a compulsive obser-
vance of it. If a compulsive observance of the Lord’s Day 
as a day of rest had been deemed inconsistent with the 
principles contained in the Constitution, can anything 
be clearer than, as the matter was so plainly and palpa-
bly before the Convention, a specific condemnation of 
the Sunday law would have been engrafted upon it? So 
far from it, Sunday was recognized as a day of rest.32

The Fifth Commandment
Commandments five through ten have 

variously been incorporated into our legal 
codes. A 1934 Louisiana appeals court cited 
the fifth commandment as the basis of civil 
policy between parents and children:

“‘Honor thy father and thy mother,’ 
is as much a command of the mu-
nicipal law as it is a part of the Dec-
alogue, regarded as holy by every 
Christian people. ‘A child,’ says the 
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code, ‘whatever be his age, owes honor and respect to 
his father and mother.’”33

The Sixth Commandment
It’s hardly necessary to point out that 

the sixth commandment, “You shall not 
murder,” has been a part of our legal code 
since the first colonists set foot on the new 
world. Laws against murder were enacted in 
Massachusetts. An Abstract of the Laws of 
New England, as They Are Now Established 
was compiled by John Cotton and printed 
in London in 1641. Notice the references to 
the Bible:

4. Ex. 21.12, Numb. 35.13, 14, 30, 
31. If any person commit any willful 
murder, which is manslaughter com-

mitted upon premeditated malice, hatred, or cruelty, 
not in a man’s necessary and just defense nor by mere 
casualty against his will, he shall be put to death.

5. Numb. 25.20, 21. Lev. 24.17. If any person slayeth 
another suddenly in his anger or cruelty of passion, he 
shall be put to death.

6. Ex. 21.14. If any person shall slay another through 
guile, either by poisoning or other such devilish prac-
tice, he shall be put to death. 

Modern courts have acknowledged that the Ten Commandments 
have been the source of laws regarding prohibitions against murder. 
A 1932 Kentucky appeals court declared:

The rights of society as well as those of appellant are 
involved and are also to be protected, and to that end 
all forms of governments following the promulgation 
of Moses at Mt. Sinai has required of each and every 
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one of its citizens that “Thou shalt not murder.” If that 
law is violated, the one guilty of it has no right to de-
mand more than a fair trial, and if, as a result thereof, 
the severest punishment for the crime is visited upon 
him, he has no one to blame but himself.34

Even the “severest punishment for the crime” is traced back to 
divine laws.

The Seventh Commandment
Many states passed laws making adultery 

a criminal offense. In fact, in 1787, nearly a 
century-and-a-half after the earliest colonial 
laws, Vermont enacted an adultery law, 
declaring that it was based on divine law:

Whereas the violation of the mar-
riage covenant is contrary to the 
command of God and destructive 
to the peace of families: be it there-
fore enacted by the general assembly 
of the State of Vermont that if any 
man be found in bed with another 
man’s wife, or woman with another’s 
husband,…&c.

The Eighth Commandment
The implications of the eighth com-

mandment, “You shall not steal,” find vari-
ous applications. For example, here’s one 
from the state of Georgia that is applicable 
to property cases and surveys used to de-
lineate boundary markers:

“Iron pins are a common and use-
ful means of identifying property 
corners and they and other similar 
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monuments serve a useful purpose. The installation 
and maintenance of permanent monuments identi-
fying land corners even preserves the good order of 
society itself. From earliest times the law not only au-
thorized but protected landmarks. Interference with 
landmarks of another was a violation of the Mosaic 
law. See Deuteronomy 19:14; 27:17; Job 24:2; Proverbs 
22:28; 23:10. (256 Ga. 54, International Paper Realty 
Company v. Bethune. No. 43092. Supreme Court of 
Georgia, June 10, 1986).”

In Article 1, section 10, the Constitution states that “No State 
shall … make any Thing but gold and silver Coin a Tender in Pay-
ment of Debts….” Further, the founders were so fearful of debas-
ing the currency—a form of theft (Isa. 1:22)—that they passed the 
Coinage Act in 1792. Section 19 reads:

And be it further enacted, That if any of the gold or 
silver coins which shall be struck or coined at the said 
mint shall be debased or made worse as to the pro-
portion of fine gold or fine silver therein contained, 
or shall be of less weight or value than the same ought 
to be pursuant to the directions of this act, through 
the default or with the connivance of any of the of-
ficers or persons who shall be employed at the said 
mint, for the purpose of profit or gain, or otherwise 
with a fraudulent intent, and if any of the said officers 
or persons shall embezzle any of the metals which 
shall at any time be committed to their charge for the 
purpose of being coined, or any of the coins which 
shall be struck or coined at the said mint, every such 
officer or person who shall commit any or either of 
the said offences, shall be deemed guilty of felony, 
and shall suffer death.35
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Ninth Commandment

The ninth commandment prohib-
its “bearing false witness.” Laws against 
perjury in America go back to the colo-
nial era and are still enforced today. For 
example, in 1924 the Oregon Supreme 
Court declared: “No official is above 
the law. ‘Thou shalt not bear false wit-
ness’ is a command of the Decalogue, 
and that forbidden act is denounced by 
statute as a felony.”36 In 1988, the Su-
preme Court of Mississippi referenced 
the Ninth Commandment by repri-
manding a prosecutor for introducing 
accusations during cross-examination 
of a defendant for which he had no ver-
ifiable evidence. The court stated:

These coins were minted soon after the Coinage Act of 1792, which out-
lawed the debasement of American currency and carried very stiff penalties 
for infractions by mint employees or other government officials.
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When the State or any party states or suggests the ex-
istence of certain damaging facts and offers no proof 
whatever to substantiate the allegations, a golden op-
portunity is afforded the opposing counsel in clos-
ing argument to appeal to the Ninth Commandment. 
“Thou shalt not bear false witness…” Exodus 20:16.

The Tenth Commandment
While there are no civil sanctions at-

tached to the Tenth Commandment, you 
can see how it influences the other nine. 
John Adams, our nation’s second President, 
said it well:

The moment the idea is admitted into 
society that property is not as sacred 
as the laws of God, and that there is 
not a force of law and public justice to 
protect it, anarchy and tyranny com-
mence. If “Thou shalt not covet” and 
“Thou shalt not steal” were not com-

mandments of Heaven, they must be made inviolable 
precepts in every society before it can be civilized or 
made free.37

People covet, and when they can’t attain what they covet by legal 
means, they steal and sometimes kill. Governments covet power, so 
they covet the property of others, confiscate it or tax it so they can 
gain favor with others by paying them off in confiscated tax dollars. 
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9
“Render Unto God

the Things that are God’s”
The Bible and Separation of Church and State

A person who owns a piece of property has legitimate jurisdiction 
over it, but he does not have jurisdiction over someone else’s 

property. A property owner can only “speak the law” (juris = law + 
diction = speak) within the boundary lines of his own property. In 
this way a property owner’s jurisdiction is legally limited. He can-
not encroach on the property of others because his jurisdiction does 
not extend beyond what he owns. Permission must be secured from 
the original property owner to use his property. To use someone’s 
property without the owner’s permission is a violation of the eighth 
commandment: “You shall not steal” (Ex. 20:15). Elsewhere we read: 
“‘Cursed is he who moves his neighbor’s boundary mark’” (Deut. 
27:17). It’s no more legitimate when civil officials do it (1 Kings 21; 
Hosea 5:10).

The concept of jurisdictional boundaries and limitations is not 
new to our time. God established property and moral boundaries 
when He instructed Adam and Eve not to eat fruit from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 2:17). From beginning to end the 
law is a code of boundary limitations. The law tells us what is permis-
sible and what is not as it applies to individuals in self-government, 
parents and children in family government, elders, deacons, and 
members in church government, and citizens and elected officials and 
their agents in civil government, and every other area of life.

What’s true of individuals and their relationship to the law is es-
pecially true of civil governments, since the State has the power of the 
sword (Rom. 13:4). Does the fact that the State has the sword lessen 
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the legitimate restrictions on personal and property rights? Possession 
of deadly force does not overturn legitimate jurisdictional rights. If 
the boundary markers of civil government are not expressly set forth, 
then it’s possible and likely that the civil sphere of government will be 
used to trample the boundary markers (jurisdictions) of individuals, 
families, churches, businesses, lesser magistrates, and nations for per-
sonal and national aggrandizement. The story of Ahab and his desire 
to get Naboth’s vineyard by hook or by crook is an obvious example (1 
Kings 21).

Our founders understood these principles. That’s why the form of 
civil government they developed was decentralized and specifically 
designed to limit political power. As Thomas Jefferson stated in the 
Kentucky Resolutions of 1798, “In questions of power, let no more be 
heard of confidence in man, but bind him down from mischief by the 
chains of the Constitution.” Russell Kirk (1918–1994) confirms Jeffer-
son’s sentiment:

The constitutions of the American commonwealth are 
intended—and have successfully operated—to restrain 
political power: to prevent any person or clique or party 
from dominating permanently the government of the 
country.

If the boundary markers of civil 
government are not expressly set 
forth, then it’s possible and likely that 
the civil sphere of government will 
be used to trample the boundary 
markers (jurisdictions) of individuals, 
families, churches, businesses, lesser 
magistrates, and nations for personal 
and national aggrandizement. The 
story of Ahab and his desire to get 
Naboth’s vineyard by hook or by crook 
is an obvious example (1 Kings 21).
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* * *
It is one of the great premises of American political the-
ory that all just authority comes from the people, under 
God: not from a monarch or a governing class, but from 
the innumerable individuals who make up the public. 
The people delegate to government only so much power 
as they think is prudent for government to exercise; they 
reserve to themselves all the powers and rights that are 
not expressly granted to the federal or state or local gov-
ernments. Government is the creation of the people, not 
their master. Thus the American political system, first of 
all, is a system of limited, delegated powers, entrusted to 
political officers and representatives and leaders for cer-
tain well-defined public purposes. Only through the rec-
ognition of this theory of popular sovereignty, and only 
through this explicit delegation of powers, the founders 
of the American Republic believed, could the American 
nation keep clear of tyranny or anarchy. The theory and 
the system have succeeded: America never has endured 
a dictator or tolerated violent social disorder.1

State governments and their courts have jurisdictional authority 
to “speak the law” to those who reside within the boundaries of their 
respective states. Their jurisdictional freedom is no different from 
that of the federal government. That’s why each state has its own 
constitution, courts, and elected officials. An elected official in one 
state has no jurisdictional authority in or over another state.

In questions of power, let no more be heard of 
confidence in man, but bind him down from mis-
chief by the chains of the Constitution.

–Thomas Jefferson
in The Kentucky Resolutions of 1798
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In the same way, the Federal government’s jurisdiction is lim-
ited by the Constitution, although such limitations are not always 
acknowledged by the courts, the President, or Congress. These 
delegated agencies often test the limits of their specified bound-
ary markers. Voters will often use the power of civil government 
to overstep its constitutionally set jurisdictional limits when they 
believe they can use the power of the State for a particular benefit. 
They will elect representatives and senators who will “bring home 
the bacon” to their congressional district and state at the expense of 
other states. Where are the Federal dollars coming from to pay for 
these projects? They are collected from individuals from throughout 

The Bill of Rights as it was originally drafted listed twelve amendments 
to the Constitution. What are now the Ninth and Tenth Amendments 
are listed here as “Article the Eleventh” and “Article the Twelfth.”
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the United States in the form of taxes and fees, sent to Washington, 
and then redistributed back to the states. This type of political deal-
ing violates the jurisdictional limitations set forth in the Constitu-
tion.

Powers not specified (enumerated) in the Constitution are re-
tained by the individual states or the people generally. These Fed-
eral jurisdictional limitations are described in the Ninth and Tenth 
Amendments to the Constitution:

Ninth: “The enumeration in the Constitution, of cer-
tain rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage 
others retained by the people.” 

Tenth: “The powers not delegated to the United States 
by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, 
are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.”

What’s true of the taxing power of civil government and its juris-
dictional limitations is equally true of civil government’s relationship 
with religion, including church government and its courts, preach-
ing, and the administration of the Sacraments. While many people 
believe the Bible merges church and state, the opposite is actually 
the case. As the following will show, the Bible extends jurisdictional 
and boundary limitations to church and state without ever suggest-
ing that the church and state have different sources of authority for 
their spheres.

The Biblical Model of Church and State
One way to keep Christians out of the public arena, especially in 

the realm of politics, is to claim that there is a separation between 
Church and State which when interpreted and applied by courts and 
organizations like the American Civil Liberties Union and Ameri-
cans United for Separation of Church and State means a radical 
separation of religion and civil government. The argument is based 
on the assumption that in biblical times Church and State were 
merged, and in modern times the First Amendment separates the 
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two institutions. Supposedly, under biblical law, priests ruled over 
elders, judges, and kings. If this is the case, so the argument goes, 
the Bible cannot be used in our modern pluralistic society where the 
Constitution forbids the State to be ruled by ecclesiastical officers. 
Of course, as we will see, Church and State were not merged in the 
Bible, and the Constitution does not mention a Church-State sepa-
ration because the institutions were already jurisdictionally separate 
in the colonial era. Max I. Dimont, writing in Jews, God, and History, 
offers a helpful summary of the biblical position on jurisdictional 
separation:

In the Mosaic Code the civil authority was indepen-
dent of the priesthood. Though it is true that the 
priesthood had the right to settle cases not specifically 
covered by Mosaic law (Deuteronomy 17:8–12), that 
did not place it above the civil government. The priest-
hood was charged with the responsibility of keeping 
this government within the framework of Mosaic law, 
just as the United States Supreme Court is not above 
the federal government but is, nevertheless, charged 
with the responsibility of keeping it within the frame-
work of the Constitution.2

In Israel, the Torah (law) was viewed as the authority for all three 
governments: family, church, and state. While the standard of law 
was the same, not all laws could be applied in the same way under 
each jurisdiction. For example, a father could discipline his own 
child for an infraction, but he could not discipline another family’s 
child, excommunicate a church member, or impose and carry out 
the death penalty on a criminal who committed a capital crime. 
While the State has the authority to try and execute convicted mur-
derers and impose other civil penalties, individuals, families, and 
churches do not.

An elder in a church, in conjunction with other elders in his 
church, has ecclesiastical jurisdiction within his own ecclesiasti-
cal body to discipline any member according to the guidelines laid 
down in Matthew 18 and to participate in proceedings to reconcile 
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differences between fellow-believers (1 Cor. 6:1–11). He cannot go 

to another church, however, and exercise discipline there, although 
he may be asked to sit in a judicial capacity, but only under the di-
rection of the government of the church where the proceedings are 
administered. Neither can he enter the jurisdiction of civil govern-
ment as a representative of the church and use the power of the 
State to impose ecclesiastical laws upon the general citizenry.

None of this means that an individual church member cannot 
use the Bible to determine whether a candidate running for political 
office is fit for that office. The Constitution does state that no reli-
gious test can be given to someone seeking public office at the Fed-
eral level (Art. 6, sec. 3). This article refers to governments supplying 
the test, most probably designed to keep denominational distinc-
tives from being imposed uniformly by the national government.3

Some scholars claim that since the Constitution requires an 
“oath or affirmation,” and “an oath imposes a sacred obligation,” 
therefore “an oath requirement could be characterized as a ‘religious 
test.’” Nineteenth-century church historian Philip Schaff wrote, ‘in 
recognizing and requiring an official oath’ for both state and federal 
officeholders, ‘the Constitution recognizes the Supreme Being, to 
whom the oath is a solemn appeal.’”4 It seems that George Wash-
ington, a constitutional participant and our nation’s first president, 
understood the oath in this way since he took it with his hand on 
the Bible and stated “so help me God.” Some of the constitutional 
delegates pointed out the religious nature of an oath.5 The Consti-

Philip Schaff, a nineteenth-century church 
historian, wrote:

In recognizing and requiring an official oath 
[for both state and federal officeholders], 
the Constitution recognizes the Supreme 
Being, to whom the oath is a solemn appeal.
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tution does not prohibit individual voters from developing their 
own private test for those running for political office. Our founders 
infused the Constitution with the Christian religion, either because 
they directly referenced and personally reverenced the Bible and 
its moral requirements (boundaries), or because they borrowed 
(“smuggled”) these moral principles into their secular worldview in 
order to make it work. They knew that without Christian boundaries 
and principles, there was no way to account for morality and thus no 
way to build a political system that would outlast them. 

Is There Secular Justification for Morality?
Stanley Fish, writing in the New York Times,6 describes the way 

various philosophical traditions understand the “role of religion and 
public life.” He begins by pointing out that under “Classical Liberal-
ism,” not to be confused with a leftist political philosophy, “policy 

It seems that George Washington, a constitutional participant and 
our nation’s first president, understood his official oath to be 
fundamentally religious in nature since he took it with his hand 
on the Bible and added “so help me God.”
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decisions should be made on the basis of secular reasons, reasons 
that, because they do not reflect the commitments or agendas of any 
religion, morality or ideology, can be accepted as reasons by all citi-
zens no matter what their individual beliefs and affiliations.” Their 
reasoning goes like this:

“It’s okay to argue that a proposed piece of legisla-
tion will benefit the economy, or improve the nation’s 
health, or strengthen national security; but it’s not okay 
to argue that a proposed piece of legislation should be 
passed because it comports with a verse from the book 
of Genesis or corresponds to the will of God.”

So what is the basis for law? What constitutes “all citizens”? 
There is no way that “all citizens” are ever going to agree on any-
thing. Ultimately, where does morality find its justification, its juris-
dictional legitimacy? Every person approaches an ethical norm with 
a prior commitment to some fundamental interpretive principle. No 
one is commitmentless. No one approaches anything in a neutral 
way. There is no agreed upon definition of reason or what’s reason-
able. Even the Enlightenment skeptics acknowledged that “reason 
is incompetent to answer any fundamental question about God, 
morality, or the meaning of life.”7 Fish offers what he describes as a 
“more severe version of the argument”:

On the other hand, you are not supposed even to have 
religious thoughts when reflecting on the wisdom or 
folly of a piece of policy. Not only should you act secu-
larly when you enter the public sphere; you should also 
think secularly. 

So if a person believes that abortion is wrong because God has 
created us in His image, and killing a human being at any stage of 
life is an affront to His character, then just to have these thoughts 
disqualifies that person from entering the debate. Such a posi-
tion would have disqualified those who signed the Declaration of 
Independence because they believed that God is the “Judge of the 
World” and the Creator who endowed us with “life.” What is the 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
http://www.AmericanVision.org


The Case for America’s Christian Heritage174

www.AmericanVision.orgwww.AmericanVision.org

basis for morality given material-only assumptions about reality? 
This approach is a dead-end. R.C. Sproul writes, “God’s existence is 
the chief element in constructing any worldview. To deny this chief 
premise is to set one’s sails for the island of nihilism. This is the 
darkest continent of the darkened mind—the ultimate paradise of 
the fool.”8 

A third “somewhat less stringent version of the argument per-
mits religious reasons to be voiced in contexts of public decision-
making so long as they have a secular counterpart: thus, citing the 
prohibition against stealing in the Ten Commandments is all right 
because there is a secular version of the prohibition rooted in the 
law of property rights rather than in a biblical command.” But what 
is the source of this “secular counterpart”? Where is “the law of 
property rights” found? Political systems like Communism don’t 
recognize a “law of property rights.” Even Classical Liberals, many 
of whom are atheists, can’t account for the ultimate legitimacy for 
property rights.9

The more honest secularists are coming to realize that their 
reason-only, matter oriented worldview cannot account for what 
they claim is natural and reasonable. Steven Smith attempts to offer 
a solution in his book The Disenchantment of Secular Discourse: “It 
is not, Smith tells us, that secular reason can’t do the job (of identify-
ing ultimate meanings and values) we need religion to do; it’s worse; 
secular reason can’t do its own self-assigned job—of describing the 
world in ways that allow us to move forward in our projects—without 
importing, but not acknowledging, the very perspectives it pushes 
away in disdain.” Smith’s solution is “by smuggling in notions that are 
formally inadmissible, and hence that cannot be openly acknowledged 
or adverted to.” What are some of these notions? “Notions about a 
purposive cosmos, or a teleological nature stocked with Aristotelian 
‘final causes’ or a providential design.” The reason these principles 
must be smuggled in is because they have been “banished from secu-
lar discourse because they stipulate truth and value in advance rather 
than waiting for them to be revealed by the outcomes of rational 
calculation.”

Fish’s conclusion is fitting: “Insofar as modern liberal discourse 
rests on a distinction between reasons that emerge in the course of 
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disinterested observation—secular reasons—and reasons that flow 
from a prior metaphysical commitment, it hasn’t got a leg to stand 
on.” The late Legal scholar Arthur Allen Leff (1935–1981) argued in a 
similar way when he concluded his article “Unspeakable Ethics, Un-
natural Law” with these words: “All I can say is this: it looks as if we 
are all we have…. As things now stand, everything is up for grabs…. 
There is in the world such a thing as evil. [All together now:] Sez who? 
God help us.”10

The materialist has no way of accounting for a moral worldview. 
This means that there is no way to account for jurisdictional separa-
tion. The Bible explains why morality has a source and why human 
governments must be jurisdictionally limited. This is true of both 
Church and State. 

Examples of Biblical Jurisdictional Separation
These principles have a long history, going back to the Old Tes-

tament. Moses became the chief judicial officer in Israel, assisted 
by numerous lesser civil magistrates (Ex. 18:17–26). Aaron, Moses’ 
brother, became the chief ecclesiastical officer as High Priest, assist-
ed by numerous lesser priests (29:1–9; Lev. 8). Moses did not carry 
out the duties of a priest, and Aaron did not perform civil tasks.

There was both a ju-
risdictional separation 
of Church and State 
in the Old Testament, 
as well as an internal 
separation of powers 
and duties within the 
ecclesiastical and civil 
governments. Aaron, 
Moses’ brother, became 
the chief ecclesiastical 
officer as High Priest, 

assisted by numerous lesser priests (Ex. 29:1–9; Lev. 8). Moses did not 
carry out the duties of a priest, and Aaron did not perform civil tasks.

Levite High Priest Priest
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In the days of the Judges, Othniel, 
Ehud, Shamgar, Gideon and Samson 
served as civil officers (Judges 1–13), 
while the son of Micah, Phineas, Eli, 
and the Levites served in an ecclesias-
tical capacity (Judges 17; 20:28; 1 Sam. 
1–8).

During the period of the monarchy, 
King Saul served as a civil official while 
Ahimelech ministered as the chief ec-
clesiastical leader in the nation (1 Sam. 
10 and 21). David was king while Abia-
thar carried out the duties of a priest 
(1 Chron. 15:11). David’s son Solomon 
ruled as a civil officer while Zadok pur-
sued ecclesiastical obligations (1 Kings 
1:45). King Joash and Jehoiada the 

priest (2 Kings 11) and King Josiah and the priest Hilkiah (2 Kings 
22:4) maintained jurisdictional separation. Even after the return from 
exile, Church and State operated as parallel institutions with Gover-
nor Nehemiah (Neh. 7) and Priest Ezra 
(Neh. 8). 

Jurisdictional Cooperation
In biblical terms, there was never 

such a separation between Church and 
State that the State was free from fol-
lowing the guidelines of Scripture for 
its civil duties (Deut. 17:15–20). Both 
priest and king were required to sit be-
fore the law to be instructed. The priest 
was to follow guidelines pertaining to 
ecclesiastical affairs, while the king 
would glean from Scripture those di-
rectives designed for his civil office. If a 
case was too difficult for the civil ruler 

In the days of the Judges, 
Gideon served in an exclu-
sively civil capacity (Judges 
1–13) while others served in 
ecclesiastical capacities.

Even after the return from 
exile, Church and State oper-
ated as parallel institutions 
with Governor Nehemiah (Neh. 
7) and Priest Ezra (Neh. 8).
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to decide, the Bible gives the following instruction: “You shall come 
to the Levitical priest or the judge who is in office in those days, and 
you shall inquire of them, and they will declare to you the verdict in 
the case” (17:9). Notice the use of “the Levitical priest or the judge.” 
Both were required to be experts in the law. The judges did not follow 
a different standard in adjudicating legal issues. The Levites were to 
assist the civil ruler as much as the judges, but the Levites were not 
called on to rule in place of the king.

King David did not dismiss the exhortation of The Prophet Nathan after 
being confronted for his sins of adultery and murder. He did not tell 
Nathan that there is a “separation between Church and State.” Instead, 
he accepted Nathan’s rebuke: “Then David said to Nathan, ‘I have sinned 
against the LORD’” (2 Sam. 12:13).
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King David did not dismiss the exhortation of the prophet Na-
than after being confronted for his sins of adultery and murder. 
Although David at first did not know that the rebuke was leveled 
against him, he did not act as if it was unusual for someone in Na-
than’s position to seek the counsel of the king and even to offer the 
king advice. David accepted Nathan’s rebuke. He did not tell Nathan 
that there is a “separation between Church and State”: “Then David 
said to Nathan, ‘I have sinned against the LORD’” (2 Sam. 12:13). 
Modern-day separationists think more like Herod whose response 
to John the Baptist’s rebuke of his adultery (Mark 6:14–29) was, in so 
many words, “What a ruler does privately is none of your business.”

David said to Ahimelech, “Now is there not a spear or a sword on hand? For 
I brought neither my sword nor my weapons with me, because the king’s 
matter was urgent.” Then the priest said, “The sword of Goliath the Philis-
tine, whom you killed in the valley of Elah, behold, it is wrapped in a cloth 
behind the ephod; if you would take it for yourself, take it. For there is no 
other except it here.” And David said, “There is none like it; give it to me.” 

–1 Samuel 21:8-9
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Crossing the Boundaries
There is always the danger of jurisdictional usurpation, when, say, 

civil government removes the jurisdictional boundaries and enters 
the domain of the Church. The Bible cites a number of examples of 
how the king sought to overrule the authority and jurisdiction of the 
Church. King Saul assumed the duties of the priests when he offered 
sacrifices. He stepped out of bounds from his kingly duties (1 Sam. 
15:9–15, 22). In another place, Saul killed the godly priest Ahimelech 
because he would not fulfill the king’s political goals (1 Sam. 22:6–
23). King Jeroboam established his State religion in Bethel and Dan. 
Non-Levites of the worst character were appointed to serve as priests 
(1 Kings 12:26–31).

Then there’s the incident of King Uzziah who crossed the bound-
ary in a very minor way but was judged harshly. God is serious about 
jurisdictional church-state separation. The king is said to have been 
“proud” (2 Chron. 26:16). His pride led him to go beyond his legiti-
mate civil jurisdiction and move into the ecclesiastical area. While 
he was “chief of State,” being the king in Judah, he was not a priest. 

King Uzziah ignored God’s law 
and “acted corruptly, and he 
was unfaithful to the LORD his 
God, for he entered the temple 
of the LORD to burn incense on 
the altar of incense” (2 Chron. 
26:16). His pride led him to 
go beyond his legitimate civil 
jurisdiction and move into the 
ecclesiastical area. 
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King Uzziah could not assume the role of a priest and perform in the 
most basic ecclesiastical duties. He had no jurisdictional authority to 
serve in the Temple, the Old Testament equivalent of the New Testa-
ment Church. Uzziah ignored God’s law and “acted corruptly, and he 
was unfaithful to the LORD his God, for he entered the temple of the 
LORD to burn incense on the altar of incense” (2 Chron. 26:16).

The king was struck with the most feared disease in all Israel: 
leprosy! “And king Uzziah was a leper to the day of his death; and he 
lived in a separate house, being a leper, for he was cut off from the 
house of the LORD” (v. 21). He lost access to the Temple, was isolat-
ed from the general population, and lost his kingdom to his son, Jo-
tham, who “was over the king’s house judging the people of the land” 
(v. 21). Azariah the priest was not passive in this incident. He knew 
the limitations of the king’s power. He, along with “eighty priests of 
the LORD” (v. 17), took action against the king. They “opposed Uz-
ziah the king” (v. 18), making it clear that “it is not for you, Uzziah, to 
burn incense to the LORD, but for the priests, the sons of Aaron who 
are consecrated to burn incense” (v. 18). The priests commanded Uz-
ziah to “get out of the sanctuary” (v. 18).

These “ecclesiastical officials” are called “valiant men” (v. 17) 
because they acted with great risk. While there were eighty of them, 
the king still commanded an army. He could have put them to death. 
There was a precedent for this when Ahimelech the priest helped 
David against King Saul (1 Sam. 21–22). Saul called on Doeg the 
Edomite to attack the priests after the king’s own servants refused: 
“And Doeg the Edomite turned around and attacked the priests, and 
he killed that day eighty-five who wore the linen ephod” (1 Sam. 
22:18). Doeg the Edomite had no qualms about killing the priests. 
King Uzziah had Saul’s hate in his eye: “Uzziah, with a censer in his 
hand for burning incense, was enraged” (2 Chron. 26:19).

There have been times when the Church has forgotten its God-
ordained jurisdictional role. The Church can deny its prophetic 
ministry when it is seduced by politics, that is, to see politics as the 
sole way to advance God’s kingdom. Isn’t this what happened when 
the people wanted to crown Jesus as King, to make Him their politi-
cal ruler? (John 6:15). They showed their true allegiance when Jesus 
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refused to accept their view of what they thought God’s kingdom 
should be like. “The distribution of bread moved the crowd to ac-
claim Jesus as the New Moses, the provider, the Welfare King whom 
they had been waiting for.”11 When Jesus did not satisfy their false 
conception of salvation, they turned elsewhere and cried out: “We 
have no king but Caesar” (John 19:15). They denied the transform-
ing work of the Holy Spirit to regenerate the dead heart of man. For 
them and for many today, man’s salvation comes through political 
power. Jesus, however, is not a political savior, but His saving work 
should impact politics, because civil government is ordained by God.

As a result of this Pilate made efforts to release Him, but the Jews cried 
out saying, “If you release this Man, you are no friend of Caesar; every-
one who makes himself out to be a king opposes Caesar.” Therefore 
when Pilate heard these words, he brought Jesus out, and sat down on 
the judgment seat at a place called The Pavement… And he said to the 
Jews, “Behold, your King!” So they cried out, “Away with Him, away with 
Him, crucify Him!” Pilate said to them, “Shall I crucify your King?” The 
chief priests answered, “We have no king but Caesar.”

–John 19:12-15
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10
“Render Unto Caesar

the Things that are Caesar’s”
The Constitution and Separation of Church and State

Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s (Matt. 22:21). 
Secularists and strict separationists like to point to this verse 

to show that even Jesus opposed mixing religion and politics. We 
don’t live under Caesar, and even if we did, Caesar would be bound 
to follow God’s limitations on his civil office because God’s image is 
stamped on him. Jesus would have told Caesar, “Render unto God 
the things that are God’s.”

We have specific constitutional free-
doms in the same way that elected office 
holders have constitutional limitations. Our 
rulers do not have a “divine right” to rule. 
They are “ministers of God” (Rom. 13:4). 
The Constitution is our “Caesar” (Matt. 
22:21) since it bears our image—“We the 
people”—and we have God’s image stamped 
on us. As citizens we are to render to the 
Constitution what is due it as specifically 
stated in the Constitution itself—no more, 
no less. Civil authorities govern at our dis-
cretion but under the watchful eye of God.

Many modern civil governments 
contend that they rule at no one’s discretion. Their legitimacy is self-
imposed. It’s no wonder that secularists attack any suggestion that 
might lead to the truth civil government is under God’s sovereign rule 
and the freedoms of citizens are God-ordained and not a gift from the 
State. In a 1982 message, Francis Schaeffer made the following point:

The Constitution is our 
“Caesar” (Matt. 22:21) 
since it bears our image—
“We the people”—and 
we have God’s image 
stamped on us.
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We must understand something very thoroughly. 
If the state gives the rights, it can take them away—
they’re not inalienable. If the states give the rights, they 
can change them and manipulate them. But this was 
not the view of the founding fathers of this country. 
They believed, although not all of them were individual 
Christians, that there was a Creator and that this Cre-
ator gave the inalienable rights—this upon which our 
country was founded and which has given us the free-
doms which we still have—even the freedoms which 
are being used now to destroy the freedoms.1

Here’s a recent example of 
what Schaeffer saw in 1982. “Brad-
ley Johnson had banners hanging 
in his classroom at Westview High 
School in San Diego, Calif., for 
more than 17 years with phrases like ‘In God We Trust’ and ‘All Men 
Are Created Equal, They Are Endowed by Their Creator,’ only to have 
the principal order them torn down during the 2007 school year.” An-
other sign that had been hanging in his classroom for 25 years “con-
tained the words ‘In God We Trust,’ ‘One Nation Under God,’ ‘God 
Bless America’ and ‘God Shed His Grace On Thee.’”2 Each of these 
postings is part of America’s religious history. “In God We Trust” is 
our nation’s official motto and appears prominently in the House of 
Representatives. That Americans are “endowed by their Creator” is 
found in the Declaration of Independence. “One Nation under God” 
is from the Pledge of Allegiance. The phrase “under God” was added 
to the Pledge of Allegiance on June 14, 1954 by a joint resolution of 

“One Nation under God” is from the 
Pledge of Allegiance. The phrase “un-
der God” was added to the Pledge 
of Allegiance on June 14, 1954 by a 
joint resolution of Congress.
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Congress. “God Bless America” is a patriotic song originally written 
by Irving Berlin in 1918 and revised by him in 1938 because of the 
rise of Adolf Hitler. Here are the words from the stanza that include 
the words “God Bless America”:

God Bless America,

Land that I love.

Stand beside her, and guide her

Through the night3

with a light from above.

From the mountains, to the prairies,

To the oceans, white with foam

God bless America,

My home sweet home.

“God Shed His Grace on Thee” is a line from the patriotic song 
“America the Beautiful.” In all these examples, America’s religious 
heritage is evident. The principal of Westview High School did not 
see it this way. He considered their posting in a government school 
to be a violation of the First Amendment’s Establishment Clause: 
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of reli-
gion.…” United States District Court Judge Roger T. Benitez object-
ed using historical, legal, and logical arguments, methods of inquiry 
that should be taught in all schools:

May a school district censor a high school teacher’s 
expression because it refers to Judeo-Christian views, 
while allowing other teachers to express views on a 
number of controversial subjects, including religion 
and anti-religion? On undisputed evidence, this court 
holds that it may not.… It is a matter of historical fact 
that our institutions and government actors have in 
past and present times given place to a supreme God. 
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“We are a religious people whose institutions presup-
pose a Supreme Being.”4 As the Supreme Court has ac-
knowledged, “there is an unbroken history of official 
acknowledgment by all three branches of government 
of the role of religion in American life from at least 
1789.”5

* * *

Fostering diversity, however, does not mean bleach-
ing out historical religious expression or mainstream 
morality. By squelching only Johnson’s patriotic and 
religious classroom banners, while permitting other 
diverse religious and anti-religious classroom displays, 
the school district does a disservice to the students of 
Westview High School and the federal and state con-
stitutions do not permit this one-sided censorship.6

It was this type of arbitrary edict based on a purging of the his-
torical record that led a number of our nation’s Founders to insist on 
a national government with strict limitations.

What Our Founders Feared
When the Constitution was signed on September 17, 1787, 

and sent to the states for evaluation and eventual ratification, it 
did not contain a bill of rights. The Federalists supported it while 
the Anti-Federalists opposed it. The Anti-Federalists wanted a 
bill of rights. The Federalists argued that a bill of rights was un-
necessary since the Constitution created a national government of 
enumerated powers. With this form of government, unless a power 
was actually spelled out in the document, it did not exist. Since 
the Constitution did not give the national government legislative 
power over religion, Federalists considered a bill of rights unneces-
sary and even dangerous. To mention a subject was thought to give 
the Federal government control over it. John Jay (1745–1829), one 
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of the authors of the Federalist Papers and the first Chief Justice of 
the United States, stated it this way:

Silence and blank paper neither grant nor take away 
anything. Complaints are also made that the pro-
posed Constitution is not accompanied by a bill of 
rights; and yet they who make the complaints know, 
and are content, that no bill of rights accompanied 
the constitution of this State [New York].7

Jay’s point was that since the Constitution did not mention reli-
gion—it was silent on the subject and made no written reference to 
it—therefore it did not have jurisdiction over it.

Alexander Hamilton, another author of the Federalist Papers, 
made a similar argument: “For why declare that things shall not be 
done which there is no power to do? Why for instance, should it be 
said, that the liberty of the press shall not be restrained, when no 
power is given by which restrictions may be imposed?”8 Modern-day 
constitutional scholars follow the reasoning of Jay and Hamilton. 
Consider these words from James McClellan:

The U.S. Constitution was premised on the seemingly 
unassailable assumption that the rights and liberties of 
the people would be protected because the powers of 
government were limited, and that a separate declara-

John Jay (1745–1829), one of the authors of 
the Federalist Papers and the first Chief Jus-
tice of the United States, said,

Silence and blank paper neither grant nor take 
away anything. 

Since the unamended Constitution did not 
mention religion—it was silent on the sub-
ject and made no written reference to it—
therefore it did not have jurisdiction over it.

http://www.AmericanVision.org
http://www.AmericanVision.org


The Case for America’s Christian Heritage188

www.AmericanVision.orgwww.AmericanVision.org

tion of rights would therefore be an unnecessary and 
superfluous statement of an obvious truth. Since the 
government of the United States was to be one of enu-
merated powers, it was not thought necessary by the 
Philadelphia delegates to include a bill of rights among 
the provisions of the Constitution.9

The Anti-Federalists disagreed with the claim that silence made 
rights undeniable and jurisdictionally untouchable. Most of the 
founders had an innate and historical suspicion of centralized civil 
government. Without further restraints on basic individual rights, 
they feared that the Federal government could exercise powers not 
granted to it because they were not prohibited by the Constitution. 
Better safe than sorry the Anti-Federalists argued. They reasoned that 
a formal declaration of rights was essential to secure certain liber-
ties. Virginia, New York, Rhode Island, and North Carolina requested 
amendments concerning freedom of religion, press, assembly, and 
speech. The Virginia Convention stated the following regarding reli-
gion in Article 16 of the Virginia Declaration of Rights:

Virginia, New York, Rhode Island, and North Carolina requested 
amendments to the Constitution concerning freedom of religion, 
press, assembly, and speech. 
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That religion, or the duty which we owe to our Creator 
and the manner of discharging it, can be directed by 
reason and conviction, not by force or violence; and 
therefore, all men are equally entitled to the free exer-
cise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience; 
and that it is the mutual duty of all to practice Christian 
forbearance, love, and charity towards each other.10

That religion, or the duty which we owe to 
our Creator and the manner of discharging 
it, can be directed by reason and conviction, 
not by force or violence; and therefore, all 
men are equally entitled to the free exercise 
of religion, according to the dictates of con-
science; and that it is the mutual duty of all 
to practice Christian forbearance, love, and 
charity towards each other.

from Article 16 of 
The Virginia Declaration of Rights
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Borrowing language from the Declaration of Independence, the 
Federalists made it clear that rights are not granted by civil govern-
ments but are “natural and unalienable.” Notice that the foundation 
for such personal and civil admonition is based on Christian prin-
ciples. God is the ultimate source of rights.

The Anti-Federalists won the argument. Their mistrust of 
government was broad enough that the states insisted on adding 
amendments over the objections of the Federalists. So why did the 
Federalists agree to add a bill of rights when they argued so strongly 
against one? “The principal reason is that the Bill of Rights changed 
nothing as far as the constitutional structure was concerned. It 

The prohibition in the First Amendment is addressed exclusively to 
Congress. Individual states and governmental institutions (e.g., pub-
lic schools, Capitol building steps of religious displays, National Parks, 
etc.) are not included in the amendment’s prohibition.
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neither reduced federal power nor increased state power. It simply 
declared what was already understood—that the national govern-
ment had no authority in the general area of civil liberties.”11

What Does it Say? What Does it Mean?
Does the First Amendment require a secular government? Is the 

First Amendment violated when Christians apply biblical principles 
as they relate to the civil sphere to public policy issues? Too many 
debates over the meaning of the First Amendment are confused by a 
failure to cite it accurately or comprehensively: “Congress shall make 
no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech or of the press; 
or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
Government for a redress of grievances.” An accurate interpretation 
of the amendment must include the following:

•	 There is no mention of the words “church,” “state,” or 
“separation” in the First Amendment.

•	 Included in the amendment are additional rights which 
relate to the free exercise of religion: the right to talk 
about religion (freedom of speech), the right to publish 
religious works (freedom of the press), the right of 
people to worship publicly, either individually or in 
groups (freedom of assembly), and the right to petition 
the government when it goes beyond its delegated 
constitutional authority in these areas (the right of 
political involvement).

•	 The prohibition in the First Amendment is addressed 
exclusively to Congress. Individual states and 
governmental institutions (e.g., public schools, Capitol 
building steps of religious displays, National Parks, 
etc.) are not included in the amendment’s prohibition. 
As clear as this is, some try to rewrite the First 
Amendment in order to fit their misconceptions about 
its meaning and implementation. One way is to make 
the amendment apply to the states, as in this example: 
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“The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is the 
direct descendant of Jefferson’s Virginia resolution, and 
its words are quite clear. Congress, and by extension the 
states, ‘shall make no law respecting an establishment 
of religion.’”12 If the constitutional framers wanted 
to include the phrase “and by extension the states,” 
they would have done so. Since the states insisted 
on including a Bill of Rights to protect them from 
Congress, why would they include an amendment that 
restricted their sovereignty?

•	 There is no mention of a freedom from religion. The 
First Amendment offers no support of a position that 
would outlaw religion just because it exists or offends 
those of a different religion or those who have no 
religion at all.

•	 There is a second part to the religion clause of the First 
Amendment that states that Congress cannot “prohibit 
the free exercise thereof.”13

James Wilson (1742–1798), 
one of only six men who 
signed both the Declaration 
of Independence and the 
Constitution, said:

The first and governing 
maxim in the interpretation 
of a statute is to discover 
the meaning of those who 
made it.
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With so much debate, how does anyone know what the First 
Amendment really means? An interpreter of any document as impor-
tant as the Constitution must consider the historical circumstances 
that led to its formation, the vocabulary of the period, documents of 
similar construction, the political views of the authors, the prevailing 
religious worldview, and the intended audience. With these points in 
mind, it would be wise, therefore, to follow the method suggested by 
Thomas Jefferson in understanding the original meaning of the First 
Amendment:

On every question of construction, carry ourselves back 
to the time when the constitution was adopted, recollect 
the spirit manifested in the debates, and instead of try-
ing what meaning may be squeezed out of the text, or in-
vented against it, conform to the probable one in which 
it was passed.14

James Wilson (1742–1798), one of only six men who signed both 
the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, and who also 
served on the Supreme Court, offered similar sound advice. “The first 
and governing maxim in the interpretation of a statute is to discover 
the meaning of those who made it.”15 As Oliver Wendell Holmes put 
it, “A page of history is worth a volume of logic.”16

The Amendment’s History
With this brief introduction, let’s look into the history behind 

this much referred to but often misquoted, misunderstood, and mis-
applied amendment. When the Constitution was sent to the states 
for ratification, there was fear that the new national government had 
too much power. It was then proposed that additional prohibitions 
should be listed in the Constitution to restrict further the national 
government’s power and authority.

The area of religion was important enough that a number of 
the framers were concerned that the federal government would 
establish a national Church (e.g., Anglican, Presbyterian, or Con-
gregational) to be funded by tax dollars and that a national Church 
would disestablish some of the existing state churches. So then, the 
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First Amendment was designed to protect the states against the 
national (federal) government. The amendment was not designed to 
disestablish the Christian religion as it found expression in the state 
constitutions or anywhere else.

Justice Joseph Story, a Supreme Court justice of the nineteenth 
century, offers the following commentary on the amendment’s origi-
nal meaning:

The real object of the First Amendment was not to 
countenance, much less to advance Mohammedanism 
[Islam], or Judaism, or infidelity, by prostrating Chris-
tianity, but to exclude all rivalry among Christian sects 
[denominations] and to prevent any national ecclesiasti-
cal establishment which would give to an hierarchy the 
exclusive patronage of the national government.17

Story’s comments are important. He makes it clear that the 
amendment’s purpose was “to exclude all rivalry among Christian 
sects.” This assessment presupposes that Christianity was the ac-
cepted religion of the colonies but that no single sect should was to be 
mandated by law. The amendment was to keep Congress from inter-
fering with the business of the states.

The real object of the First Amend-
ment was not to countenance, much 
less to advance Mohammedanism 
[Islam], or Judaism, or infidelity, by 
prostrating Christianity, but to ex-
clude all rivalry among Christian 
sects [denominations] and to pre-
vent any national ecclesiastical es-
tablishment which would give to an 
hierarchy the exclusive patronage of 
the national government.

–Justice Joseph Story
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The Establishment Clause
The restriction set forth 

in the First Amendment only 
applies to Congress: “Congress 
shall make no law.” Writing 
the minority opinion in the 
1985 Wallace vs. Jaffree case, 
Supreme Court Justice Wil-
liam Rehnquist stated, “The 
Framers intended the Estab-
lishment Clause to prohibit the 
designation of any church as a 
‘national’ one. The clause was 
also designed to stop the Fed-
eral government from asserting 
a preference for one religious 
denomination or sect over oth-
ers.”18

If the amendment had 
been constructed to remove 
religion from having an impact 
on civil governmental issues, 
then it would seem rather 
strange that on September 24, 
1789, the same day that it ap-
proved the First Amendment, 
Congress called on President 
Washington to proclaim a 
national day of prayer and 
thanksgiving which read:

That a joint committee of both Houses be directed to 
wait upon the President of the United States to request 
that he would recommend to the people of the United 
States a day of public thanksgiving and prayer, to be 
observed by acknowledging, with grateful hearts, the 
many signal favors of Almighty God, especially by af-

If the First Amendment had been 
constructed entirely to remove 
religion’s impact on civil govern-
mental issues, then it would seem 
rather strange that on the same day 
that Congress approved the First 
Amendment, it called on President 
Washington to proclaim a national 
day of prayer and thanksgiving.
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fording them an opportunity peaceably to establish a 
Constitution of government for their safety and hap-
piness.19

This proclamation acknowledges “the many signal favors of Al-
mighty God, especially by affording them an opportunity peaceably 
to establish a Constitution of government for their safety and happi-
ness.” It’s beyond laughable that a group of men who supposedly just 
separated religion from government at all levels would then thank 
God for excluding Him from government. In fact, this resolution 
uses devoutly religious language to acknowledge that they would not 
even have a government without God’s blessing.

Historical Fiction
The origin of the “separation between Church and State” phrase 

has a long history. “Martin Luther (1483–1546) wrote of a ‘paper 
wall’ between the ‘spiritual estate’ and the ‘temporal estate.’ In his 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin (1509–1564) as-
serted that the ‘spiritual kingdom’ and the ‘political kingdom’ ‘must 
always be considered separately’ because there is a great ‘differ-
ence and unlikeness … between ecclesiastical and civil power,’ and 
it would be unwise to ‘mingle these two, which have a completely 
different nature.’”20 Anglican divine and theologian Richard Hooker 
(1554–1600) described “walls of separation between … the Church 
and the Commonwealth” in his Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity. 

In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, 
John Calvin (1509–1564) asserted that 
the “spiritual kingdom” and the “political 
kingdom” “must always be considered 
separately” because there is a great ‘dif-
ference and unlikeness … between eccle-
siastical and civil power,” and it would be 
unwise to “mingle these two, which have 
a completely different nature.”
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While no one can be sure whether Jef-
ferson borrowed the phrase from Hooker, 
we do know that Jefferson owned a 
copy of Ecclesiastical Polity, and “it was 
among the volumes he sold to the Li-
brary of Congress.”21 The phrase was also 
used by Roger Williams (1603?–1683), 

the founder of Rhode Island as well 
as the Scottish schoolmaster James 
Burgh (1714–1775).22 The most noted 
reference, however, is a letter Thomas 
Jefferson wrote to a group of Baptist 
pastors in Danbury, Connecticut, in 
1802. In that letter he wrote:

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies 
solely between man and his God, that he owes account 
to none other for faith or his worship, that the legislative 
powers of government reach actions only, and not opin-
ions, I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of 
the whole American people which declared that their 
legislature should “make no law respecting an establish-
ment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise there-
of,” thus building a wall of separation between church 
and state.23

Jefferson had no hand in the drafting of the Constitution or the 
Bill of Rights. He was in France at the time. While Jefferson’s opinions 
are instructive, and written more than a decade after the drafting of 
the First Amendment, they remain opinions. His personal correspon-
dence, even as President, has no legal standing. In addition, Jeffer-
son’s use of the phrase “separation between church and state” is “a 
mere metaphor too vague to support any theory of the Establishment 
Clause.”24 Yet, it is Jefferson’s vague “metaphor” that has been adopted 
as the standard substitute for the actual language of the First Amend-
ment.

While Jefferson used the phrase in his letter to the Danbury 
Baptist Association, it was not found in any legal opinion until 1947 

Richard Hooker (1554–1600), 
Anglican divine and theolo-
gian, described “walls of sepa-
ration between … the Church 
and the Commonwealth.”
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when Justice Hugo Black used it to address the problem of paro-
chial school transportation in Everson v. Board of Education. While 
Americans did not want the system of government that was operat-
ing in Europe, they also didn’t want a secular government.

When he was governor of Virginia, Jefferson readily issued proc-
lamations declaring days of “public and solemn thanksgiving and 
prayer to Almighty God.”25 Jefferson’s Virginia “Bill for Punishing 
Disturbers of Religious Worship and Sabbath Breakers,” was intro-

duced by James Madison in the Virginia Assembly 
in 1785 and became law in 1786. The section on 

Sabbath desecration reads:

If any person on Sunday shall him-
self be found labouring at his own or 

any other trade or calling, or shall em-
ploy his apprentices, servants or slaves in labour, or 
other business, except it be in the ordinary house-

James Madison introduced Jefferson’s “Bill for 
Punishing Disturbers of Religious Worship 
and Sabbath Breakers” in the Virginia Assem-
bly in 1785 and it became law in 1786.

In 1802, Thomas Jefferson wrote 
the following in a letter to a group 
of Baptist pastors:

I contemplate with sovereign rever-
ence that act of the whole American 
people which declared that their 
legislature should “make no law 
respecting an establishment of reli-
gion, or prohibiting the free exercise 
thereof,” thus building a wall of sepa-
ration between church and state.
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hold offices of daily necessity, or other work of ne-
cessity or charity, he shall forfeit the sum of ten 
shillings for every such offence, deeming every ap-
prentice, servant, or slave so employed, and every 
day he shall be so employed as constituting a dis-
tinct offence.26

As president, Jefferson included a prayer in each of his two 
inaugural addresses. He signed bills appropriating money for 
chaplains in Congress and the armed services, and signed the 
Articles of War, which not only provided for chaplains but also 
“earnestly recommended to all officers and soldiers, diligently to 
attend divine services.”27

Thomas Jefferson advocated that the tax-supported college of 
William and Mary maintain “a perpetual mission among the Indian 
tribes” which included the instruction of “the principles of Christianity.”
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Jefferson advocated that the tax-supported college of William 
and Mary maintain “a perpetual mission among the Indian tribes” 
which included the instruction of “the principles of Christianity.” 
Jefferson’s proposed curriculum for the University of Virginia in-
cluded a provision for a “professor of ethics” who would present 
“the Proofs of the being of God, the Creator, Preserver, and Supreme 
Ruler of the universe, the Author of all the relations of morality, and 
of the laws and obligations these infer.”28 While Jefferson was against 
ecclesiastical control of education, he was not against the teaching 
of religion in state-supported institutions.

Along with Benjamin Franklin, Jefferson proposed that the de-
sign for the nation’s seal should include the biblical image of Pha-
raoh’s army being destroyed as it passed through the Red Sea. The 
banner “Rebellion to Tyrants is Obedience to God” was to circle the 
overtly religious image. 

In his Second Inaugural Address (1805), Jefferson stated, “In 
matters of religion I have considered that its free exercise is placed 
by the Constitution independent of the powers of the General Gov-
ernment. I have therefore undertaken on no occasion to prescribe 
[stipulate] the religious exercises suited to it, but have left them, as 
the Constitution found them, under the direction and discipline of 
the church or state authorities acknowledged by the several religious 
societies.”29 According to Jefferson, the federal (“General”) Govern-

ment has no jurisdiction over churches or 
state governments. “Many contempo-

rary writers attempt to read back 
into the past a ‘wall of separation’ 

between church and state which 
in fact never has existed in the 
United States.”30 

Jefferson and Franklin proposed a 
national seal that had “Rebellion to 

Tyrants is Obedience to God” circling 
the image of Pharaoh’s army drowning 

in the Red Sea. The state seal of Virginia de-
clares, “Thus [Death] to all Tyrants!” 
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The Northwest Ordinance
The meaning of the First Amendment, as history will attest, 

has nothing to do with separating the moral aspects of the Chris-
tian religion from civil affairs. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787, 
enacted by the Continental Congress and reenacted by the newly 
formed federal government in 1789 after it had agreed on the final 
wording of the First Amendment, stated that “good government” 
must be based on some moral foundation: “Religion, morality and 
knowledge, being necessary to good government and the happiness 
of mankind, schools and the means of 
education shall be forever encouraged.”

The First Congress did not 
expect the Bill of Rights to be 
inconsistent with the North-
west Ordinance of 1787, which 
the Congress reenacted in 1789. One key clause in 
the Ordinance explained why Congress chose to 
set aside some of the federal lands in the territory 
for schools: “Religion, morality, and knowledge,” 
the clause read, “being necessary to good govern-
ment and the happiness of mankind, schools and the 
means of learning shall forever be encouraged.” This 
clause clearly implies that schools, which were to be 
built on federal lands with federal assistance, were 
expected to promote religion as well as morality. In 
fact, most schools at this time were church-run sec-
tarian schools.31

Religion, morality, and knowledge being 
necessary to good government and the hap-
piness of mankind, schools and the means of 
learning shall forever be encouraged.

–from The Northwest Ordinance of 1787
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Constitutional scholar Leo Pfeffer writes, “For all practical 
purposes Christianity and religion were synonymous.”32 It is clear 
that our founders never supposed that moral precepts founded on 
the Christian religion should be excluded from policy making even 
though they worked diligently to keep the institutions and jurisdic-
tions of Church and State separate.

Strict separationists do not see the Northwest Ordinance as con-
vincing evidence that the constitutional framers regarded religion, 
politics, and morality as an acceptable mix. Robert Boston, an abso-
lute separationist, asserts that if the founders had wanted to support 
religion the Northwest Ordinance would have ended, “…schools and 
churches shall forever be encouraged.”33 Boston assumes that since 
the delegates did not call for the support of churches that this meant 
they were opposed to mixing religion and politics. The source of 
Boston’s confusion comes from the “tendency to employ the words 
‘Church’ and ‘religion’ as synonyms. To maintain that there must be 
a separation between Church and State does not necessarily mean 
that there must be a separation between religion and State.”34

I wonder how the ACLU would react to the Northwest Ordi-
nance if its principles were applied to today’s public schools. Law-
yers would be immediately dispatched to assert that the Ordinance 
was unconstitutional because it mixes religion and morality with 
public education. Those in Jefferson’s day did not find a problem 
with this combination, either constitutionally or practically.

Conclusion
The First Amendment “provides a legal separation between 

Church and State: not a moral nor a spiritual separation.… There 
is no reason, under the Constitution of the United States, why the 
principles of Christianity cannot pervade the laws and institutions 
of the United States of America.”35 Today’s Christian political activ-
ists are not calling on the State to establish churches, to force people 
to attend church, or to pay for the work of the church. They are 
simply maintaining that we cannot have good government without a 
moral foundation and that moral foundation resides in the Christian 
religion.
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