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� Abstract:  American civil religion is a topic in which there is a lot of interest but very 

little current scholarly activity.  This is primarily due to there currently being no common 

understanding of American civil religion, hindering progress in the field.  The first 

purpose of the dissertation is to rectify this situation by creating a solid theoretical 

understanding of American civil religion from which scholarship can progress.  The 

second purpose of the dissertation is to examine the development of the American civil 

religion through history. This includes an interesting dynamic given the civil religion's 

purpose of promoting a shared identity. The process of promoting a shared identity 

involves defining the social group in question. When 'outsiders' enter the community, 

conflict ensues. Typically, the conflict continues until the parameters of the civil religion 

is enlarged, incorporating the new group. This is a continuing cycle within the American 

civil religion. Looking at this broad framework, one will able to see both the continuity 

and change from the founding period to the current version of the American civil 

religion. 
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Chapter 1:  American Civil Religion and Common Identity 

Introduction 

On January 20, 2005 George W. Bush was inaugurated for his second term as 

President of the United States.  During this functionally governmental ceremony, there 

were two prayers, three songs sung with God frequently mentioned, two oaths of office 

sworn on the Bible, and an inaugural address strewn with religious and quasi-religious 

language.  How, in a nation that professes to separate church and state, did this religious 

symbolism come to be part of a governmental ceremony?  This is something of a 

paradox, that a purposely-secular state infuses itself with sacredness.  

In addition to inauguration ceremonies, religious and quasi-religious symbols are 

found in various other state-related realms and events.  Such events vary from the 

opening of the Supreme Court and Congressional sessions to celebrations in small towns 

on Memorial Day.  Students of American government, along with scholars in other fields, 

would likely be interested in this phenomenon that scholars have come to call “civil 

religion” when considering the apparent paradox of religious language and symbols in 

affairs of the state.   

I will define “civil religion in general” (this is a definition designed to apply 

across societies) as— 

 

A phenomenon that tends to contribute to a community’s sense of common 
identity.  It completes this task through a system of symbols, ceremonies, or ways 
of speaking through which members of the community identify themselves as part 
of that community (and also identify those who are not part of the community).  
These symbols, ceremonies, or ways of speaking relate to trans-personal realities 
such as God or the Nation.  Individuals who hold political power provide de facto 
support for the civil religion, in ways adapted to their political system, because 
the civil religion contributes to the social coherence of their society.1 

                                                 
1 I will provide a defense of this definition in a later chapter. 
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For reasons I will highlight in forthcoming pages, it is important to note that this 

definition is not controversial in the scholarly literature.  It is adapted from the definitions 

used consistently in cross-cultural civil religion studies.  (Parsons 2002: 19; Bellah & 

Hammond 1980: 4) 

Of particular note in this definition is that it “tends to contribute to a community’s 

sense of common identity.”  When considering the diversity in the United States today, 

the idea that any socially constructed phenomenon could contribute to the nation’s sense 

of common identity seems counterintuitive—especially a construct so closely tied to 

functional religion. How can such a diverse society create a common identity?  In one 

respect, it probably cannot.  Individual Americans will always, to some extent, identify 

themselves according to their own sub-group.  This is not in itself a bad thing, as long as 

it does not lead to conflict between the various sub-groups.  Having something that 

enables a large majority of Americans to identify themselves as Americans—that is, as a 

part of a greater whole—would be helpful in the creation and maintenance of a social 

cohesiveness that would otherwise be difficult to attain with the vast amount of diversity 

in the U.S. today. Civil religion can play a major role in creating this common identity 

and subsequent social cohesiveness.   

A fair question to ask would be why something similar to religion, specifically, 

needs to play this unifying role.  Arguably, other social phenomena—such as an extreme 

patriotism—could play the same functional role in the creation of a common social 

identity.  While I consider this a valid question, I am not arguing that functional religion, 

or even civil religion, is the only social phenomena that can play this role; I am instead 

examining the surface-level paradox of why religious rhetoric is utilized in affairs of the 

state today, given that the U.S. so strongly posits a separation between church and state, 

and am arguing that the unifying role of a civil religion can provide an answer to this 

paradox.  Additionally, from a historical perspective, the Founders of the U.S. believed 

that a common religion would be a bare minimum for the development of a common, 
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American identity, given the level of ethnic and religious diversity that did not exist 

during the founding of other nations at the time.  Since a common religion was not a 

viable option for them, a civil religion took its place. I will examine the historical 

trajectory of the development of American civil religion more thoroughly in Chapter 3.  

However, while the Founders saw a need for a shared religion in some sense, they 

were not impervious to the difficulty that an American civil religion would face in having 

to bring together a religiously diverse people.  In a society with a shared religion, this is 

not such a problem as the actual religion can play the role of the civil religion.  Such was 

the case in Japan prior to World War II (and arguably still is to a more limited extent).  

The official religion of the nation—emperor worship melded with Buddhism—was 

shared by nearly everyone in the society.  This is a particularly strong case in that the 

religion served not only as a focus for the common identity of the people, but also as a 

legitimator of the government. (Bellah: 1980, 37-39)  In the United States, something like 

this is not an option.  Not only is the country religiously diverse, but it also claims to put 

forth a strong separation of church and state.  At the very least, this would mean that the 

government is constitutionally forbidden from imposing a religion on the people.  

Subsequently, one can conceptualize an American civil religion as: 

The civil religion of the United States.  Its distinctive characteristics are: 1) It 
seeks to achieve a common social identity while accepting religious plurality.  2)  
It is institutionally separate from both the state and any organized church.  3) It 
aims not to prefer any religious sect over another unless there are strongly 
justifiable grounds for doing so based on fundamental human rights.  4) It 
performs this function through appealing to a series of shared theological or moral 
beliefs, in addition to ceremonies and symbols which mimic religious ceremonies 
and symbols.  These shared beliefs, ceremonies, and symbols exist despite the 
community’s religious plurality.2   

                                                 
2 It should be noted that by using terms such as “seeks”, “aims”, and “accepting”, I am using 
anthropomorphic language.  Civil religion does not itself, “seek” or “accept” anything.  Rather, I am 
speaking of the results of the civil religion when it is functioning properly or according to design.  My 
computer, if it is functioning properly, may be said to “seek” or “aim toward” maximizing processor speed.  
That is not the intention of the computer, but rather the intention of the designers of the computer (or 
computer components) that the computer would function in such a way if it is working properly.  (Of 
course, like a computer, the American civil religion is not always successful with its “aims”.)  However, it 
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Note that this definition retains the concept of a common identity found in the definition 

of “civil religion in general”, with an explanation of what makes it distinctive from other 

civil religions due to differences in culture, history, and principles unique to the United 

States.  

The strength of a definition like this is that it begins to address the before-

mentioned paradox regarding the counterintuitive inclusion of religious and quasi-

religious symbolism in state affairs, while at the same time positing separation between 

church and state.  The American civil religion, through its appeals to shared beliefs and 

use of ceremonies and symbols that mimic religious ceremonies, is able to give the 

people a shared sense of identity while also allowing for individuals to retain their 

distinctive religious beliefs and practices.   A large majority of the people can identify 

with the content of the civil religion and recognize that nearly everyone around them also 

does so, making for a collectivizing “American” experience. 

However, this understanding of American civil religion is controversial.  In spite 

of the fact that the academic literature for other countries’ civil religion is rooted in the 

idea that the function of a civil religion is to help create or maintain a common identity 

among the people (Parsons 2002: 7, 13, 205, 217; Bellah & Hammond 1980: 1, 7, 23, 48, 

173, 181), there is a significant portion of the American civil religion literature that does 

not include the functional unity aspect of civil religion in their definition.  However, even 

amongst the scholars who agree on the functional unity aspect of an American civil 

religion, there is a division in the field between those who perceive the functional unity to 

be helpful to American society, while others perceive the unity to actually hinder 

American society.   

                                                                                                                                                 
may be objected that the computer is not “aiming” at anything, but rather it is the aim of the designers and 
programmers.  Fair enough.  Then, to borrow an argument from Rob Koons (2000), what is the purpose of 
a heart?  Well, the purpose of a heart is to pump blood through the body.  How do we know this?  Because 
that is what it does.  We know this without claiming knowledge of a designer.  If the heart evolved solely 
by random chance, we still can know the purpose of the heart by virtue of what it actually does.  Similarly, 
we can say that civil religion “aims toward” creating a common identity because that is what it does. 
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In this dissertation, I will argue that the inclusion of the unifying role of American 

civil religion into the widely accepted definition of American civil religion is undeniable 

given the use of religious rhetoric and symbols in affairs of the state.  Whether one 

perceives the unity as having a positive or negative effect on American society is not the 

question, as the existence of the derived unity and its inclusion into the widely accepted 

definition of American civil religion does not hinge on the value judgments of this unity.  

The ways in which politicians and heads of state use religious and quasi-religious rhetoric 

and symbols indicate that there is a purpose behind it, and if the language and symbols 

were divisive, we can rest assured that politicians would not use it.   

I will begin by evaluating the existing literature on American civil religion, with 

specific focus on the inclusion or lack thereof of the unity role in other scholars’ 

definitions of American civil religion.  I will summarize and analyze their arguments on 

whether or not American civil religion does function as a unifying force in the U.S. 

today.  In chapter 2, I will analyze the most widely used definitions of American civil 

religion and compare and contrast the definition I am putting forth to the existing 

definitions, with specific attention to the addition of the unity function to the widely 

accepted definitions.  In chapter 3, I will examine the historical trajectory of the unique 

American civil religion and the challenges it has faced, especially when taking into 

account the high level of diversity in the U.S. as compared to other nations.  In examining 

the historical trajectory, I will also analyze the literature arguing that the function of 

American civil religion has changed over time; while I believe that the verbiage has 

changed over time to accommodate the changing sociopolitical climate of the U.S., I do 

not believe that the unifying function of American civil religion has changed.  I will 

justify my position on the lack of change in the function of American civil religion over 

time in chapter 4, in which I will examine U.S. presidential rhetoric and how the 

changing rhetoric did not accompany a change in function of American civil religion.  In 

chapter 5, I propose a method to measure the efficacy of religious rhetoric and symbols in 
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U.S. presidential rhetoric, in support of my argument that there must be something useful 

about the inclusion of religious language in affairs of state to justify its presence when 

taking into account the constitutional separation between church and state in the U.S.  

Finally, in chapters 6 and 7, I will discuss the inclusion of religious and ethnic minorities, 

respectively, into the American political landscape as examples of how presidential 

rhetoric has had change over time to adjust to the rapidly changing diversity that marks 

the U.S. today.  

The role of unity in American civil religion 

In surveying the literature, one first encounters the literature that largely supports 

the common identity thesis, given that the propensity for civil religion to be unifying is 

rarely debated in the comparative literature.  Leroy Rouner (1986) provides a core 

argument in favor of the common identity thesis.  He argues that without a civil religion, 

a pluralistic society would have made democracy dysfunctional.  This is because, from 

his perspective, shared religion serves as a necessary component to any shared 

community. Rouner makes this bold claim based on two beliefs: 1) In order for a 

democracy to be self-sustaining the people must view the opposition as a “loyal 

opposition”, that is there may be disagreement but the each side views the other as at 

least having the best interest of the country at heart. 2) Trust in spite of disagreement is 

dependent on trusting the moral values of the other side, which Rouner believes comes 

from sharing the same set of moral values because there is a shared religion.  In a 

religiously pluralist society, though, it creates a problem because one may not trust the 

morals of your opponent who comes from a different religious perspective.  Civil 

religion, replacing a “real religion”, provides a binding ingredient which is necessary for 

people “to be at home” in a pluralistic, democratic society. 

The argument in this dissertation does not hinge on Rouner being correct in his 

argument.  However, my argument does hinge on the American people forming a 
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practical agreement that religion brings people together, especially during the founding 

period of the United States.  I argue in chapter 3 that this viewpoint was by and large held 

by the elite at the founding of the United States.  These are the individuals who shaped 

the early American identity, and to a large extent, defined what it meant to be 

“American”.  They also held that the best way to do this was through manufacturing 

something like a shared religion to bring the pluralistic society together.  (Mapp 2002: 2). 

Sidney Mead (1967), 20 years earlier, argued for Rouner’s point through an 

analysis of how religion was actually practiced in the United States.  Mead’s thesis was 

that the United States has a “religion of the Republic” in which the nation takes the place 

of the established European church.  Since the US had no state church, something had to 

fill in the void left in the society.  That something was a religious-like celebration of the 

nation, a form of strong patriotism.  This was not to be confused with worship of the 

state.  It was something more akin to a universalized Christianity whose telos is seen in 

American ideals. 

This is a very interesting thesis in attempting to understand what civil religion is 

(even though this article predated Bellah’s coining of the term “American civil religion” 

by a few months).  Mead argues that a type of patriotism is the strong outgrowth of the 

lowest common denominator among the religious in the country.  The patriotism is rooted 

in a set of shared ideals or principles that are actually derived from the shared theological 

principles. 

However, a fair objection in response to this argument, in light of the common 

identity thesis, is that the shared patriotic ideals cannot be based off of a shared set of 

theological principles because the country is too diverse to really have shared theological 

principles.  (Richardson, 1974)  This is a legitimate criticism.  However, while it might 

be a stretch to say that the patriotic principles are the telos of a universalized Christianity, 

most believers in them do not find them to be incompatible with the principles of their 

own respective religious beliefs.  Therefore, while Mead may underestimate the potency 
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of the religious diversity, his ideas lead us in an important direction in understanding the 

relationship between the patriotic content as compared to the religious content of 

American civil religion, pointing us toward a more holistic understanding of the role of 

civil religion in everyday life.    

Will Herberg (1974) continues Mead’s argument, positing that American civil 

religion is the “American way of life”.  Herberg argues for the common identity role of 

American civil religion, stating that it serves as the operative religion of the American 

people, supplying society with an overarching unity in the midst of conflict.  Herberg’s 

conceptualization of the civil religion as synonymous to the American way of life has a 

few basic tenets.  The first is a belief in a Supreme Being, although the precise character 

of this being is left vague and is open to interpretation.  The second tenet is the broad 

belief in democracy.  The third is a general belief in “free enterprise”.  This analysis of 

the “American way of life” follows up on his 1955 work Protestant—Catholic—Jew.  In 

that work, he argued that Roman Catholics and Jews were eventually welcomed into the 

American family because they adopted the core American principles of democracy and 

free enterprise.  However, the Roman Catholics and Jews could not have only adopted the 

principles of democracy and free enterprise, because while those two tenets are part of 

the American way of life, they do not substitute for having to agree upon belief in a 

particular Supreme Being.  This underscores the need for an American civil religion to 

not require belief in a specific Supreme Being, but rather, to simply be theistic in nature.  

Using specific examples, Conrad Cherry (1969) argues that certain ceremonies 

are both religious and differentiable from any major religion.  The examples used are 

Memorial Day celebrations and Robert F. Kennedy’s funeral.   Both ceremonies have 

clear and strong religious content.  In spite of this, it is not clear what religious tradition 

either ceremony comes from.  As Cherry says, they were not Protestant, Catholic, or 

Jewish.  They were theistic in content and “theistic” is perhaps the best way to describe 

the religious affiliation.  The ceremonies were separable from any established religion.  
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Cherry argues that these two ceremonies belong to a “national religion”. In a later (1998) 

revisitation of this essay, Cherry explicitly identifies this national religion as American 

civil religion. He argues that “the belief structure is primarily constituted by the inflow of 

a history that Americans as Americans hold in common.” (Italics by author.) (Cherry 

1998: 11)    

  In both Memorial day celebrations and RFK’s funeral the country came together 

as a united people and mourned those who had been lost in service to the country.  The 

RFK funeral, in particular, was interesting in that it was in memory of a practicing 

Roman Catholic, with the services run by Roman Catholics, and yet it was nationally 

televised and it wasn’t particularly sectarian.  It was orchestrated to bring out what people 

shared rather than their differences. This is an important point that I will revisit later in 

this dissertation. 

While I have reviewed the main arguments in support of American civil religion 

playing a unifying role in American society both historically and today, I have not yet 

reviewed the other side of the argument.  Interestingly, some staunch opponents of 

American civil religion do so on the basis of objections to the common identity thesis.  

One such scholar is the later Richard Fenn (2001).  A strong critic of civil religion, and 

even religion in public life, Fenn argues that although civil religion is something real, it 

should not exist (this is different from his earlier position that civil religion does not exist 

at all).  His particular complaint against civil religion is that it limits the dynamic 

possibilities of the secular state.  By artificially creating a religion (which is what he says 

civil religion ultimately is), one is removing the great strength of a secular state. 

Fenn argues that the greatest strength of the secular state, since it is not bound by 

the traditions of religion narrowing its perspective, is its ability to create new solutions to 

problems and possibilities.  Civil religion takes the secular state and ties it back down to 

traditions, limiting its ability to progress.  This is highly relevant to the common identity 

thesis.  Fenn believes that societies progress through disagreement and tension, and that 
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civil religion takes this away.  His opposition to civil religion is essentially that it does its 

job of unifying the people too well and as a result hinders the growth of society. 

However, as one would expect, the opposition to civil religion is not just political 

in nature, but theological as well.  Jurgen Moltmann (1986) criticizes civil religion on the 

grounds that it is idolatrous.  It claims religious significance when, in reality, it lacks any 

such significance.  Civil religion takes the allegiance that should be given to true religion, 

misleading citizens into a false worship. 

Recognizing that civil religion plays a concrete role in society though, Moltmann 

proposes a replacement that he believes will provide a superior alternative.  He proposes 

that churches play a more active role in political life, serving as both a social foundation 

and as a moral conscience for the nation.  Churches, being concrete, could serve a 

stronger foundation for such roles.  They also better fulfill the psychological/spiritual 

need of individuals to worship something.  Moltmann wants true religion to play the role 

he sees civil religion playing, believing not only that it is less idolatrous, but that true 

religion will do a better job of bringing the people together than civil religion can.   

In recognition that scholars’ objections to the common identity-building function 

of civil religion took different root causes (political, theological, etc), Richey and Jones 

(1974) withheld their opinion and instead conducted a literature review of sorts.  Their 

objective was to clean up the literature because much of the scholarly literature was 

“talking past each other”.  Different scholars meant something different when discussion 

American civil religion. Richey and Jones found five competing understandings of 

American civil religion in the literature.   Three of these understandings are compatible 

with the common identity thesis, but two of them may not be.   

The first understanding that is compatible with the common identity thesis is the 

“transcendent universal religion of the nation”.  According to this model, the true 

American civil religion stands in judgment over the folkways of the people.  It is the 

moral conscience of the nation, seeking to bring out the ideal version of America.  It 
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embodies a universal ideal, standing in judgment on the nation and, sometimes, the 

world.  The classic version of this is Mead’s (1963) “religion of the republic”.  Its most 

vocal proponent is Bellah in the mid-1970s, as he chastised many leaders of his day 

(especially Nixon) for blindly praising the United States and ignoring the dichotomies 

between what was practiced and the stated principles of the nation.  Marty (1974) would 

call this the “prophetic” model of civil religion.  Marty argued that “prophetic” civil 

religion called on the people and the leaders to return to the ideals of the American 

traditions as opposed to the “priestly” civil religion that just went through the motions of 

the “liturgy” to make the people feel good about themselves. The prophetic model calls 

on the people to follow the ideals that they already hold.  It seeks to persuade them to live 

up to who they really are as a people, thus calling them to rally around the values they 

already claim to hold dear.  I will discuss the prophetic model further in chapters 4 and 7, 

through the avenues of presidential and civil rights rhetoric respectively, illustrating how 

the prophetic model is compatible with the common identity thesis.  

A second compatible understanding is “religious nationalism”.  In this model of 

civil religion, the state is the object of adoration and glorification.  Sometimes this is 

thought of as the religion of patriotism.  Scholars supporting this model are few and far 

between.  Those who believe this model is descriptively best are more common, however.   

For example, Bellah (1975) and Marty (1974) are vocal opponents of it because they 

believed it was a tool used by certain traditionalist politicians to ignore the very real 

inconsistencies between American practice and principles.  Based on an analysis of 

changes in civil religious rhetoric over time in Presidential inaugural addresses, Bailey 

and Lindholm (2003) argue that the United States has moved from a transcendent 

universal religion model to a religious nationalism model because the language of latter 

presidents has been far less substantive and more generic in its vague praise of America 

and its values.  Regardless of what one might think about the benefits of this model in 
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practice, one must recognize that it is clearly compatible with the common identity thesis, 

as it brings the people together in adoration of the state.   

The third understanding of American civil religion Richey and Jones cite that is 

compatible with the common identity thesis is “democratic faith”.  As opposed to the 

religious nationalism model of civil religion, in this model, the objects of adoration and 

glorification are the ideals of the nation rather than the nation itself.  This need not imply 

any “actual religious” belief by its adherents.  Although found frequently across 

academic disciplines, perhaps the most prominent proponent of this model is John Dewey 

(1934).  Dewey argued that belief in the historical religions only led to conflict.  He 

believed people could be unified by having “religious faith” placed in a set of experiences 

and shared moral ideals as opposed into a historical conception of God.   

This final understanding is compatible with the common identity thesis for 

reasons similar to those for the “religious nationalism” model.  The “democratic faith” 

provides a core set of ideals around which people can unite.  This can be particularly 

profound in a pluralistic society because the people who lack other characteristics around 

which they can identify can find common ground in a set of principles.  In this way the 

differences amongst the people become less important than what brings them together. 

The first potentially incompatible understanding Richey and Jones identify is 

“folk religion”.  American civil religion, according to this understanding, is in reality the 

common religion of the folk.  Many interpret Tocqueville as the leading figure in the 

development of this understanding of civil religion.  Other prominent works in this genre 

are Warner’s (1961) examination of Memorial Day celebrations, Herberg’s (1955, 1974) 

analysis of the deification of “the American way of life”, and Marty’s (1959) religion-in-

general.   

This understanding is in opposition to the common identity thesis because the 

“folk” do not have a uniform religious perspective around which they can identify.  

Among the typical citizens (or folk) of the United States, one finds many of the most 
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devout adherents to their respective religious affiliations.  A devout Southern Baptist is 

not going to identify religiously with a devout Roman Catholic. 

However, if one looks at the examples cited by Richey and Jones, one sees a 

different picture of what “folk religion” might mean.  In reality, it may not be a religion 

at all. For example, in Herberg’s formative work on the subject, Protestant, Catholic, Jew 

(1955), he argued that what united these three religious traditions was not their religious 

traditions, but rather a shared understanding of what he called the “American way of life” 

that was compatible with all three religions as practiced in the United States.   

As in Herberg’s seminal work, in Martin Marty’s “religion in general”, one does 

not get a picture of everyone sharing a set of religious beliefs.  Marty contrasted “religion 

in general” with a sincere, more denominationally based faith.  He expressed concern that 

religion in general was watering down the teaching in many churches and called on the 

churches to fight back against it.  Not everyone held to “religion in general”, nor did 

Marty think everyone should.  In his later writings on civil religion (including an article 

written for the same Richey and Jones volume where they placed him with “folk 

religion”), Marty argues that the “religion in general” he spoke of in earlier decades was 

different from American civil religion. 

The second potentially incompatible understanding Richey and Jones identify is 

“Protestant civic piety”.  This understanding of American civil religion views it as the 

merging of Protestantism and nationalism, or the molding of the public ethos in a 

strongly Protestant direction.  Protestant civic piety generally includes the following 

elements: 1) the theistic conception of a transcendent authority for the nation, 2) the 

legitimization of Protestant values as applied to national life, and 3) the integration of 

Protestant citizens as Americans.  

If the American civil religion is essentially Protestant, that will exclude Roman 

Catholics and Jews, among others, from sharing in the common identity.  Advocates of 

this position could potentially borrow an argument from Herberg, that the 
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“Americanized” versions of Roman Catholicism and Judaism have adopted the morality 

of Protestantism and are thus allowed to join in the American civil religion.  This 

argument would allow for the first two elements from the previous paragraph, but not the 

third.  Roman Catholics and Jews cannot accept “the integration of Protestant citizens as 

Americans” because that would exclude them from becoming full Americans.   

However, as will become clear in chapter six, for much of U.S. history, non-

Protestants were not incorporated into the American civil religion.  This was done in the 

name of creating a common identity for the Protestants.  In this respect, the “Protestant 

civic piety” model, if viewed from a historical perspective, did at certain points in history 

fit the common identity thesis. 

Additional opponents to the common identity thesis have emerged outside of 

Richey and Jones’s framework.  The first is Mathew Lamb (1986), arguing that civil 

religion can be either liberating or repressive, depending on its content and context.  It 

typically goes into dialectic cycles, from liberating to repressive and back.  In its 

repressive cycles, it does not lead towards the creation of a common identity among the 

people.  Rather, it puts or keeps segments of the population down, guaranteeing that they 

do not reach their full potential as full citizens.  For much of U.S. history, for example, 

most non-White minorities were ostracized with what Lamb considers the American civil 

religion. 

Lamb is absolutely correct in his analysis that civil religion is frequently 

repressive.  This, however, does not conflict with the common identity thesis.  Although a 

thorough examination of examples will wait until the last two chapters of the dissertation, 

a preview can be supplied here. 

The political and social elite in a given society play a major role in shaping that 

society’s civil religion.  They cannot do whatever they want, however, because they are 

heavily constrained by the people who are practitioners of the civil religion. (Pierard & 

Linder 1988: 162) The objective of the civil religion, from the perspective of the elite, is 
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to have a common identity among an adequate number of the people so that society can 

continue to function in a relatively trouble-free manner.  Unfortunately, there is a very 

easy trick to use in such situations.  If there are people in the midst of the society who 

lack power or are otherwise viewed as “outsiders”, it is very easy to make one of the 

elements of the civil religion a form of ostracism.  It is, in effect, an attempt to define the 

“us” by arguing, “Well, at least we aren’t ‘them’.”  Because the outsiders are not full 

members of the community, they do not have to be treated as equals.  Repression 

becomes a de facto part of the liturgy of the civil religion. (Lamb 1986)  While this 

means that not everyone living in the community is joined in the common identity of the 

civil religion, it is important to note that the repression of outsiders is done in the name of 

forming a stronger common identity among the “us”. 

Arguably the most prominent opponent of the common identity thesis is Princeton 

sociologist Robert Wuthnow (1988, 1990).  His argument is that the common identity 

thesis does not match the facts on the ground.  In his view, the United States has two civil 

religions: one for evangelical Christians (and perhaps conservative Roman Catholics) and 

one of more liberal Christians.  The former, he believes, matches far more closely to the 

traditional Puritan stance (“old civil religion”) whereas the latter is more in line with what 

is commonly called the “social gospel” (“new civil religion”).  These two civil religions 

are in competition with each other and bring division rather than a common identity.  The 

“old civil religion” emphasizes the “traditional values” such as family, obeying the law, 

and generally following God’s commands.  The “new civil religion” focuses more on the 

expectation of helping those in need. Wuthnow argues: 

Like the religion found more generally in the nation’s churches, [civil religion] 
does not speak with a single voice, uniting the majority of Americans around 
common ideals.  It has instead become a confusion of tongues speaking from 
different traditions and offering different visions of what America can and should 
be.  Religious conservatives and liberals offer competing versions of American 
civil religion that have very little of substance in common. (1990, 244) 
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Arguably, Wuthnow has a point here.  One cannot view the religious bickering in 

political contexts of the past 30 years and still have a sense that civil religious rhetoric 

was always used for particularly civil purposes. One famous example belongs to Jerry 

Falwell going on the 700 Club three days after 9/11 and blaming the tragedy on “the 

pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are 

actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle…”  In response, Al Sharpton retaliated 

with his oft repeated refrain, “It’s time for the Christian right to meet the right kind of 

Christians.”  The rhetoric was used by both sides to inflame passions and to stir up the 

ideological troops to battle.   

One way to approach the competing claims of Wuthnow, as opposed to those who 

argue for the common identity thesis, is to ask which model has greater explanatory value 

when assessing the paradoxical inclusion of religious and quasi-religious language and 

symbols in state affairs. If you look at presidential rhetoric, the common identity thesis 

seems to have greater explanatory value—politicians would not make references to God 

if it didn’t help them, after all.  However, if you look at the occasional rhetoric of a Jerry 

Falwell or an Al Sharpton, the dual conflict model seems to have greater explanatory 

value.   

Perhaps a better approach is to examine American civil religion at its essence and 

see if either U.S. Presidents or the Falwells and Sharptons of the world are abusing it for 

gain.  Presidents may well be misusing this divisive entity to artificially bring people 

together. Likewise, conservatives or liberals may be misusing this intended-to-be 

unifying entity to break each other apart. 

In this dissertation, I will argue that the shared identity thesis provides a more 

robust understanding of the function of American civil religion than does the divisive 

thesis.  At its core, civil religion is supposed to bring people together, and thus what we 

have in the divisive rhetoric of the right and the left is an aberration.  Among the 

possibilities of what is happening are: 1) the divisive voices are utilizing what they 
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believe should be the common language of the American people as a whole, or 2) the 

group of people they are seeking to bring together is a subset of the American people, 

rather than the people as a whole.  The particular motives, however, do not matter.  What 

matters is that this dissertation will lay out an argument that American civil religion is 

best understood and utilized through understanding the common identity thesis, as even 

the divisiveness Wuthnow identifies fits within the common identity thesis.   

In the next chapter, I will defend the definitions of both civil religion in general 

and American civil religion that I put forth earlier.  The defense of the definition of civil 

religion in general is based on an understanding that it is in line with the overall 

international civil religion literature.  In defense of the definition of American civil 

religion, I will argue that it should be treated as a species of the genus civil religion in 

general.  If American civil religion is a type of “civil religion in general”, and if one 

accepts that the key identifying feature of civil religion in general is that it serves the 

function of working toward creating a common identity for the people, then one would 

expect that American civil religion should also serve this function.  The scholars 

discussed above who reject the common identity thesis are rejecting that American civil 

religion is a species of the genus civil religion.  I will then put forth my theoretical 

argument for the common identity thesis: 

a. The “founding elite”—those who were both nationally prominent and 
influential in the formative years of the United States—believed that 
shared religion is necessary in order to have a strong shared 
community. 

b. In pluralistic modern societies there obviously is not a shared religion.   

c. The apparent alternative for the society is either to become modern 
and pluralistic, lacking a strong shared community, or to develop a 
single religion and have a strong shared community. 

d. There is a desire for both a shared community and to attain social 
modernization (to achieve the advantages of an advanced society) 
through which there exists religious toleration. 
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e. The solution is to develop a compromise in which a society receives 
some of the benefits of shared religion while maintaining a modern 
pluralistic society.  This compromise position takes place in civil 
religion. 

The third chapter will describe the historical beginnings of American civil 

religion through the views of the “founding elite”.  It will provide a historical defense of 

the theoretical argument from the second chapter.  I argue that the American civil religion 

had its beginning at the time of the American Founding where the elites sought to find a 

way to unify the former 13 colonies into a single country.  I argue that the founding 

elites, to one extent or another, all believed in two fundamental principles:  1) a belief in 

religious toleration, and 2) a belief that a shared religion is necessary to have a shared 

community.  I will discuss these both through overall historical movement and case 

studies of key leaders in the founding period.  This chapter will demonstrate that 

American civil religion at its beginnings was formed in the image of the common identity 

thesis. 

The fourth chapter will respond to a potential objection to the common identity 

thesis, namely that the civil religion may have started out that way, but it has 

fundamentally changed over time.  I argue that although the content of the civil religion 

has changed, the form has not. Its purpose consistently remains to help create a common 

identity for the people. As supporting evidence, I will analyze presidential rhetoric when 

addressing the nation.  Particular attention will be paid to inaugural addresses since they 

are given more consistently over time than other types of speeches and can therefore be 

most easily utilized for comparison purposes.  I will also enter into a discussion of special 

addresses to the nation in times of crisis, as civil religion comes out more strongly in this 

atmosphere. (Pierard & Linder 1988: 210) 

The fifth chapter will contain a brief discussion of how to measure the use and 

efficacy of American civil religion; I will propose a model based on the evaluation of 

presidential rhetoric.  Two studies that have been done on the religious and civil religious 
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content of presidential inaugural addresses will be examined, along with a review of the 

practical analysis of the incorporation of civil religious language in political speaking.  In 

essence, I argue that politicians are very careful with their words.  In the modern era, 

wording for speeches is pre-tested before a speech is given and post-tested through 

polling and focus groups to determine efficacy.  If a politician used language that did not 

have the intended effect, she would stop using it.  In this way one can largely determine 

the effectiveness of civil religious language in the political realm. 

The sixth and seventh chapters will deal directly with the fact that civil religion is 

frequently divisive.  This divisiveness, however, does not imply that the common identity 

thesis is inaccurate.  Rather, it demonstrates that the common identity thesis does contain 

superior explanatory value.  Essentially, civil religion as it is commonly practiced creates 

an “us vs. them” dynamic.  Political and social elites frequently do not bring in every 

person who lives in their society into the confines of the common identity of the civil 

religion.  They only need to bring in those who they utilize to maintain their political or 

social position. (Parsons 2002: 34)  A tool frequently used was to utilize civil religious 

rhetoric and symbolism to define the “us” in opposition to the “them” that were in their 

midst, but not full participants in the society.  In a democracy, the population included in 

“us” will be a broader section of the population than would be the case in a tyrannical 

dictatorship.  However, for much of the history of the United States, the democracy was 

selective and only incorporated certain groups. (Morone: 2003) Many were excluded 

from traditional participation in the affairs of state.  Many who were allowed to 

participate were such a minority that their favor was not necessary in order to run things.  

For much of U.S. history, the treatment of Asian Americans is an example of this. 

(Ancheta 2006: 26-28) But, as political and social power expanded to a broader diversity 

of groups, the content of the civil religion had to be adjusted to allow these groups into 

the confines of the “us” as defined by the civil religion, making the civil religion more 

inclusive.   
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Although it often takes a very long time, the path this process typically takes is 

that the outcast group is eventually incorporated into the confines of the civil religion.  

The two most common courses this can take are: 1) a minority group becomes so 

powerful as to make it necessary for the political leaders to welcome the group into “full 

membership” to the larger American community; and 2) the minority group’s members 

put on what might be called a public relations campaign, basically advertising themselves 

as really good Americans who should be embraced. Both of these paths are then justified 

in terms of the civil religion with rhetoric and symbolism.  Chapter 5 will examine this 

pattern in light of two religious minorities in the United States: the Roman Catholic 

Church and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. 

The final chapter will discuss case studies of the expansion of the American civil 

religion’s content and how it occurred.  Specifically, it will discuss minority civil rights 

movements, and how they sought incorporation into the civil religious mainstream.  The 

leaders of the movement made their argument in a way that claimed that they actually fit 

into the ideals of the American civil religion better than their segregationist opponents.   

In the end, this dissertation will show that the common identity thesis truly is the 

best lens through which to understand American civil religion.  It acknowledges and 

explains the divisiveness generated by the American civil religion, yet also explains the 

function it has consistently held over time.   
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Chapter 2:  Defining American Civil Religion 

In order to have an adequate discussion of American civil religion, it is important 

to have a concrete understanding of the concept.  The following are definitions for both 

the genus of “civil religion in general” and the species American civil religion, along 

with explanations for the definitions.  Discussing the rationales for the definitions will 

also enable greater understanding of the importance of the common identity thesis being 

included in any understanding of American civil religion. 

Civil Religion in General 

The understanding of civil religion in general introduced in the first chapter 

utilizes the commonly accepted characteristics in the broader literature, especially 

incorporating the idea of common identity. (Parsons 2002: 19; Bellah & Hammond 1980: 

4) 

  To recap, this understanding of civil religion in general is— 

A phenomenon which tends to contribute to a community’s sense of common 
identity.  It completes this task through a system of symbols, ceremonies, or ways 
of speaking through which members of the community identify themselves as part 
of that community (and also identify those who are not part of the community).  
These symbols, ceremonies, or ways of speaking relate to trans-personal realities 
such as God or the Nation.  Individuals who hold political power provide de facto 
support for the civil religion, in ways adapted to their political system, because 
the civil religion contributes to the social coherence of their society. 

The justification of this understanding of civil religion is fairly straightforward for several 

reasons.  It is not very controversial in the broader literature when examining 

international contexts of civil religion because this is the framework consistently used in 

the international civil religion literature.  Its basic theoretical justifications fit within all of 

the major sociological schools. As will be discussed in more detail below, this definition 

is consistent with Durkheimian and Weberian models of societal development. 

Fundamentally, the generally accepted argument in the scholarship is that religion helps 
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create a shared identity within a community by giving the people something higher than 

themselves around which they can unite.3 (Berger 1967: 51; Hamilton 1995: 17-19)  

Some civil religions are actual religions that additionally serve civil purposes Japan prior 

to World War II or modern Qatar.   In societies where there is a plurality of religions, a 

civil religion, while not being an actual religion, performs the unifying function of an 

actual religion. (Parsons 2002: 21, 211; Fairbanks 1981; Bellah & Hammond 1980: 1, 8, 

177)4   

Although this argument is generally regarded as Durkheimian, it is not 

inconsistent with Tonnesian or Weberian theoretical frameworks.  In this regard, 

Tonnesian theory is very similar to Durkheimian theory in that both trace society as a 

progression from familial/communal-oriented societies to more urban, less connected 

societies.5 (Hamilton 1995: 128)  As the society transformed, so did the religion.  The 

religions became less intricately connected to the community in which they were a part, 

thus suggesting the need for a non-religious religion to reconnect the community.  

This non-religious religion remained a primary identifying feature within the 

community even though distinguishable from the community itself.  The more inclusive 

the non-religious religion, the more the members of community identify themselves as 

part of a larger whole.  Weber, who focused far more on the modern conditions and class 

differences in perceptions of religion, did not trace transitions in religion in the same 

way.  Weber recognized that religion could serve as a unifying factor in a community 

                                                 
3 The disagreements are over how it happens and whether it is a good thing, not if it happens. 
4 Bellah and Hammond (1980), in their otherwise schizophrenic book, recognize this as a common point in 
comparative civil religious studies. 
5 The two differ in several characteristics in the familial/communal specifics and at what point the transition 
takes place to the more modern society.  Since the United States, even in its infancy, fits within the modern 
framework, the differences are unimportant for this dissertation.  For purposes of simplicity, I will be using 
Tonniesian language of community and society rather than Durkheimian language of mechanical and 
organic society (which is somewhat counterintuitive).  
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(although his communities were more socio-economic), so it is not in conflict with the 

Durkheimian model in this respect.6  (Hamilton 1995: 131)  

The primary disagreement with the above definition of civil religion in general 

would come from some proponents of secularism.7  The leading one would be Richard 

Fenn (1974, 1976).  He argued that since religion was inherently divisive, so was civil 

religion.  Fenn has since changed his position, though.  Even though he still dislikes civil 

religion, his basis for disagreement now (2001) is that it unites the people too well and 

thus discourages disagreement and debate within a society.  Fenn came to believe that the 

reason religion causes division is because religion creates such strong unity within the 

religious community, ostracizing those outside of the community.  Civil religion, Fenn 

argues, does the same thing. 

There is one respect in which I have simplified the discussion of the common 

understanding of civil religion in general.  All of the points mentioned in the definition 

stated above are generally agreed upon in the way described.  There is an important point 

of contention within the broader civil religion scholarship which I do not include in the 

understanding I propose.  The reason I leave it out is that, although interesting and 

important, it is not directly relevant to this dissertation.  I am ultimately trying to provide 

and defend an understanding of American civil religion—an understanding that 

incorporates and fully utilizes the common identity thesis.   

The point of contention regarding civil religion in general is about regime 

legitimacy.  To be more specific: whether regime legitimacy is necessarily a part of civil 

religion. (Gehrig 1981: 35) According to the “pro-legitimacy” camp, an understanding of 

civil religion is inadequate unless it incorporates the idea of the civil religion serving a 

legitimizing role for the regime.  Those who oppose incorporating legitimacy argue that 

                                                 
6 For a detailed account of civil religion with the same content from a distinctly Weberian perspective, see 
Hughey (1983). 
7 By “secularism” here I mean, roughly, the belief that society is better off without religion. 
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although legitimacy is frequently present in the civil religion, it does not serve as a 

necessary component of it. (Gehrig 1981: 36-37) One can have an adequate 

understanding of civil religion without incorporating a legitimizing function.   

Although I believe legitimization is usually a part of a civil religion (including the 

American case), I do not believe it is necessarily so, and thus do not include it in my 

definition. One could imagine instances of a civil religion which did not have a 

legitimizing function.  For example, there is a possible civil religion which is composed 

of a dominant actual religion in a society.  Yet, in this society, there is also a strict 

separation between church and state.  In fact, the church, officially, sometimes disagrees 

with the state over important issues.  The church would still serve the function of the civil 

religion for that society but would not necessarily legitimize the government.  Granted, 

such a situation would not be ideal in the course of maintaining order, but one can see the 

possibility of such a scenario.   
 

American Civil Religion 

The feature of the understanding of “civil religion in general” I wish to bring out 

in an understanding of American civil religion is “through which members of the 

community identify themselves as part of that community”.  In other words, the civil 

religion seeks to help create a common identity among the members of the community by 

allowing the members to view themselves as part of the larger community.  This is done 

through religious or religion-like ceremonies and symbols.   

The understanding, then, of American civil religion I wish to bring out is: 

The civil religion of the United States.  Its distinctive characteristics are: 1) It 
seeks to achieve a common social identity while accepting religious plurality.  2)  
It is institutionally separate from both the state and any organized church.  3) It 
aims not to prefer any religious sect over another unless there are strongly 
justifiable grounds for doing so based on fundamental human rights.  4) It 
performs this function through appealing to a series of shared theological or moral 
beliefs, in addition to ceremonies and symbols which mimic religious ceremonies 
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and symbols.  These shared beliefs, ceremonies, and symbols exist despite the 
community’s religious plurality. 

 This definition is an application of civil religion in general to the American 

experience, taking into account the United States’ own uniqueness and peculiarities.  

Justifying an understanding of “American civil religion” provides a more difficult 

project than justifying an understanding of civil religion in general.  This is partly due to 

a lack of consensus among scholars.   

A Linguistic Defense 

A good place to begin, and one which should be obvious in identifying American 

civil religion, is to recognize that “American civil religion”, as a term, ought to be a 

species within the genus of civil religion in general.  In other words, any understanding of 

American civil religion ought to fit within the definition of civil religion in general.  

Unfortunately, not all of the scholarship takes this stance.  In the understanding of 

American civil religion provided above, I make special note of its seeking to construct a 

common identity.  I do this because many scholars (some of whom were discussed in the 

first chapter) do not utilize this basic tool of genus and species.  However, simply saying 

that American civil religion is the American version of civil religion in general is 

inadequate for our purposes, even with the common identity caveat.   

There are ways to narrow the definition further.  The most clear-cut way is to 

narrow it with descriptors.  As the name might indicate, a descriptor is anything that 

might describe something.  The most common would be an adjective such as fast or 

green.  However, descriptors can be significantly more complicated than mere adjectives, 

describing complex functions or cultural contexts.  There is general consensus that the 

use of descriptors is appropriate where there are descriptors available. (Yagisawa 1995) 

There are a number of empirical descriptors from which one could choose, but 

choosing from among them would be ineffective since the empirical descriptors are 

among the things disputed in the scholarship. In the case of civil religion, an empirical 
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descriptor would be one that identifies something the civil religion does and attempts to 

define the civil religion by what it does. So, for example, one may look at Memorial Day 

observations and attempt to define American civil religion based on what is seen there. 

(Cherry 1969) As Richey and Jones (1974) indicate, this can be problematic.  They 

identify five different understandings of American civil religion in the literature that are 

not necessarily compatible with each other.  The reason for this incompatibility is due to 

pointing to different empirical descriptors (such as Memorial Day observances) and 

saying, “that is American civil religion”. If you have different scholars pointing to 

different empirical descriptors, you are left with competing understandings of what 

American civil religion is. It is better to narrow through agreed upon descriptors.  The 

best alternative is to narrow through functional descriptors—descriptors that describe the 

function of American civil religion.8   

The agreed upon function from the accepted definition of civil religion in general 

is the common identity thesis.  Every civil religion should include this function, but as 

was discussed in the first chapter, some scholars do not when discussing American civil 

religion. Since the common identity function of American civil religion is not universally 

utilized, I specifically include it in the definition of American civil religion which I 

propose.   

According to sociological theory, in many societies common identity and the 

religion were traditionally connected; you did not have one without the other. (Hamilton, 

1995; 111, 132)  The United States as a nation had no such tradition.  Even at the 

founding when most of the citizens professed Christianity, they professed different 

                                                 
8 According to Yagisawa, philosophers of language recognize 14 different types of definitions.  Eight of 
those types of definitions are not relevant to this project for various reasons.  Of the remaining six types of 
definitions, each requires either empirical or functional descriptors.  Since we have eliminated the empirical 
descriptors, functional descriptors remain as the best option for narrowing the definition in question.  It 
could be argued that functional descriptors are empirical in that one can observe the results of the function.  
If that is granted, it still does not take away from the basic point that the functions themselves are not in 
dispute in the scholarship.  Therefore, they should be used as a common ground starting point.  For a more 
detailed analysis, see Appendix B. 
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versions of Christianity.  The religious wars of Europe were not a distant memory for the 

colonists.  Several of the colonies were founded partly on religious distinctives.  Religion 

was not a source of shared identity in the United States as a whole.  Yet, when visitors 

from other countries observe the United States today, they frequently note the seeming 

shared identity of the nation, including on religious principles. (Greenfield and Buenker: 

1999 pp. 136-157; & 2000 pp. 150-172) This was observed as early as the 1820s by 

Alexis de Tocqueville.  (Tocqueville, 2000: 274-281)   This is where the American civil 

religion comes in.  It provides a type of common identity in the midst of the religious 

diversity. 

The first thing we note is that the American civil religion sought to create a shared 

identity in spite of religious diversity.  In order for it to accomplish this goal, the 

American civil religion could not play favorites, so to speak.  It needed to prevent major 

religious groups from feeling discriminated against.  This eliminated the possibility of a 

national state church.  The religious and political institutions needed to be separated.  

Likewise, any American civil religion needed to be institutionally separate from both 

entities.   In addition to institutional separation, there needed to be a further step of not 

favoring any religious sect over another.  Since practicing this principle in a pure form is 

undesirable (for example, what modern moral society would incorporate a religion 

containing human sacrifice?) I include a caveat “unless there are justifiable grounds for 

doing so based on fundamental human rights”.   

Having discussed the conceptual framework of American civil religion, I now 

move to examining the mechanisms by which American civil religion took its form.  To 

comprehend the formation of American civil religion, one can take both a theoretical and 

historical approach.  Theoretically, one could reason as to what path to take to help create 

a national identity that overcomes the difficulty of religious diversity.  Given the belief 

held at the time of the Founding, that in order to have a shared community with a 
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common identity there must be a shared religion9, there are fewer options for overcoming 

the difficulty of religious diversity.  Either there would need to be an imposition of a 

single state religion on everybody or there needed to be a substitute for a national 

religion.  Pragmatically, the imposition of a state religion would be a bad idea since it 

would be likely to lead to civil war.  That leaves the option of a substitute for a national 

religion.  This substitute would need to be similar enough to a religion that it could 

perform some of the same functions.  The easiest way to do this is to imitate a religion in 

certain ways.   

There are theoretically a number of ways in which this constructed substitute 

could imitate religion.  Two primary ways in which the imitating can take place are in 

areas of symbolism and content.  The content can contain religious or theological beliefs, 

as long as those beliefs are widespread enough to serve as common ground among the 

populous.  The symbolic imitation can take the form of either looking like religious 

symbols (an inauguration, for example, in that it could be confused for a religious 

ceremony if not placed in the proper context) or being symbols that contain religious 

elements (such as “in God we trust” on money).  Theoretically, the best substitute would 

combine these two elements, allowing for the strengths of both and hopefully 

counteracting the weaknesses of each.   

A Theoretical Defense 

There is a more formal theoretical justification for the understanding of American 

civil religion I have laid out above.   In brief outline, the argument is:   

a. The “founding elite”, those who were both nationally prominent and 
influential in the formative years of the United States, believed that a 
shared religion is necessary in order to have a strong shared 
community. 

b. In pluralistic modern societies there obviously is not a shared religion.   

                                                 
9 See the thorough discussion of this in chapter 3 on the founding elite and the beginning of American civil 
religion.  
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c. The apparent alternative for the society is either to become modern 
and pluralistic, lacking a strong shared community, or to develop a 
single religion and have a strong shared community. 

d. There is a desire for both a shared community and to attain social 
modernization (to achieve the advantages of an advanced society) 
through which there exists religious toleration. 

e. The solution is to develop a compromise in which a society receives 
some of the benefits of shared religion while maintaining a modern 
pluralistic society.  This compromise position takes place in civil 
religion. 

I will now flesh out the theoretical argument for this understanding of American 

civil religion. 

A Shared Religion is �ecessary for a shared Community 

This point has been broadly held in the history of social thought and was 

prominently believed at the time of the founding. (Mapp 2002: 2) One can trace it at least 

as far back as Plato.  If one takes The Republic at face value, Plato is arguing for the 

citizenry to be indoctrinated into a created religion.  This religion was designed to bring 

out the positive aspects of society.  Plato taught that this new religion was necessary so 

that community would be united around a positive myth to replace the negative myths 

with the negative gods of his Athens.  Much of the community’s life would be centered 

on the community’s religion, so Plato presented his proposed religion as being the 

superior option to either the existing negative religion or no shared religion at all. (Plato, 

1991) 

Rousseau seems to have accepted and adapted Plato’s notion when he first crafted 

the concept of the “civil religion”.  Rousseau believed Christianity to be a dangerous 

religion around which a community can form, so he proposed creating an alternative 

religion, a “civil” one, which would serve to create a center around which the community 

could unite. (Rousseau, 1997: 142-145) This idea was taken to its logical conclusion by 
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Comte, who sought to create a secular version of Roman Catholicism. (Wernick, 2001: 

104-112) 

Not all theorists who supported the idea of a shared religion being necessary for a 

shared community believed a religion should be created to accomplish the feat.  

Durkheim taught that the religion in the community and its evolution followed a natural 

path.  For Durkheim, the religion was a copy of the community itself, so it was naturally 

that around which the community rallied.  When the unified religion dissipated, for 

whatever reason, the community ceased to by unified, moving from mechanical to 

organic society. (Durkheim, 2001: 221-287) 

One can even move to political theory to find arguments in favor of the point of 

shared religion being necessary for a shared community identity.  Thomas Hobbes argued 

that, among other things, the sovereign ought to dictate religious practice.  He believed 

this was necessary to prevent fighting over religion, which would create disorder in the 

society.  A more unified society is a society which is easier for the sovereign to control.  

(Hobbes 1994: 41, 52) Hobbes believed that the shared religion was necessary to 

maintain the type of order desired in the commonwealth.10 

One can find support for this unification thesis even among prominent secularists.  

Richard Fenn has argued for decades (1974, 1975, 2001) against societies having a 

unified religion.  He believes that a unified religion stifles dissent, which stifles 

creativity.  In other words, a unified religion makes communities too unified. 

I should take a moment to repeat that in discussing the thesis that a shared religion 

is necessary for a shared community, I am not seeking to declare that the thesis is 

absolutely correct.  Rather, I am arguing that the argument is plausible enough to have 

                                                 
10 In a later section I will provide an alternative Hobbesian way of looking at this issue.  But, since I am not 
arguing in favor of the thesis in fact, but rather its plausibility, it is not important to address here.  Even 
with the alternative model, however, there will develop a synthesis from the two seemingly competing 
models. 
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been accepted by the elite during the founding period.  In the next chapter I will go into 

detail about the views of the founding elite in light of the theses laid out in this chapter.   

In modern pluralistic societies there cannot be a shared religion  

To use Tonniesian language, shared religion is an integral part of the community.  

(Tonnies, 2001: 239-241) As the community transforms from a community into a society 

(usually conceptualized as the aggregate of multiple communities), the shared religion 

breaks apart.  This is in part due to the fact that with the transition comes an influx of 

commerce, which brings an influx of “strangers”.  With the entry of strangers usually 

comes the entry of, if not new religions, new religious perspectives.  This gradually 

expands until either the dominant religion becomes diluted or there ceases to be a 

dominant religion.11   

History bears out this theoretical argument to some extent.  European societies, 

which at one time went to war over largely religious issues, are now primarily secular.  

Europe has become religiously pluralistic to the extent that the European Union is 

considering the inclusion of Turkey, a Muslim republic, into its membership.  Although 

there is opposition to this proposal, the fact that it is being considered, and even 

encouraged by many of the leaders of the Union, indicates dramatic change from a focus 

on shared religious heritage. 

The elite in the founding period of the United States saw this trend themselves.  

French philosophy was already largely atheistic.  Most New Englanders were not nearly 

as pious as their Puritan forebears. (Bailynn, 1992: 32-33) They knew that a truly united 

United States would not be able to sustain a single official religion. (Noll, 2002: 272-280) 

Few of the individual states could even sustain such an institutionalized religion by that 

time.   

                                                 
11 Although I am using the Tonniesian form of this argument, it is compatible with both Weberian and 
Durkheimian theory. 
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The apparent option is to either become modern and pluralistic, thus lacking a 

strong shared community, or to develop a single religion and have a strong 

shared community. 

If the first two propositions are true—the belief that a shared religion is necessary 

for a shared community and that in modern pluralistic societies there cannot be a shared 

religion—then this is the conclusion: that the apparent option is either to become modern 

and pluralistic, thus lacking in shared community, or to develop a single religion and 

have a strong shared community.  The shared religion is intimately connected to the 

cohesion of the community.  According to this thesis, when there ceases to be a shared 

religion, there ceases to be a strong community.  Since the development into a society 

inevitably leads to the cessation of a shared religion, the society cannot also be a strong 

community.  

There is a desire for both a shared community and societal advancement 

through which there exists religious toleration. 

Although the substance of this argument is in the historical evidence to be 

discussed in detail in chapter 3, there is a theoretical argument for this point.  It lies in 

conceptions of idealized society and government.  Substantively, it comes from desires 

for both unity and freedom, especially religious freedom. 

Perhaps the archetypal theorist of the ideal of unity is Thomas Hobbes.  The 

primary concern of Hobbesian political theory is to provide protection for the citizens.  

According to Hobbes, the government served no purpose if it did not protect its citizens.  

Hobbes believed unity, or at least a lack of dissent, to be integral to this minimal 

governmental purpose.  Among the components of this government included a unified, 

mandated religion. (Hobbes, 1994) 

One of the many objections against Hobbes is that his theory denies freedoms, 

including the freedom of worship.  To summarize, denying freedom of worship will 

actually lead to disputes.  Those who believe fervently in their religion would not accept 

the requirements of the government that tells them what to believe.  Hobbes himself tried 
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to counter this argument by saying that he was not dictating belief, but rather outward 

practice.  This, though, would probably not be enough for true believers.    They would 

respond, “We must obey God rather than man”, even if the man involves the Hobbesian 

sovereign that granted power through a social compact.   

One could argue that if Hobbes were to truly act toward his ideal of a secure 

society he would not dictate religion, but rather toleration.  According to this argument, 

Hobbes has a hierarchy of preferences.  At the top of this preference list, and the 

preference which dictates all other preferences, is security.  Lower preferences under this 

primary preference must somehow contribute to the overall goal of the primary 

preference.  Dealing with our specific issue, if a society is such that there are a number of 

citizens who hold strongly to diverse religious beliefs, the sovereign would be acting 

against the primary preference of security if it were to dictate a state religion.  Declaring 

a state religion which all citizens must at least outwardly practice would create a 

potentially revolutionary dynamic.  The more pragmatic means to reach this primary 

preference of security would be to not dictate a religion, but rather a “strong tolerance”.  

This would allow all citizens to practice their religion (with the possible exception of 

prositalization) and would diminish the internal threat to security.12 

The experience of the United States does not really fit this model since the U.S. 

followed more the Lockean perspective with a focus on consent of the governed, but the 

above discussion provides a plausible argument for both unity and religious toleration.  

This path does not actually attain the goal of unity, though, just peace.  Unity would 

require something more proactive.  

The solution is to develop a compromise in which one receives some of the 

benefits of shared religion while maintaining a modern pluralistic society.  This 

compromise position takes place in civil religion. 

                                                 
12 A thorough defense of this argument can be found in Hanson’s (2004) unpublished article “A Hobbesian 
Argument for Religious Toleration”.  A copy of the article can be found at 
http://www.allacademic.com//meta/p_mla_apa_research_citation/0/6/8/0/8/pages68085/p68085-1.php. 
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Having eliminated a “Hobbesian tolerance” model as not going far enough toward 

unity, I will examine a few other options available at the Founding.  One option was 

dividing what Adams called the “united colonies” into three or more regions which 

would set up separate countries.  This, however, would diminish the security that was 

available in the Hobbesian option.  Likely scenarios, especially given the propensity for 

expansion in the colonies and the vast land mass to their west, would include wars 

between the various new countries.13 

A second possibility is to create a Rousseauian civil religion.  Rousseau was the 

first to use the term “civil religion”, but what he proposed was somewhat different from 

the American civil religion discussed in this project.  Rousseau, out of a distrust of 

Christianity, sought to create a generic religion.  It would be theologically vague and 

designed to encourage good citizenship in the republic.  The problem facing this is that 

there is no way that the ardently religious would throw away their beliefs and adopt a 

newly invented religion. 

A third possibility is to establish a national church, but to not enforce its 

observances.  This is the de facto case in many European countries as well as some of the 

early states.  In light of the American experience, though, this model is not particularly 

plausible.  One of the reasons many of the colonies were founded was to escape the 

Church of England, so the former colonists would be strongly opposed to having a new 

church imposed on them from a central national government.  Another issue that would 

prevent the formation of a national church is the dislike Americans had for taxation, 

especially when that taxation would go toward things of which they disapproved.  (Bailyn 

1967, 256-7) 

                                                 
13 See Federalist #9. 
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A Final Note 

The argument outlined above contains one very important feature which must be 

noted.  If followed in practice, the argument will result in something of a compromise.  

The “shared religion” in this case will be necessarily diluted.  Some of the unifying 

features of a religion will be diminished in the civil religion.  There will remain 

competing “actual” religions in the marketplace of ideas.  To some extent, this would at 

least create episodes of distinction, if not separation.  Neighbors may know each other as 

not merely the person who lives next door, but also being a member of that other 

religious group.  All the civil religion can do is diminish the effects of this distinction. 

Also, as will be discussed in much greater detail in later chapters, in a pluralistic 

society there will almost always be those who remain outside the confines of the civil 

religion.  Such outsiders may be newcomers who will eventually force a redrawing of the 

boundaries of the civil religion so that they may be amalgamated.  They may be from 

religious groups such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses who refuse to enter into the civil 

religion.  In these and other more subtle ways, the civil religion cannot fully take the 

place in a community of an actual religion held by all.  
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Chapter 3:  Civil Religion and the American Founding  

In its beginnings, the United States was not particularly united.  Residents of the 

various states were far more likely to identify with their particular state than with the 

larger country.    Most individuals saw themselves more as a New Hampshirite, or 

Marylander, or Georgian than as an “American”. (Kettner 1978: 173-209) While this was 

not as much of a problem under the Articles of Confederation, where each state was 

largely autonomous, it became more of a problem with the adaptation and 

institutionalization of the Constitution.  There was concern that the federal government 

would not be perceived with the same legitimacy as were the state governments. (Kettner 

1978: 179) 

During this time, the Founders were further developing the idea of an American 

civil religion.  While it built on themes that existed prior to 1787, it did not start taking on 

particular structure until this time.  Arguably, you had regional civil religions, but not one 

for the entire country. In the South the focus was on traditions and operated largely 

through the Anglican Church.  In the middle states there was much more emphasis on 

individual work and prosperity.  In New England it was based largely on the legacy of the 

Puritan forebears and the development from there. This led to the religious rhetoric in 

civic contexts in Massachusetts looked significantly different from what it looked like in 

South Carolina. (Noll 2002: 120)  For example, in South Carolina the concept of the 

United States as a “city on a hill” would be rather odd. 

This is where the founding elite discussed in this chapter played such a key role.  

One of the challenges they faced is that they wanted to bring the nation as a whole 

together.  One of the tools used was to incorporate religious language and ceremonies 

that resembled religious services.  One prominent example was the inauguration and then 

tour of George Washington after being elected President.  On the strong recommendation 
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of Hamilton, with agreement from Madison and Adams, Washington went on a tour of 

the country. (McDonald 1982: 125) On this tour, Washington incorporated themes of 

what all Americans shared in common, emphasizing that the United States was a singular 

nation blessed by God.  After this underscoring of the singular nation concept, many local 

newspapers began to trumpet the “we are all Americans” theme—laying a foundation for 

an American civil religion. (Ellis 2005: 188-190) 

The beginnings of American civil religion were based on two broadly held 

understandings among the elite from the founding period: 1) There ought to be a level of 

religious freedom of conscience. (Mapp 2002: 22; Hutson 2000: 16-18)  2) There must be 

a shared religious understanding and experience in order for there to be a shared 

community. (Hutson 2000: 197)   In order to unite the diverse states of the early union, an 

attempt was made to unite them through what we today call civil religion. 

Before entering the historical analysis, it is valuable to include a few meanings of 

terms.  This is important because the different founders sometimes used different terms 

for the same (or nearly the same) things.  On occasion, two individuals may use the same 

term, but mean different things by them.  An effort to clarify the conceptual framework 

through which I examine the beginnings of American civil religion follows.  

Religious toleration:  The idea that one ought to tolerate the religious beliefs or 

practices of other individuals.  One ought to allow them to hold their beliefs without 

extensive political punishment or disadvantage.14  For example, under this understanding 

of religious toleration, one may not jail adherents of a religion for their beliefs; this does 

not necessarily exclude forcing them to pay a tax to support a state church to which they 

do not belong.  (Hutson 2000: 118) 

                                                 
14 There will be some political disadvantage given the realities of representative republics.  For example, if 
a particular religious group is unpopular or untrusted, it is less likely that members of that religious group 
would be elected to political office. 
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Freedom of conscience: The idea that one has the freedom to believe what one 

wills without interference from political authorities.  Unlike with the case of religious 

toleration, there is no political punishment or disadvantage whatsoever for holding those 

beliefs.  For example, in a religiously tolerant society a Quaker may be required to join 

the military, but not forced to fight or change religious practices.  In a society where 

freedom of conscience is practiced, the Quaker would not be required to join the military 

at all.  There may be a state sponsored church, but a non-adherent may opt out of 

supporting that church.  (Hutson 2000: 16) 

Religious liberty: The idea that one has the liberty to believe and practice what 

one wills without even indirect interference from political authorities or society as a 

whole.  In this case, a society cannot even have an established church as that would 

promote informal social pressure on the members of that society to practice in the 

established church.  (Hutson 2000: 30) 

Strong establishment: In this case there is an official state church.  It is funded by 

the state.  Citizens who are members receive additional benefits politically and socially.  

Those who are not members are penalized politically or socially.  So, for example, a non-

member may be fined for not joining the established church and be further ostracized as 

an “outsider”.  (Hutson 2000: 76) 

Weak establishment: While there is an established state church, the state grants 

freedom for people to practice religion as they wish.  Non-membership in the church does 

not entail a reduction of political rights or privileges.  Even though the church is funded 

by the state through tax dollars, non-members can opt out of those taxes and send them to 

entities more in line with their individual consciences.  (Hutson 2000:7) 

Orthodox:  Someone is orthodox (theologically) if she mostly holds to the 

predominant religious teachings in that society as espoused by the religious leaders.  So, 

during the Founding Era, Witherspoon would be clearly orthodox as a practicing 

Presbyterian minister who held to traditional Presbyterian doctrine.  Franklin would be 
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clearly unorthodox, freely admitting that he was not a Christian and not holding to key 

Christian doctrines such as Christ’s divinity.  Since orthodoxy follows a continuum, there 

are also those who may be considered moderately or questionably orthodox.  John Adams 

may fit in this middle category as someone who held to a number of standard Christian 

teachings, but rejected the doctrine of the trinity and ecclesiastical authority. (Noll 2002: 

19) 

Now, to the two broadly held understandings of the founding elite: 

1) There ought to be a level of freedom of conscience. 

The first broadly held understanding among the elite in the founding period is that 

there ought to be some level of freedom of conscience.  Special mention should be made 

that the belief is “broadly held” among the elite, not universally held.  There were a 

number of New England ministers (especially in Massachusetts) who were staunchly 

opposed to any version of toleration. The traditional view in Massachusetts was that the 

church and the community were intricately entwined to the extent that membership in the 

community implied membership in the church. (Noll 2002: 157) However, even though 

there were minor disagreements on the caveats of freedom of conscience, there was 

general support for the broad idea among elites who played vital roles in the forming of 

the new nation. 

 
2) There must be a shared religious understanding or experience in order for there to be 

a community.   

The second broadly held understanding among the elite in the founding period is 

that there must be a shared religious understanding or experience in order for there to be a 

community.  Although this position was not formally posited until later social theory, the 

idea was latent in the founding period.  It is important to note that unlike the first broadly 

held understanding, this one was probably shared with the people, but on a different 

scope—many people believed that their state’s religion helped them to be a unified front, 
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but since they didn’t yet subscribe to an American unified front, they did not yet 

understand the need for an American civil religion.  

A fair question to ask is why I include the founding elite that I do.  The following 

were my criteria: 1) They had to be prominent nationally rather than just regionally if 

they were to have a national voice.  2) They had to be nationally prominent after 1787 

since what took place before then is of lesser importance in the national civil religion.   

Benjamin Franklin 

Of the Founders discussed in this chapter, perhaps it is easiest to see the two 

premises in Franklin.  Franklin was, after all, the person who called for a “publick 

religion” in 174915 that looked a lot like how the American civil religion turned out.  

“History will… afford frequent Opportunities of showing the Necessity of a Publick 

Religion, from its Usefulness to the Publick; the Advantage of a Religious Character 

among private Persons: the Mischiefs of Superstition, &c. and the Excellency of the 

CHRISTIAN RELIGION above all others ancient or modern.” Franklin was a firm 

believer in both the necessity of religion to bring a community together and what will 

soon be apparent, that there ought to be a fundamental freedom of conscience. 

First, regarding the belief in the need for a shared religious community, Franklin 

believed that religion was necessary for the education of most democratic citizens.16  He 

wrote to an unknown recipient on December 13, 1757: 

…think how great a Proportion of Mankind consists of weak and ignorant Men 
and Women, and of inexperienc’d and inconsiderate Youth of both Sexes, who 
have need of the Motives of Religion to restrain them from Vice, to support their 
Virtue, and retain them in the Practice of it till it becomes habitual, which is the 
great Point for its Security. 

                                                 
15 This came from a 1749 pamphlet “Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pennsylvania”. 

16 Franklin excluded himself from this consideration.  Franklin himself was not religiously orthodox in any 
sense.  Scholars for the last two centuries have argued about precisely what Franklin was (Mapp 2003: 17), 
but there has been agreement that he was not a Christian and did not fit neatly into any established 
systematic theology of any religious sect. 
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Franklin believed that most people needed religious structure to become virtuous.  He 

also said repeatedly that virtue was necessary for good citizenship.  So, as is a common 

belief during the Founding period, Franklin believed religion was generally needed to 

achieve good citizenship.   

Franklin did not have a blind trust in religion to promote virtuous citizens, though.  

As the quotation from the pamphlet indicates, Franklin believed that a good religion is a 

religion that is “useful”.  For example, although Franklin was disgusted by a number of 

itinerant preachers who came through Philadelphia, he thoroughly enjoyed and 

appreciated George Whitefield; however, this did not mean that Franklin completely 

agreed with Whitefield’s theology, as he seriously disagreed with Whitefield’s 

Calvinism.  What Franklin liked about Whitefield was that people responded to his 

preaching with positive activity signifying good citizenship.  After listening to 

Whitefield’s sermons, people did things such as giving money to orphanages.  Thus, even 

though Franklin thought Whitefield’s theology was far astray from truth, his teaching was 

good because it was beneficial in citizen-making. (Franklin 1996: 56) 

While Franklin perceived a moral utility in religion, his “publick religion” 

explicitly did not seek to establish or promote any specific religion or church.  One 

fundamental belief Franklin held was that there was a limit to human understanding and 

therefore people should not be dogmatic about high matters.  We, as humans, could not 

be certain on religious matters.  As a result, it would be fundamentally wrong to force 

adherence to any religious sect.  Freedom of conscience was absolute.  In 1755 Franklin 

wrote a pamphlet “A Parable against Persecution” where he described God as angry at 

Abraham for being religiously intolerant.  

Franklin supported “religion in general”.  He was a generous donator to many 

congregations of various sects (including non-Christian groups) in Philadelphia and 

elsewhere.  Franklin scholar Howard L. Lubert argues that Franklin strongly supported 

the expansion of religion while seeking to diminish the power of dogmatism.  He also 
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firmly believed that church and state needed to be kept separate.  Mixing church and state 

would corrupt both. (Lubert 2004: 173)  Franklin viewed Massachusetts and France as 

cautionary tales here.  In Massachusetts there had been excesses in the mixing of church 

and state that led, in its extreme, to the Salem witch trials.  In France the coalition 

between the Roman Catholic Church and the monarchy led to the two most powerful 

entities colluding in order to maintain their respective power. (Lubert 2004: 174)  

So, if he believed that religion was vital to make good citizens, but it shouldn’t be 

established, how does this “publick religion” work?  Perhaps a good example comes near 

the end of Franklin’s public career.  During the Constitutional Convention of 1787, at a 

point of particular rancor, he suggested that the convention bring in a chaplain to lead in 

prayer.  Although the motion was tabled, it speaks to what he believed religion could do.  

According to Madison’s account of what happened at the Constitutional Convention of 

1787, the proposal was rejected on two grounds: 1) it would indicate to the Americans 

observing outside the meeting hall that there might be a problem at the convention, and 2) 

it would be difficult to find a minister who would be satisfactory to everyone.  This 

reaction is interesting for two reasons.  First, it is interesting that no one rejected the idea 

that religion could be used to unite people in general.  Second, it is interesting that the 

elites did not believe they had a shared religion to which to appeal.  Franklin believed 

shared religion could take a rancorous setting and bring the people together in a way to 

refocus the debate and fulfill their civic duty.  It appears that Franklin believed (most of) 

the delegates shared a religion in spite of denominational differences and they could unite 

around that shared religious faith.  Franklin was not theologically naïve, however.  He 

was fully aware of the competing sects represented in the room.  He must have believed 

that there was a commonality of faith present in spite of the diversity that could serve to 

bring the people together. 
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George Washington 

Robert Bellah once referred to U.S. Presidents as the “high priests of American 

civil religion”.17 (Bellah 1967)  If this is the case, then George Washington could be said 

to be largely responsible for designing the civil religious liturgy.  He was 

disproportionately influential on the civil religion in the early days of the Republic.  As a 

result, it is very important to understand Washington’s perspectives on freedom of 

conscience and the importance of shared religion. 

Washington was both firm and clear in his belief in the importance of religion to 

create good citizens and unite the people.  He was firm, although less clear, about 

freedom of conscience, having a view that requires closer analysis to determine his 

precise position. 

Looking first at the importance of religion, I examine these famous lines from his 

Farewell Address:   

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and 
morality are indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of 
patriotism who should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happiness -- 
these firmest props of the duties of men and citizens. The mere politician, equally 
with the pious man, ought to respect and to cherish them. A volume could not 
trace all their connections with private and public felicity. Let it simply be asked, 
Where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious 
obligation desert the oaths which are the instruments of investigation in courts of 
justice? And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be 
maintained without religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of 
refined education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience both 
forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious 
principle.   

Assuming Washington means what he says here18, religion is necessary to the wellbeing 

and security of the nation’s future.  This pattern of belief was very common for his day: 

morality was difficult (if not impossible) without religion and society could not flourish 

without morality.  Contrary to an emerging belief system developing in Europe at the 

                                                 
17A more thorough analysis of this concept will be conducted in chapter 4. 
18 Hamilton and Madison drafted the speech following Washington’s instructions. 
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time, Washington did not believe that people could fundamentally be educated into moral 

practice.  Only religion could adequately play that role.  (Muñoz 2004: 10)  

Washington believed this to be true not just at the individual level, but at the 

national level as well.  Not only did individuals need to be religious in order to be 

individually moral, religion was also necessary for a national morality.  (Muñoz 2004: 

10) Unfortunately, Washington was not abundantly clear on what he meant by “national 

morality” or where it came from.  National morality may merely mean the aggregate of 

individuals’ moralities, in which case the individuals’ religion could adequately serve that 

purpose.  If he meant something more than that, though, this could also be a call for some 

sort of national (although not established) religion.  This may be a call for some sort of 

national civil religion.19  

Washington scholar Vincent Phillip Muñoz (2004: 4) observes that, “Washington 

consistently sought to use governmental authority to encourage religion and to foster the 

religious character of the American people.”  Muñoz’ evidence includes Washington’s 

initial support for Patrick Henry’s general assessment bill, Washington’s insistence on the 

placement of chaplains in the Continental Army, and the declaration of days of 

thanksgiving, fasting, and prayer as President.  Such things as chaplains and declarations 

of thanksgiving may not sound important today, but both were objected to vehemently by 

many at the time.  Jefferson, as president, refused to declare special days and many 

opposed military chaplains for the same reason he opposed Henry’s general assessment 

bill—that it would be supporting religion with tax dollars.   

After getting the chaplains for the Army, Washington ordered his soldiers to 

attend services.  He believed mandatory attendance was necessary for discipline in the 

ranks and for a unity as a whole (especially among troops from different colonies). (Ellis 

                                                 
19 I am not certain of this interpretation.  In context either interpretation could be correct.  We can be 
certain, however, that he was not calling for an established church since the speech took place after the 
First Amendment was passed. 
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2005: 116)  This belief was due to the influence of religion on an otherwise corrupt 

human nature he thought to be normal (a belief also shared by at least Adams, Madison, 

Hamilton, and Jay).   

What do Washington’s beliefs and actions say about the relationship between 

religion and the state?  According to Muñoz (2004: 8), Washington believed “religious 

liberty does not require governmental neutrality toward religion.  He believed that 

republican government ought to favor religion and discourage irreligion, because religion 

favors republican government.” This was because religion helped develop moral citizens.  

If the citizens were not moral, then Washington believed a republic could not survive. 

Washington wanted the government to support religion in general, but not 

particular sects.  In practice, he never used sectarian language, or even Christian language 

in his public statements.  Take, for example, a letter he wrote to George Mason on 

October 3, 1785 in the midst of the “Memorial and Remonstrance” controversy: 

Altho, no man’s sentiments are more opposed to any kind of restraint upon 
religious principles than mine are; yet I must confess, that I am not amongst the 
number of those who are so much alarmed at the thoughts of making people pay 
towards the support of that which they profess, if of the denominations of 
Christians; or declare themselves Jews, Mahomitans or otherwise, and thereby 
obtain proper relief.  As the matter now stands, I wish an assessment had never 
been agitated, and as it has gone so far, that the Bill could die an easy death; 
because I think it will be productive of more quiet to the State, than by enacting it 
into a Law; which, in my opinion, would be impolitic, admitting there is a decided 
majority for it, to the disquiet of a respectable minority. In the first case the matter 
will soon subside; in the latter, it will rankle and perhaps convulse, the State.  

Here Washington brings out two very important aspects of his views on religion 

and state.  It is reasonable and proper for the government to support religion, but it must 

be non-sectarian.  He was willing for tax dollars to go to “Jews, Mahomitans, or 

otherwise” for religious instruction.  With the chaplaincy in the Continental Army, 

Washington insisted that a variety of denominations be represented so that his troops 

could worship in services in which they could adhere to their own beliefs.   
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In various letters, Washington expresses strong support for religious liberty.  In a 

1783 letter to the Reformed German Congregation of the City of New York he said, “the 

establishment of Civil and Religious Liberty was the Motive which induced me to the 

field [of battle].” 

A few years later, in a May 1789 letter to the United Baptist Churches of Virginia, 

he said, “Every man, conducting himself as a good citizen, and being accountable to God 

alone for his religious opinions, ought to be protected in worshipping the Deity according 

to the dictates of his own conscience.” 

What is clear is that Washington believed religion, in general, to be vital to the 

wellbeing of the commonwealth.  Religion created a shared morality which could work to 

unite a people toward common goals.  He also believed, with some reservations, that 

there ought to be freedom to practice religion as one wishes.  His actions in public service 

followed these beliefs. 

Washington’s actions while in office helped to shape the precise nature of the 

early American civil religion.  During his public addresses, Washington frequently made 

vague references to God (although usually using alternative language).  These were not 

specific sectarian references, but rather broad statements of belief with which nearly 

everyone could agree.  To some extent, this helped bring about the thought process 

among the people that “we are Americans” rather than the previous inclination towards, 

“I am a Virginian” and so forth. 

John Adams 

One of the questions after Washington left office was whether the traditions he 

began would continue with the peaceful transition of power to his Vice President, John 

Adams.  For the most part, Adams continued in the traditions Washington began.  In 

issues of Church and state, it perhaps helped that Adams views on the relationship were 

very similar to those of his predecessor. 
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Of the two beliefs this chapter argues that the key Founders shared, the belief in 

the necessity of religion for shared community is much more apparent in Adams than in 

many of his colleagues. (Witte 2004: 35) In a letter to Benjamin Rush on August 28, 

1811, Adams claimed that, “religion and virtue are the only foundation, not only of 

republicanism and of all free government, but of social felicity under all arguments and in 

all the combinations of human society.”  

Not only did Adams believe in the necessity of religion in general, he supported 

state-sponsored (i.e. established) religion.  He endorsed the Massachusetts constitution of 

1780, which made Congregationalism the official church of the state.  This constitution 

established a church, mandated times of public worship, and (in the draft co-written by 

Adams) authorized taxes to pay for Congregationalist ministers. (Witte 2004: 30) 

According to John Witte Jr. (2004: 37), Adams advocated a public religion that is 

established:  1) ceremonially, 2) morally, and 3) institutionally.  The ceremonial aspects 

were necessary to create a sense of “corporate worship”.  People who worship together 

are less likely to fight with each other.  The moral aspect of the public religion was 

necessary to create a shared moral compass, which Adams believed was necessary to 

have a functional democracy.  Without a shared morality, the passions of people could 

evolve into fighting (even if just for the sake of fighting).  The public religion would give 

the people a starting place of shared identity.  Lastly, according to Witte, Adams believed 

the institutional aspect of the public religion was necessary to guarantee the ceremonial 

and moral aspects.   There had to be an official, established, institutional church to 

represent the people as a whole before God.  If there was no institutional religion, the 

public ceremonies would be as diverse as the competing sects.  Likewise, with competing 

sects, (and lacking an official one) there would be differences in moralities.   

The church establishment that Adams supported was a weak establishment.  Part 

of the establishment included a freedom of conscience.  Except for the tax-funded 

established church, this looks a lot like the American civil religion.  According to 



 48 

Adams’s reasoning, the purpose of the establishment was to provide support for the 

ceremonial and moral aspects of the church.  If one could achieve the same goals without 

an established church, there was no need to have one.   

It should also be noted that Adams promoted an established church at the state 

level, not the national level. (McCulloch 2001: 222; Witte 2004: 38) He knew that a 

national church would not pragmatically work due to opposing views of which church to 

establish in different parts of the new country.  As explained in earlier chapters, 

American civil religion, in the form it took, was a compromise position.  They could not 

pragmatically establish a church nationally, so something that looked sort of like a 

religion was adopted.  This does not necessarily exclude a somewhat vague national 

institutional church.  This church would be dogmatically and liturgically vague in such a 

way as to provide something of a common bond for all the people.  It would not contain 

specific enough dogmas to offend members of other sects.  It would also not seek 

converts or try to dissuade individuals from leaving their own denomination of the 

national institutional church. (Witte 2004: 38)  

Adams appeared to believe that, even though competing sects held somewhat 

incompatible practices and observation of sacraments, the differences were manageable if 

not allowed to enter the public sphere.20 The national institutional church would be less 

dogmatic and thus less offensive than most Christian sects of his day.  The differences in 

morality and practice among the various sects would be moderate enough that they would 

accept an institutional church as long as the institutional church was dogmatically vague 

and did not participate in objectionable activities.   

Consider, for example, a prayer service held after a natural disaster.  In the United 

States these are frequently non-denominational (or, perhaps, inter-denominational), are 

held in a public location such as a park, and are open for all who wish to attend.  The 

                                                 
20 For a discussion of this, see Adams’s letter to Dr. Price dated April 8, 1785. 
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religious language used is typically inoffensive and theologically vague.  Doctrines that 

may lead to dissension among the different religious sects present are not brought up.  A 

Calvinist minister will not say something like, “God ordained that this tornado come and 

kill these people and destroy these homes,” and likewise a Roman Catholic priest will not 

pray for the souls as they make their way through Purgatory.  While the clergy do not 

change their doctrinal positions, they deem the dogmatic language inappropriate for the 

situation.  This type of careful situation for the clergy would be the norm in Adams’ 

vision of the national institutional church, thus leaving it to individual citizens to develop 

their own sets of beliefs.  Such activity is commonly seen among various chaplains today.   

This leads to an unusual aspect of Adams’ views on Church and State.  Adams, 

personally, was far from supportive of organized churches.  Although Adams’ reputation 

is that he became hostile toward organized Christianity only later in life, he had a low 

view of the “priesthood” earlier in his career as well.  (Hutson 2000: 164) As he said in 

the Preface to his Defense of Constitutions: “authority in magistrates and obedience of 

citizens can be grounded on reason, morality, and the Christian religion, without 

[succumbing to] the mockery of priests or the knavery of politicians…[or other forms of] 

ecclesiastical or civil tyranny.” 

Adams believed the organized church did great disservice to the Christian faith, 

primarily by augmenting Biblical doctrine with Church traditions. (Hutson 2000: 33)  For 

example, although he continually held to the Calvinist doctrine of total depravity his 

entire life, he rejected the predestination of his Congregationalist upbringing.  Although 

he professed strong faith in the God of the Bible throughout his life, he rejected the 

doctrine of the Trinity, believing it to be an artificial construct of the Church.  

Adams believed in freedom of conscience in spite of his belief in a “mild and 

equitable establishment of religion,” because he disagreed doctrinally with every major 

organized church.  Adams thought that the rights of conscience are “indisputable, 
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unalienable, indefeasible, [and] divine”. (Witte 2004: 26)  He believed that the 

maintenance of religious pluralism was essential for the protection of religious liberty.   

Perhaps the reason Adams did not perceive himself as internally inconsistent with 

his views of religious liberty and institutionalized church is that he viewed most religions 

as morally adequate enough to promote good citizenship.  In a letter to his son, John 

Quincy, on November 15, 1816, Adams wrote “All men of all religions consistent with 

morals and property…enjoy equal liberty [and] security of property…and an equal 

chance for honors and power.”  Although Adams was clearly not an advocate of religious 

liberty, he appears to have been an advocate of freedom of conscience (modified with the 

support of a mild institutional church).  At the very least, Adams was an advocate of 

religious toleration. (Hutson 2000: 17)  

Thomas Jefferson 

Unlike Adams, evaluating Jefferson’s positions on the intersection of church and 

state is perhaps more straightforward than for most of the Founders.  Jefferson was very 

public in both his personal religious views and in his views on the proper relationship 

between church and state.  His views on the appropriate relationship, however, contain 

some incongruities making analysis less easy than one might originally assume. 

Jefferson’s most well-known utterance regarding church/state relations in the 

United States is probably his “Wall of Separation” doctrine.  Prompted by a series of 

editorials complaining that Jefferson did not issue national days of prayer, fasting, or 

thanksgiving, Jefferson wrote a letter to the Danbury Baptist Association, where he was 

specifically explaining why he did not declare national days of prayer, fasting, or 

thanksgiving.  (Hutson 2000: 76)  This public letter was dated the same day as he 

received his “big block of cheese”.   

The big block of cheese was something of a public spectacle in the day.  A group 

of farmers from Western Massachusetts that strongly supported Jefferson wanted to show 
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their gratitude for supporting religious freedom by sending him the largest recorded block 

of cheese known up to that time.  The cheese makers were especially grateful to Jefferson 

for supporting a freedom of worship because they were Baptists practicing their faith in 

hostile New England. The newspapers of the day frequently mocked this gargantuan 

display of gratitude.  Although the big block of cheese was frequently mocked, it did get 

people talking about how Jefferson would handle issues of church and state.  The letter to 

the Danbury Baptist Association was an attempt by Jefferson to explain to the general 

public what his views were and why he held them. (Dreisbach 2002: ch. 2)  The 

following is the content of the letter: 

Gentlemen 

The affectionate sentiments of esteem and approbation which you are so good as 
to express towards me, on behalf of the Danbury Baptist association, give me the 
highest satisfaction. My duties dictate a faithful and zealous pursuit of the 
interests of my constituents, & in proportion as they are persuaded of my fidelity 
to those duties, the discharge of them becomes more and more pleasing. 

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between Man & his 
God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the 
legitimate powers of government reach actions only, & not opinions, I 
contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American people 
which declared that their legislature should "make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof," thus building a 
wall of separation between Church & State. Adhering to this expression of the 
supreme will of the nation in behalf of the rights of conscience, I shall see with 
sincere satisfaction the progress of those sentiments which tend to restore to man 
all his natural rights, convinced he has no natural right in opposition to his social 
duties. 

I reciprocate your kind prayers for the protection & blessing of the common father 
and creator of man, and tender you for yourselves & your religious association, 
assurances of my high respect & esteem. 

Th Jefferson 
Jan. 1. 1802.  

Here we see a summary of Jefferson’s argument for the separation of church and 

state:   
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1. religion is a matter that lies solely between man and God 

a. this implies that one only owes an explanation of his belief to God 

b. government cannot justifiably intervene in something between an 
individual and God 

2. government can only govern actions, not opinions 

a. government could not regulate religious belief if it wanted to 

b. interfering with actions, though, would also be to interfere with belief  
[This point was not explicitly stated in the letter.  It is included to increase 
the overall clarity of the argument.] 

3. the government is ultimately governed by the American people 

4. the American people declared the desire for the religion clauses of the First 
Amendment 

a. this is in defense of their natural right to freedom of conscience 

b. since it is a natural right, the government can’t legitimately interfere with 
it anyway  [Not explicitly stated in the letter.] 

c. the only way to ensure protection of conscience from the government is to 
build a wall of separation between Church and State  [Not explicitly stated 
in the letter.] 

In context, Jefferson’s famous “wall of separation” was specifically related to the 

Establishment and Free Exercise Clauses of the First Amendment.  Jefferson seems to 

have been quite careful in his wording, asking both of his New England cabinet members 

to look it over and suggest improvements.  The original draft of the letter was even more 

separationist in tone and contained the stronger phrase “wall of eternal separation”. 

(Hutson 2000: 71; Dreisbach 2002: 21)  

The letter was not an anomaly.  Jefferson believed throughout his career that 

freedom of conscience was a fundamental right.  He considered it one of the “inalienable 

rights” he articulated in the Declaration of Independence.  The most fundamental right of 

an individual is freedom of conscience. (Buckley 2004: 63)  On a practical level, 
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Jefferson believed “religious freedom is a most effectual anodyne against religious 

dissension.” (letter to Rabbi Dr. de la Motta on September 1, 1820)   

At times, Jefferson’s beliefs regarding protection of conscience went further.  

Jefferson sometimes expressed disdain or frustration with clergy, and at many points in 

his life, Jefferson expressed a belief that clergy should be excluded from holding public 

office because they would not be able to functionally serve both the state and their 

churches.  They would inevitably support their church to the detriment of the wellbeing 

of the commonwealth. (Buckley 2004: 69)  In a letter to Benjamin Rush on September 

23, 1800, referring especially to Episcopalians and Congregationalists, he said, “The 

clergy [entertain] a very favorite hope of obtaining an establishment of a particular form 

of Christianity through the United States…” 

Given Jefferson’s strong stance on disestablishment, one might think that he did 

not view religion as particularly important for society.  That would be incorrect, taking 

only part of the story.  Consider, for example, what Jefferson did after receiving the block 

of cheese and sending the letter to the Danbury Baptist Association.  He attended a 

church service, held in the chamber of the House of Representatives, led by outspoken 

Baptist John Leland, the very elder who encouraged his congregation to send the giant 

block of cheese.  (Hutson 2000: 67)  Given how disparaged the Baptists were in this day, 

this was a bold step to take.  Not only did everyone know he attended this service, but he 

received ridicule for it in many editorials. (Dreisbach 2002: 31) 

Additionally, during Jefferson’s days working in state government, he did not 

appear to be such a strong separationist.  In the Virginia legislature, he supported a bill 

for a day of prayer. (Mapp 2003: 7)  As governor, he called for a day of prayer and 

fasting to draw attention to the threat against the colonies in 1774. (Buckley 2004: 57)   

While Jefferson never went so far as to support church establishment, he did waiver 

somewhat on how separated Church and State should be in practice (at least at the state 

level). 
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As president, while not supporting the typical days of prayer and thanksgiving, he 

certainly did not refrain from using religious language.  In his first inaugural address 

(March 1, 1801) he said that the American people were “enlightened by a benign religion, 

professed, indeed, and practiced in various forms, yet all of them inculcating honesty, 

truth, temperament, gratitude, and the love of man; acknowledging and adoring an 

overruling Providence, which by all its dispensations proves that it delights in the 

happiness of man here and his greater happiness hereafter.” 

In his first annual message to Congress (December 8, 1801), Jefferson said,  

While we devoutly return thanks to the beneficent Being who has been pleased to 
breathe into them the spirit of conciliation and forgiveness, we are bound with 
peculiar gratitude to be thankful to him that our own peace has been preserved 
through so perilous a season, and ourselves permitted quietly to cultivate the 
earth, and to practice and improve those arts which tend to increase our comforts. 

  Interpreting such passages, Jefferson scholar Thomas E. Buckley (2004: 74) 

thinks that Jefferson believed, “religious belief could be placed at the service of national 

unity.”  In summarizing Jefferson on church and state, Buckley (2004: 74) argues:  

Far from being personally irreligious or attempting to wall government off from 
religion, Jefferson bears conspicuous responsibility for the development of an 
American civil religion, a complex of ideas, images, and symbols related to and 
dependent upon a transcendent reality we call God.  Through his public writings 
and statements he deliberately crafted this civic faith to bind the nation together.  

Given the historical contexts of these and other statements, Buckley makes an 

interesting point, albeit somewhat oversimplified. 21  At the very least, Jefferson 

supported the idea that religion was beneficial to inculcate morals into the people.  Even 

his infamous “cut and paste Bible” was an attempt to create a book useful for teaching 

morals to Native Americans.  (Letter to John Adams on October 13, 1813)  Yet, as was 

                                                 
21 Although I think Buckley is overstating the case, the general point remains.  Jefferson’s public statements 
sought to unify the country in a very difficult historical period.  This is especially poignant given the 1800 
election.  During that election, Jefferson was repeatedly accused of being a “godless heathen” and other 
similar names by northeastern Federalists.  Jefferson used the very language that he had been lambasted 
with in previous months.  This, I believe, did contribute to the use of religious rhetoric by future Presidents. 
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abundantly clear throughout his career, Jefferson opposed establishment and believed 

freedom of conscience was an absolute human right. 

James Madison 

While Madison and Jefferson were consistent allies on church and state issues, 

their motivations may have been quite different. 

Jefferson was not particularly shy about his personal religious beliefs.  Everyone 

who studies the historical documentation basically knows Jefferson’s theological views.  

Given that the actual religious views of Madison are a matter of debate among historians, 

(Mapp 2003: 52; Hutson 2000: 146; Ketcham 1990: 58) and because a speculative 

exploration of Madison’s personal views may or may not explain his public stance on 

matters of church and state, I focus his public stance and its impact on the formation of 

American civil religion.   

Madison’s views on the relationship of church and state were very similar to those 

of Jefferson.  The two worked together over a long period to institute religious liberty in 

Virginia. (Hutson 2000: 76-79)  Perhaps the most well-known political fight was when 

Madison took on famous Virginian Patrick Henry and his proposal to levy a tax for the 

support of religious teachers from multiple denominations.  In opposition to this proposal, 

Madison wrote his “Memorial and Remonstrance”.  Among the 15 arguments Madison 

included are: 1) that freedom of conscience is an inalienable right, 2) that establishment 

corrupts true religion, and 3) that establishing Christianity was not qualitatively different 

from establishing a particular Christian sect.  These arguments appeal to beliefs held by 

the openly-professing Christians who might be more inclined to support Henry’s proposal 

in order to argue for a position of religious liberty. (Hutson 2000: 195) 

A number of things indicate Madison’s seriousness about freedom of conscience.  

First, Madison was quite vocal in his opposition to the term “religious toleration”, 

preferring “religious liberty”.  Madison’s rationale for this was that “toleration” was too 
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weak.  To use modern terminology, “toleration” implied “merely putting up with it”.  

Religious liberty indicated a true freedom to worship as one wishes.  In the day, this was 

a somewhat radical position.  (Hutson 2000: 168) 

A second indication of Madison’s passion about this issue is the wording he 

proposed for what became the First Amendment to the federal Constitution.  Madison’s 

proposal would have included a requirement on the states to protect freedom of 

conscience.  Madison’s proposal was dead on arrival in Congress since members of 

Congress knew that the states would never ratify such wording; additionally his idea was 

not endorsed by the Supreme Court until decades after the passage of the 14th 

Amendment when it extended the requirements of the religious clauses of the 1st 

Amendment to the states.22  (Ketcham 1990: 165) 

A third evidence is that two of President Madison’s very rare vetoes were 

dedicated to bills passed by Congress which he felt might violate the Establishment 

Clause.  The first veto was of a bill that would incorporate a church in the District of 

Columbia.  The second veto was of a bill that would grant land in the Mississippi 

territory to a missionary church.  Both of these bills, Madison believed, involved 

Congress endorsing religion, which violated the 1st Amendment.23  (Ketcham 1990: 609)  

Although Madison was best known for his disestablishmentarian position, 

Madison was not hostile to religion.  In one of his very few discussions of personal 

religious belief in a letter to Frederick Beasley on Nov. 10, 1825 he expressed the 

following three positions: 1) we can know that there is a God through an argument from a 

                                                 
22 I am assuming here that Madison’s ideal was his initial proposal to Congress for the wording of the 
religion clauses.  He would prefer the original wording he proposed over the final wording, even if he 
wrote the final wording, which is unclear.  As Donald L. Drakeman (1983: 432) observes, “The records of 
the House proceedings are scanty, and there appear to be no minutes of the conference committee that 
produced the final version of the First Amendment.  We can, therefore, only speculate about the 
amendment’s author and purpose.”  
23 One may think that these vetoes have more to do with federalism than interpretations of the 1st 
Amendment except for one important thing.  Both Washington D.C. and the Mississippi Territory were 
under direct control of the federal government.  There was no state government to deal with on these issues.  
The objection was over the government sponsorship of churches. 
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first cause, 2) our strictly rational knowledge of the deity is limited due to limitations in 

human understanding, and 3) belief in God is essential for both the moral order and the 

happiness of humanity.   

It is this third belief which deserves the most attention in this particular project.  

First, it should be noted that the context of the brief letter deals more directly with the 

first two positions and that the third is more of a passing comment.  In context, Madison 

is saying it is good to develop arguments for the existence of God because belief in God 

is “so essential to the moral order of the World & to the happiness of man, that arguments 

which enforce it cannot be drawn from too many sources nor adapted with too much 

solicitude to the different characters & capacities to be impressed with it.”  (Letter to 

Frederick Beasley on Nov. 10, 1825) 

It has already been observed that Madison was a disestablishmentarian at the 

federal level.  For example, during his presidency he vetoed bills which he feared 

violated the Establishment Clause. In an apparent inconsistency, while president, 

Madison declared public “holy days;” however, later in life, Madison expressed the belief 

that there ought to be no government chaplains, days of prayer, fasting or thanksgiving. 

(Drakeman 1985: 238)    

The timing of these declarations may give a clue as to these inconsistencies.  The 

declarations were predominantly during times of perceived crisis or disunity.  Primarily, 

these were affiliated with the War of 1812.  The nation was divided and Madison sought 

to bring them together. (Drakeman 1985: 241)  It is possible that he did not change his 

mind on the issue over time, but rather decided to make an exception given exceptional 

circumstances. 

Alexander Hamilton 

Hamilton, the final “major Founder” to be discussed this chapter, was an adherent 

of both strong religious toleration and of utilizing religion as a tool of the government.  
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The belief in religious toleration is prevalent in his correspondence and reports in the 

early days of the republic.  His belief in the utilization of religion by the government is 

found in his correspondence during what he perceived to be a national crisis, the tensions 

with the new French Republic in the late 1790s. 

Beginning in 1774, in his “A Full Vindication of the Measures of the Congress, 

etc” Hamilton argued that “civil and religious liberty always go together.”  He was 

appealing to the colonists, arguing that they would not get to keep their religious liberty if 

they allow their civil liberties to be taken away. 

In April of 1784 Hamilton, writing as “Phocion”, commented that “every 

enlightened nation should recognize a level of religious toleration.”  He believed that “a 

level of religious toleration” did not extend far enough in the case of the United States.  

In his December, 1791 “Report on Manufactures” Hamilton argued that there was 

something “far more precious than mere religious toleration—a perfect equality of 

religious privileges.”  This, he believed, would do more than almost anything to 

encourage tradesmen to relocate from Europe to the United States.   

A “perfect equality of religious privileges” was much stronger than tolerance as 

practiced in the United States in 1791.  Some states still had established churches.  

Hamilton argued that there was a connection between the financial prosperity and growth 

of the middle class in the middle states and the fact that those states had by far the 

greatest religious freedom.  Religious freedom would encourage entrepreneurs from a 

variety of faith traditions to come to the New World and invest their energy and 

resources. 

Hamilton’s belief in the utility of religion for public service came out when the 

young republic was dealing with perceived threats from France during the Adams 

administration.  In multiple pieces of correspondence Hamilton indicated a strong desire 

for a national time of prayer and fasting to unite the people around a common goal.  The 

following are excerpts from these correspondences: 
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[In the crisis it] appears to me proper in itself and it will be politically useful to 
impress our nation that there is a serious state of things—to strengthen religious 
ideas in a contest which in its progress may require that our people may consider 
themselves as the defenders of their Country against Atheism conquest and 
anarchy. 

--Letter to Timothy Pickering March 22, 1797 

In addition to these measures it may be proper by some religious 
solemnity to impress seriously the minds of the People.  A philosopher 
may regard the present course of things in Europe as some great 
providential dispensation.  A Christian can hardly view it in any other 
lights.  Both these descriptions of persons must approve a national appeal 
to Heaven for protection.  The politician will consider this an important 
mean of influencing Opinion, and will think it a valuable resource in a 
contest with France to set the Religious Ideas of his Countrymen in active 
Competition with the Atheistical tenets of their enemies. 

 -- Letter to Loughton Smith April 10, 1797 

Let the President recommend a day to be observed as a day of fasting, humiliation 
and prayer.  On religious ground this is very proper—On political, it is very 
expedient.  The Government will be very unwise, if it does not make the most of 
the religious prepossessions of our people—opposing the honest enthusiasm of 
Religious Opinion to the Phrenzy of Political fanaticisms. 

 -- Letter to Jones McHenry January 1798 

Each of these excerpts contains some key points.  The first is that Hamilton believed the 

French to be a serious threat to Americans, both physically and ideologically.  The 

second is that he believed that days of prayer and fasting, issued by the government, were 

appropriate religiously.  The third is that he believed these religious days were politically 

expedient.   

This latter point is worth special note.  Even though Hamilton believed in 

religious freedom, he still supported government sponsored religious events in certain 

circumstances.  It is “mak[ing] the most of the religious prepossessions of our people” in 

order to achieve a political aim.  The religious ceremonies would be utilized as a tool by 

the politicians to educate the populace about a danger they faced from the “Atheistical” 

France.   
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This illustrates some key points about American civil religion.  The first is that it 

is frequently a tool used by politicians.  They may believe in its appropriateness on 

religious grounds, but that does not preclude the practicality of invoking religion in 

public life.   

The second is that the civil religion is often a tool used to unite the people as a 

whole around some common belief or identity in the face of perceived threats.  When 

there is a national tragedy, there is often a national prayer service soon afterwards.  

During the Cold War, phrases like “one nation under God” were added to national 

documents, symbols, or statements of shared beliefs in order to instill an “us vs. them” 

dynamic. 

Other Founders 

As stated earlier in the chapter, it would be impractical to have a detailed 

discussion of every Founder, so this chapter has emphasized the most important in the 

establishment of the American civil religion. While several of the other Founders either 

did not believe in a strong freedom of conscience or that a shared religion was necessary 

for a shared community, for reasons explained below, their voice was not prominent on 

the national level and thus made less of an impact on the formation of American civil 

religion. 

Take, for example, Patrick Henry.  As evidenced by his General Assessment Bill, 

he was a firm believer in state support for churches (as long as the churches were 

Protestant and more or less orthodox), at least at the state level.  He argued for the bill on 

the grounds that Christianity was essential to maintain a functional democracy.   

This was possibly a change for Henry as compared to earlier in his career where 

he argued for freedom of conscience through his 1766 pamphlet “Religious Toleration”.  

Some of the points he argued in the pamphlet could be used as arguments against the 

General Assessment Bill he promoted two decades later.  I am not convinced that the two 
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positions can be reconciled, but it does indicate that Henry had, at various points in his 

career, sympathy for each of the two premises discussed in this chapter.  At one point he 

fought for freedom of conscience.  At another point he argued for the necessity of 

religion to maintain a functional democratic community.  The reason I am not including 

Henry among the founding elite is that, after the Revolutionary War was over, his 

prominence was limited to Virginia.  (Mayer 2001: 457) 

John Jay is an even more difficult case than was Henry.  At times the first 

Supreme Court Chief Justice espoused religious toleration, but at no point did he espouse 

freedom of conscience, let alone religious liberty.  Throughout his life he made anti-

Catholic comments.  He sought to exclude Roman Catholics from protections in the New 

York Constitution.  Jay was a firm believer that Americans should have a shared religion 

(Protestant Christianity), but was not an advocate of freedom of conscience.  The reason I 

am not including Jay is that after he was appointed to the Supreme Court, he was very 

careful to keep his personal viewpoints to himself. (Stahr 2005: 274) 

On the other side of the spectrum you have Thomas Paine.  Paine wanted religion 

(at least the organized version of it) completely removed from the public life.  Yet, at the 

same time, Paine believed that religious beliefs were vital for most people to maintain 

morality. (Dulles 2005)  Although it is far from clear, Paine may have supported a mild 

version of a civil religion, something similar to that which was supported by later French 

social theorists.  This mild civil religion, or perhaps a cultural worship celebrating 

humanity (or some other substitute for God) would be more in line with his personal 

atheism.  Paine is not included among the founding elite because, by the time the 

Constitution was adopted, he was a persona non grata in the United States, having been 

forced to France due to what was perceived to be his radical views. 

None of the three founding elites mentioned above fit easily into the framework 

for which I argued in this chapter.  Why is this not important?  None of the three were 

particularly important during the key period in the formation of the American civil 
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religion.  After the Revolution, Henry’s influence was limited to Virginia.  Jay, although 

the Chief Justice (or perhaps because of it), did not seek to influence the national 

dialogue after the establishment of the Constitution.  Paine became a social outcast and 

was virtually in exile in Europe because of his atheism.  None were leaders in the 

national dialogue after 1789. 

Concluding Thoughts 

We have two generally held beliefs among elites in the founding period: 1) There 

ought to be a level of freedom of conscience. (Mapp 2002: 22; Hutson 2000: 16-18) 2) 

There must be a shared religious understanding/experience in order for there to be a 

community. (Hutson 2000: 197)  These two commonly held beliefs led to two potential 

conclusions.  The first is the impossibility of a truly shared community in the nation as a 

whole.  The second is the possibility of creating something akin to Franklin’s “publick 

religion”.  In the end something like Franklin’s vision was sought because the uniting of 

all 13 states was the objective. (Bellah 1975) 

I do not argue that the founding elites necessarily planned everything out in strong 

detail.  Aspects of the process, such as Washington’s inauguration, were clearly and 

carefully planned out, although perhaps not with this theoretical framework at the 

forefront of their minds.  Some of the founding elites I describe had at least some aspects 

of the theoretical framework in place.  Jefferson had a thorough theory of freedom of 

conscience.  Adams at least made frequent reference to the utility of religion.  Hamilton 

believed in the utility of religion-like ceremonies for Washington.  The only founding 

elite who I believe held both propositions theoretically and wished them to be put in 

action was Franklin.  For the remaining actors, the movements were partially conscious 

and partially subconscious, but I doubt they were part of an intentional and internally 

coherent theoretical framework.   
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A lack of consciousness does not indicate that the phenomenon does not exist.  

The internal beliefs of the founding elite led to actual political/social activities which 

contributed directly to the formation of the American civil religion.  The generally held 

belief in the necessity of a shared religion for a shared community combined with a belief 

in the need for some version of religious toleration formed the theoretical basis for the 

version of American civil religion that has continued to this day.  It is an attempt to create 

a unified country in the midst of a pluralistic populace.  A careful examination of 

American civil religion through its history recognizes this theme throughout. 
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Chapter 4:  Transitions in Civil Religion over Time—An Analysis of 

Presidential Rhetoric  

In the previous chapters I argued that an appropriate understanding of American 

civil religion should incorporate the common identity thesis.  That is, if the civil religion 

is doing what it is supposed to do, it will bring together a set of people into an 

understanding of belonging to a single identity. 

Why should this be accomplished through a civil religion?  It is derived from two 

theoretical assumptions held by the Founders of the United States: 1) a belief that there 

ought to be some form of distinction between church and state, (Mapp 2002: 22; Hutson 

2000: 16-18) and 2) that there needs to be a shared religion in order for there to be a 

shared community. (Hutson 2000: 197)  Given the relative religious diversity found in the 

United States, a shared religion in and of itself is not possible.  However, there is also a 

desire for the United States to have a shared and unified community, at least in some 

minimalistic sense.  The solution to this conundrum is through American civil religion.  

The civil religion, not being a religion at all in the context of the United States, cannot 

provide for a unified community like could be developed through a “religion” proper 

(such as Islam or Christianity), but can provide something of a shared framework laying 

out a set of shared ideals that most of the people share. (Rouner 1986)  This also helps 

explain the paradox of why, in a country that professes a separation of church and state, 

there is a great deal of religious rhetoric and symbols emanating from state actors.  

The last chapter detailed that the views I argue were at the root of American civil 

religion were held by the nation’s founding elite.  Most of the leaders who truly shaped 

the early republic held the views stated above and in turn shaped events which led to 

what we today call American civil religion.   

An understandable objection to such an argument is that, granting the founding 

elite believed as I described and acted on those beliefs, it has little to say about American 
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civil religion today.  Some scholars argue that there has been such radical change in the 

content of the civil religion that one cannot believe an exposition of the civil religion at 

the beginning of the country speaks to its current status.  It may have been true in the 

1790s that the American civil religion worked according to the common identity thesis, 

but that surely cannot be considered the case today.  (Wuthnow 1989: 244) 

In response to this objection, I concede that much of the content of American civil 

religion has changed through time, but that the fundamental purpose and shape of the 

civil religion has remained stable throughout history.  It still serves the function of 

helping to create a common identity.  This chapter will flesh out this response through a 

discussion of presidential rhetoric throughout history.  I will demonstrate that although 

much of the content of the presidential civil religious pronouncements has evolved over 

time, the fundamental purpose and shape has remained the same.  The rhetoric has 

continued to adapt to changing historical contexts in order to continue to meet the goals 

of the American civil religion. 

In studies on American civil religion, the President is sometimes referred to as the 

“high priest” (Bellah, 1967; Pierard & Linder, 1988: 3), implying that the President 

serves as the primary purveyor of the symbolic aspects of the civil religion.  It is also 

commonly held among scholars that the Inauguration is the great symbolic holiday (“holy 

day”) of the civil religion, which carries among the most meaningful rituals.  (Bellah, 

1967; Marty, 1974; Fairbanks 1981)  Thus, presidents and their major speeches provide a 

tangible indication of the evolution of civil religion.  Although they cannot tell us the 

complete story, they do provide general trends and movements in the civil religious 

content.  

In the Beginning: The Foundations of American Civil Religion 

To the extent that there was a single author of the American civil religion, it was 

George Washington.  Not only, as argued in the previous chapter, did Washington hold to 
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the theoretical positions that serve as the foundation of the American civil religion, but 

Washington had the clearest early megaphone in espousing its content.  Among the 

themes found in this early period of American civil religion include: reliance on a Creator 

of the universe, human liberty, human rights, and a unified people who shared these 

principles.24  (Pierard & Linder 1988: 7) 

The fact that Washington incorporated a great deal of religious content in his 

public addresses is beyond dispute.  It is there for the world to see.  The debate is over 

what motivated the content.  Some argue that Washington was a good evangelical, in the 

sense of holding to biblical inerrancy, a conversion experience, and a mandate to share 

the “good news”. So, in his religious pronouncements, he is merely reiterating publicly 

what he believed privately. (Muñoz 2004: 6) 

However, one can accept that Washington uttered publicly his private beliefs 

without believing he was evangelical.  None of his public pronouncements are 

specifically Christian.  Christ receives some mention in private correspondence, but is 

meticulously avoided in public pronouncements.  None of his public pronouncements 

would be considered objectionable to deists of the day. (Boller, 1963: 80)   

If the evidence is far from conclusive that Washington was a good evangelical, or 

even orthodox in the broader sense, what was the purpose of the religious rhetoric in his 

public addresses?  As the previous chapter argues, the rhetoric in both its tone and 

content is consistent with the theoretical suppositions which I believe are the basis of the 

American civil religion.   

In considering his message to Congress in 1794, 

Let us unite, therefore, in imploring the Supreme Ruler of nations to spread His 
holy protection over these United States; to enable us at all times to root out 
internal seditions and put invasion to flight; to perpetuate to our country that 

                                                 
24 Note that these shared principles are too often inconsistent in practice.  A frequent objection to this type 
of rhetoric is that it is hypocritical.  Perhaps it is, but that does not mean the shared principles were not 
ideals toward which the listeners were encouraged to strive or that the listeners did not at least believe they 
also held these principles (however inconsistently). 
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prosperity which His goodness has already conferred; and to verify the 
anticipations of this government being a safeguard to human rights. 

Here we have many of the themes widely recognized as part of American civil 

religion: 1) an appeal to the “Supreme Ruler”, 2) protection from enemies, 3) 

perpetuating prosperity, and 4) safeguarding human rights.  (Pierard & Linder 1988: 16)  

But there is something further here that is quite telling, and given the political context at 

the time, may perhaps be the motivating factor behind the rhetoric.  “…to enable us at all 

times to root out internal seditions…”  Washington was well aware that the new republic 

was on less than stable ground—that the factions Madison so feared had already taken 

root in the Congress.  The factions were downright hostile toward each other in various 

corners of the vast republic.  Much of Washington’s religious rhetoric was integrated 

with pleas to keep the nation united. (Pierard & Linder 1988: 17) 

Populism: Telling People what they want to Hear 

Arguably the first major shift in the content of American civil religion was the 

introduction of populism, defined in this context as rhetoric designed to appeal to the 

masses as opposed to the elites. (Greeley 1972)  Populism did not become prominent as a 

part of presidential civil religious rhetoric until the Jackson administration.  In the context 

of American civil religion, populism is the incorporation of the people as an essential 

aspect of the “public theology”.  It is the people and their democratic impulse that drive 

the content and power of the civil religion.  The elite espousers of the civil religion only 

said what the people wanted to hear in the first place.  (Marty 1974) 

So the question arises as to whether Jackson’s populism fundamentally changed 

the American civil religion.  Very simply, the answer is no.  As discussed in previous 

chapters the American civil religion does the following: 1) It seeks to achieve a common 

social identity while accepting religious plurality.  2) It is institutionally separate from 

both the state and any organized church.  3) It aims not to prefer any religious sect over 

another unless there are strong grounds for doing so based on fundamental human rights.  
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4) It performs this function through appealing to a series of shared theological or moral 

beliefs, in addition to ceremonies and symbols which mimic religious ceremonies and 

symbols.  These shared beliefs, ceremonies, and symbols exist despite the community’s 

religious plurality.  Items one and four are most relevant to this discussion since the 

second and third were institutional and outside the direct control of the president.   

In his second inaugural address, Jackson said: 

You have been wisely admonished to "accustom yourselves to think and speak of 
the Union as of the palladium of your political safety and prosperity, watching for 
its preservation with Jealous anxiety, discountenancing whatever may suggest 
even a suspicion that it can in any event be abandoned, and indignantly frowning 
upon the first dawning of any attempt to alienate any portion of our country from 
the rest or to enfeeble the sacred ties which now link together the various parts." 
Without union our independence and liberty would never have been achieved; 
without union they never can be maintained. 

In this statement, Jackson is making a populist appeal to union.  If populism becomes part 

of the American civil religion under Jackson, the civil religion is being used as a tool to 

unite the people.  Now take a second statement from the same speech: 

Finally, it is my most fervent prayer to that Almighty Being before whom I now 
stand, and who has kept us in His hands from the infancy of our Republic to the 
present day, that He will so overrule all my intentions and actions and inspire the 
hearts of my fellow-citizens that we may be preserved from dangers of all kinds 
and continue forever a united and happy people. 

Here Jackson uses openly religious language in an appeal to unite the people.  His 

seeking of religious authorization for his actions as president, in conjunction with a call 

for the populous to remember that he is a human being who can make mistakes, functions 

as a two-level appeal to unity.  First, if he, as a human being, makes a mistake, he is 

reminding the people that it is not worth dividing themselves over what is still under 

God’s ultimate control.  On a higher level, what may be perceived as a mistake to the 

finite human mind might actually be God’s will. 

The expansion of American civil religion to include populism was a natural 

progression.  It was a result of the increasing democratization of the republic. (Kessler 
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1994: 37) As more people became involved in the governing process, the leaders needed 

to expand the content of the civil religion to incorporate the new participants.  This is a 

recurring theme in the history of the American civil religion.  The politicians, in order to 

appeal to the new broader base, incorporate the populist language to appeal to the masses.  

This helps the new members believe they are part of the whole. (Pierard & Linder 1988: 

19) 

Prophet: Telling People what they don’t want to Hear 

Martin Marty, when describing the differences in conceptions of American civil 

religion (as well as the differences in American civil religion as it was actually practiced) 

distinguished between prophetic and priestly practices. (Marty, 1974)  The priestly 

practitioners of American civil religion performed the liturgy and generally said little that 

might be controversial.  This is similar to the role of priests in the Old Testament.  They 

played a vital role in the liturgy but their words were rarely recorded.  The same is not 

true of Old Testament prophets, who generally did not play an active role in the liturgy, 

but whose words were prominent.  The righteous prophets frequently called the people to 

repentance. (Marty 1974) 

In presidential civil religious rhetoric, the priestly voice is the voice of the 

populist, telling the people that they are doing a wonderful job in living up to their ideals.  

(Marty 1974) The prophetic voice is one that calls the people to return to the shared 

principles of the people.  Two of the most prominent practitioners of this prophetic voice 

were Abraham Lincoln and Jimmy Carter.  (Pierard & Linder 1988: 148) 

Quotations from Lincoln that fit into this prophetic mold are numerous.  The 

following is just one example, although one of the more poignant ones: 

The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to 
the last generation.  We say we are for the Union.  The world will not forget that 
we say this.  We know how to save the Union.  The world knows we do know 
how to save it.  We—even we here—hold the power, and bear the responsibility.  
In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free—honorable alike in 
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what we give, and what we preserve.  We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the 
last, best hope of earth.    Other means may succeed; this could not fail.  The way 
is plain, peaceful, generous, just—a way which if followed, the world will forever 
applaud, and God must forever bless. --December 1, 1862 Message to Congress 

Lincoln here is calling for the United States to follow some of its original principles.  

Slavery stood as a blinding contradiction to the flickering hope of freedom.  Slavery was 

the antithesis to Declaration of Independence’s thesis that “all men are created equal”.  

To regain the Union, Lincoln believed the republic needed to actually adhere to its 

founding principles. 

President Carter also had numerous examples of utilizing a prophetic civil 

religious voice.  One such example is in his 1977 commencement address to Notre Dame 

University: 

For too many years, we've been willing to adopt the flawed and erroneous 
principles and tactics of our adversaries, sometimes abandoning our own values 
for theirs. We've fought fire with fire, never thinking that fire is better quenched 
with water. This approach failed, with Vietnam the best example of its intellectual 
and moral poverty. But through failure we have now found our way back to our 
own principles and values, and we have regained our lost confidence. 

Here Carter also appeals to what he views as the true values of the American 

people.  He believes the nation will be better off if it returns to those true values, 

regaining its lost confidence.   

Now the question is how the prophetic voice applies to the common identity 

thesis.  How can a call to the people and the nation to do something they aren’t doing at 

the time bring them together?  Wouldn’t this type of rhetoric discourage and fragment the 

people?  Not if the people are already lacking a shared conception of their American 

identity.  Lincoln was in the midst of the Civil War.  Carter was attempting to pick up the 

pieces after Vietnam and Watergate.  They were trying to bring back the unity that had 

dissipated. 



 71 

Missionary Vision: Spreading the “Good News” 

The missionary vision seeks to spread the “good news” of the American 

democratic experience to other countries.  The first president of the 20th century was also 

arguably the first president to fully incorporate the missionary vision of the American 

civil religion. (Pierard & Linder 1988: 107) William McKinley’s missionary vision stood 

in stark contrast with the original isolationism expressed in Washington’s Farewell 

Address.   

The missionary vision could be viewed as a natural outgrowth of previous civil 

religious tenets tracing back to before Washington.  The providential view of American 

history, in connection with aspects of the American civil religious creed such as the 

spread of freedom, human rights, etc. draw a natural line to a missionary vision.  

(Hammond 1976) 

The first pure manifestation25 of the missionary vision was in the prelude to the 

Spanish-American War.  The United States did not have a clear interest in the conflict 

and was encouraged to enter the conflict through the rhetoric of prominent politicians, 

including President McKinley, and prominent religious leaders.  For example, in a speech 

to a Chicago audience on October 19, 1898 President McKinley said: 

With no feeling of exultation, but with profound thanksgiving we contemplate the 
events of the last five months.  They have been too serious to admit of boasting or 
vain-glorification….Almighty God has His plans and methods for human progress 
and not infrequently they are shrouded for the time being in impenetrable 
mystery.  Looking backward we can see how that hand of destiny builded for us 
and assigned us tasks whose full meaning was not apprehended even by the wisest 
statesmen of their times. 

Later, in a speech recorded by the +ew York Times in Atlanta on December 16, 

1898 McKinley was more explicit in saying the new territory came: 

…not as the result of a crusade of conquest, but as the reward of temperate, 
faithful, and fearless response to the call of conscience, which could not be 

                                                 
25 There were earlier bastardized versions such as “manifest destiny”.  These were not really missionary, 
though, because the goals were to achieve a destiny, not spread the “good news” of Americanism. 



 72 

disregarded by a liberty-loving and Christian people…[Our armies] fought not for 
gain or revenge but for human rights [and] the freedom of the oppressed… 

The missionary vision did not extend unimpeded for the rest of American history.  

After World War I there reemerged a dominant isolationism that lasted until World War 

II.  Since World War II, a missionary vision has consistently been a part of the American 

civil religious content.  (Pierard & Linder 1988: 109) It has been an emphasis of the civil 

religious rhetoric of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Eisenhower, Reagan, and George W. Bush, 

among others.    

The connection between the “missionary vision” and the common identity thesis 

is fairly straightforward.  The missionary vision seeks to give a unifying direction to the 

country as a whole, enabling the citizens to all see themselves in a positive light as 

“Americans”.  Another example that exemplifies this comes from a McKinley speech in 

Logansport, IN on October 21, 1898.  “The war has made us a united people.  We present 

a spectacle of 75,000,000 people, representing every race and nationality and section, 

united in one faith and under one flag.” 

Us vs. Them: Limiting who can be Reached by the “Good News” 

Although latent in American civil religion throughout its history, the “us vs. 

them” theme became much more pronounced later in American history, especially when 

facing international opponents to the missionary vision.26  (Fairbanks 1981) When 

discussing “us vs. them”, I mean it in a primarily foreign policy context.  It was a matter 

of “us”, the righteous Americans, against “them”, the evil _______ (fill in the blank with 

the prominent international enemies of any given time period such as Nazis or 

Communists).  In order for this civil religious innovation to come into being, the 

missionary vision must already be in place and additionally there is an opponent (usually 

external and deemed to be a threat) to the missionary vision.  The opponent is the “them”.  

                                                 
26 The innovation we are speaking of here is not the latent “us vs. them” of domestic “insiders” (full 
participants in the civil religion) as opposed to “outsiders”.  As will become clear, this is an international 
innovation dependant on external enemies that oppose the missionary vision.  
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If the missionary vision were not already in place, the evil of the evildoers would not be 

such a problem.  But, once the evildoers begin hindering God’s will for the United States, 

they become truly evil. 

One of the first such occurrences in presidential rhetoric involves Woodrow 

Wilson.  After McKinley, Wilson was the second president to fully utilize the missionary 

vision in an international sense.  (Smith 2006: 177)  Most Americans did not want to 

enter World War I, but Wilson convinced Congress to declare war based on an appeal to 

basic human rights. 

Our motive will not be revenge or the victorious assertion of the physical might of 
the nation, but only the vindication of right, of human right, of which we are only 
a single champion….We are now about to accept gauge of battle with this natural 
foe to liberty and shall, if necessary, spend the whole force of the nation to check 
and nullify its pretensions and its power.  We are glad, now that we see the facts 
with no veil of false pretence about them, to fight thus for the ultimate peace of 
the world and for the liberation of its peoples, the German peoples included: for 
the rights of nations great and small and the privilege of men everywhere to 
choose their way of life and of obedience….The world must be made safe for 
democracy.  Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of political 
liberty. —Address to Congress; April 2, 1917  

Wilson’s rhetoric did not fully plunge into “us vs. them” language.  Wilson was 

very careful to make the enemies the German government, not the German people.  

Although later presidents also tried to do this, they did not consistently go out of their 

way to the extent Wilson did.  The “them” became a foreign government specifically, not 

a foreign people. To Wilson, this rhetoric was civil religious in spite of the lack of overt 

religious references.  In Wilson’s mind, the spreading of liberty and democracy were part 

of God’s divine will.  (Smith 2006: 172) Thus, the use of language such as battling the 

foes of liberty and bringing liberation to groups of people was, in fact, doing the will of 

God. 

After a hiatus from the missionary vision in the aftermath of World War I, 

Franklin D. Roosevelt reignited the presidential rhetoric in opposition to Axis Powers in 
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World War II.  The particular opponent Roosevelt cited was Nazi Germany.   FDR went 

so far on October 27, 1941 as to misleadingly accuse Hitler of a “secret map”. 

Another document made in Germany by Hitler's government. It is a detailed plan 
to abolish all existing religions -- Catholic, Protestant, Mohammedan, Hindu, 
Buddhist, and Jewish alike which Germany will impose on a dominated world, if 
Hitler wins. 

The property of all churches will be seized by the Reich and its puppets. The cross 
and all other symbols of religion are to be forbidden. The clergy are to be ever 
liquidated. In the place of the churches of our civilization there is to be set up an 
international Nazi church, a church which will be served by orators sent out by 
the Nazi government. And in the place of the Bible, the words of Mein Kampf 
will be imposed and enforced as Holy Writ. And in the place of the cross of Christ 
will be put two symbols: the swastika and the naked sword.  

Roosevelt is here cautioning that the religions of the world will be replaced by the 

nationalistic civil religion of the Nazi regime.  This was an attack not only on the 

religions of these countries, but on their national identities.  The religious aspects of each 

country were so intertwined with how they viewed themselves, that the threat of 

replacing the religions with Nazi civil religion was indeed at attack at the very core of 

who these countries were.  It became a contest between the missionary vision of the 

United States, seeking to spread religious liberty, and the missionary vision of Hitler, 

seeking to spread Nazism.  The Nazis became the true “them”, seeking to overturn the 

very national identities of those they conquered.   

After the Second World War, the “us vs. them” rhetoric moved from the Nazis to 

the Communists.  Among the presidents who utilized Cold War rhetoric, perhaps the 

most influential were Dwight Eisenhower and Ronald Reagan. (Bailey & Lindholm 

2003) 

The “us vs. them” theme is a powerful tool in helping create a common identity 

among a people.  During the Cold War much of the content of the American civil religion 

was shaped in contrast to the Soviet Union.  For example, during this time the phrase 

“under God” was added to the Pledge of Allegiance.  The purpose of this addition was to 
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further contrast Americans and American identity with the “godless communism” of the 

Soviet Union.  (Smith 2006: 230) 

 Religious Inclusion: Invite the Diverse Population In 

One of the difficulties of utilizing civil religion in a non-monolithic society is to 

incorporate all the various sub-groups within the larger whole.  This becomes more 

complicated in an immigrant society.  How do you encompass the entire society with a 

civil religion when the population is constantly changing?  One method is to make a civil 

religion that incorporates diversity as a core value.  This may be the case for Canada, or 

perhaps India.  But what do you do if the center of the civil religion is an ascriptive 

identifier or a particular set of beliefs?  That particular set of beliefs has been the case in 

the United States.  Ideally, at least in the rhetoric and writings of the elite, the civil 

religion in the United States is based on a shared set of ideals.  Presumably immigrants 

entering the country should not have a problem integrating if they already share the set of 

beliefs.27  But what happens when the new residents do not?   

In American history, this minor “clash of civilizations” (Huntington 1993) in 

regards to civil religion is very prominent in the realm of religion.  The original civil 

religion of the nation incorporated a broad Protestantism. (Wilson 1986; Kessler 1994)  It 

was broad enough to incorporate the competing Protestant sects, but was not particularly 

inclusive (outside of the Middle States) of groups such as Jews or Roman Catholics.  In 

fact, part of the civil religious ideology treated “us” as good, God-fearing Protestants as 

opposed to “them”, the evil, corrupt, manipulative Roman Catholics and Jews.  As the 

sixth chapter will detail, as the population of adherents to religious minorities increased, 

so did the need to incorporate these citizens into the larger civil religion.  This was 

largely performed through the presidential rhetoric and actions. (Fairbanks 1981) 

                                                 
27 This is not always the case.  Despite the ideals of the civil religion, in practice ascriptive traits often play 
a role in the integration of immigrants.  This will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. 
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One highly visible example of this came early in the Eisenhower administration.  

Eisenhower appointed Ezra Taft Benson to be Secretary of Agriculture.  Benson was an 

ordained member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles of the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-Day Saints.  This was not a popular move to make in the 1950s.  Eisenhower then, 

at the first cabinet meeting, with reporters present, had Benson lead the room in prayer to 

begin the session.  (Turner 1966: 308) 

Perhaps Ronald Reagan’s rhetoric was even more surprising on this front, though.  

Pierard and Linder (1988: 276-287) detail several examples of Reagan sending American 

heroes to heaven.  On May 22, 1987 at the memorial service for those lost in the Iraqi 

attack on USS Stark, President Reagan made the following remarks: 

 And let us remember a final duty: to understand that these men made themselves 
immortal by dying for something immortal, that theirs is the best to be asked of 
any life -- a sharing of the human heart, a sharing in the infinite. In giving 
themselves for others, they made themselves special, not just to us but to their 
God. ``Greater love than this has no man than to lay down his life for his friends.'' 
And because God is love, we know He was there with them when they died and 
that He is with them still. We know they live again, not just in our hearts but in 
His arms. And we know they've gone before to prepare a way for us. So, today we 
remember them in sorrow and in love. We say goodbye. And as we submit to the 
will of Him who made us, we pray together the words of scripture: ``Lord, now 
let thy servants go in peace, Thy word has been fulfilled.'' 

On October 27th, 1983, speaking in response to the 241 marines killed in the 

Beirut bomb attack President Reagan said: 

I will not ask you to pray for the dead, because they’re safe in God’s loving arms 
and beyond need of our prayers….They’re now part of the soul of this great 
country and will live as long as our liberty shines as a beacon of hope to all those 
who long for freedom and a better world. 

Pierard and Linder believe the most telling example comes after the Challenger 

disaster in 1986: 

[Reagan said,] “We can find consolation only in faith, for we know in our hearts 
that you who flew so high and so proud now make your home beyond the stars, 
safe in God’s promise of eternal life.”  Here [Reagan] functioned as both pastor 
and priest by comforting his people with the assurance that the seven tragic 
victims, whose personal faiths spanned the range from evangelical and mainline 
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Protestant to Roman Catholic, Jewish, Buddhist, and nothing in particular, were at 
rest with God. (Pierard and Linder 1988: 282) 

But, isn’t this extension to incorporate other religions a violation of the core 

features of the civil religion?  No.  Recall that the core features are not religious, but 

functional.  The function of the civil religion in the United States is to create a common 

identity among the people in spite of religious diversity.  So, if the civil religion is 

functioning properly, it will expand to include the new religious perspectives of large 

portions of the populations. 
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Chapter 5:  Measuring the Efficacy of Civil Religious Rhetoric 

In analyzing American civil religion and arguing that its functional objective is to 

help create a common identity among the people, one important question arises as to how 

one would measure the extent to which American civil religion aids in creating a 

common identity among the people.  How can it be determined that language is or is not 

effective in helping bring about or enhance a common identity? In a very rough way, one 

could take a poll of the American people to see if they did, in fact, consider themselves to 

be Americans and feel some sort of connectedness to other Americans after hearing 

speeches with extensive civil religious rhetoric.  This, however, does not get at the root of 

the problem.  To ask the question simply: how would we know it was the civil religion 

that created a shared sense of identity (as opposed to patriotism, nationalism, or other 

such socially binding agents) if we were to find that Americans did share a sense of 

identity?  In all likelihood, even if the civil religion is a cause of a shared sense of 

identity, it is one of many factors such as socialization (of which civil religion can play a 

part, but it is only a part of socialization), life experiences, psychological tendencies to 

identify with groups closer to you, etc, making it difficult for one to isolate the civil 

religion as a cause in individuals’ feelings of group identity as opposed to other causes.   

Fortunately, there is promising research already done, not by academics, but by 

practicing politicians (or, more specifically, the firms hired by the politicians).  Modern 

political messaging has become a sophisticated craft full of polling and focus groups.  

Major politicians hire polling firms to pre-test language for speeches and other public 

statements, and then post-test the public utterances using more polling and focus groups. 

(Edwards 2000) 

Since we know that politicians already incorporate this type of data and we also 

know that politicians, being self-interested rational actors, are unlikely to intentionally 
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utilize language that won’t be effective, it might be possible to check both the current 

content of the American civil religion and the efficacy by the use and or continued use of 

certain rhetoric by major political figures.   

Given that this is the American civil religion and not the civil religion of any 

given sub-regional, ideological or interest group, any measure of this sort must be taken 

of politicians who are attempting to give a national message.  Given the system of 

government in the United States, we can eliminate most individual politicians running for 

local or even state-wide office.   

This leaves us with a very small group of individuals to work with.  The only 

politicians who run for office nationally are candidates for president and vice-president.  

And, even then we can discount most of the candidates.  In the primary races, you have 

candidates trying to gain the most support from their respective parties, which is a 

relatively ideological audience compared to the American people as a whole.  Even when 

the presidential race comes down to the official Democratic and Republican nominees, 

the rhetoric is not necessarily for a purely national audience.  Each candidate is trying to 

win more Electoral College votes than the other candidate.  On a policy front, a candidate 

is more likely to support ethanol, possibly upsetting residents in Gulf Coast states, 

because it is already assumed that the Gulf Coast states will be voting for the Republican 

candidate whereas corn producing states such as Iowa and Minnesota might vote in either 

direction.   

A candidate in the Midwest or the South might be more likely to invoke the name 

of Jesus than if she were speaking in the Northeast or on the West Coast.  Acceptable 

religious language in one part of the country is not as acceptable in another part.  

However, in the current media age, one cannot expect to be able to say something in 

Alabama and not have it played back in California.  A candidate must now be more 

careful to not only cater to a local audience, but also to the national one. (Edwards 2000) 
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As a result, the civil religious rhetoric of relatively recent presidential candidates may be 

a suitable test for study. 

A more obvious place to look, and one for which we could go further back in 

history, is the language used by elected presidents.  Fred Greenstein argues both that 

citizens see the President as representative of the country and that the President sees 

himself also in that light. (Greenstein 1974)  The tricky part is that the President is also a 

political figure who pursues a policy agenda with opponents to that agenda.  It is, in 

essence, merging the jobs of the Queen of England and the British Prime Minister.  So 

the public sometimes confuses the President as symbol with the President as lobbyist. 

(Greenstein 1974) 

Presidents, when utilizing religious rhetoric, are usually serving in their capacity 

as symbol. (Pika & Maltese 2010: 96)  There are exceptions, such as the last three 

presidents pushing for their respective versions of faith-based initiatives.  But, by and 

large, when presidents utilize religious rhetoric, they are generally not utilizing it to push 

through a specific agenda. They use it to bring people together. (Pierard & Linder 1988: 

129) 

Although a majority of presidential speeches contain civil religious rhetoric, if 

only to conclude with something like “God bless the United States of America”, four 

categories of speeches stand out for containing civil religious rhetoric.  The first is the 

speech given at the National Prayer Breakfast, which is obviously religious in tone.  The 

second is the inaugural address that occurs every four years.  The third is when the 

President speaks at funeral services.  The fourth is during the annual State of the Union 

Address, although this tends to be more of a policy speech so the civil religious content is 

somewhat diminished. (Coe & Domke 2006)  For scholarly purposes, presidential 

inaugurations have certain advantages for study.  First, they are held regularly and under 

regular circumstances, unlike funerals.  Second, they have a large national audience.  

(According to Gallup, 60% of Americans watched or listened to the 2009 speech as it was 
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happening.)  The disadvantage is that they only happen once every four years, where 

circumstances can change dramatically between speeches.   

However, this disadvantage may be turned into an advantage when studying 

American civil religion.  If a certain type of rhetoric is used by one president, and then is 

used again by a different president after four years of change in the country, it may be 

perceived that the specific rhetoric was successful for whatever it was the intended 

purpose. The communications advisors of the inaugurated presidents wouldn’t 

intentionally let in content that would hinder a given purpose.  (Although, as observed in 

Appendix C, it does happen that given language does not have the intended effect with all 

audiences.) 

Saying that presidential inaugural addresses utilize a lot of the themes and 

language from the predecessors is hardly revolutionary.  Robert Schlesinger noted in his 

blog on usnews.com the day after the 2009 inauguration that President Obama borrowed 

language 17 times from his predecessors.  (http://www.usnews.com/blogs/robert-

schlesinger/2009/01/22/obama-inaugural-address-echoes-bush-clinton-carter-jfk-fdr-

lincoln.html)  That is not even counting the religious and civil religious references.   

More scholarly analysis has been performed on the civil religious content of 

presidential inaugural addresses.  Each of these found common themes throughout U.S. 

history.  Fairbanks (1981) found the following themes throughout: supplication to God 

for aid and guidance, God as guardian of the nation, the God-given responsibility to 

demonstrate freedom to the world, human rights are God-given, and references to the 

“national spirit”.  Most notably for purposes of this dissertation, Fairbanks argues that 

these themes fit better as calls for common identity than the belief that the themes are 

divisive.   

First, there is the supplication to God for aid and guidance.  This might be 

offensive to atheists or some adherents to non-Western religions, but that historically has 

been a small minority of the population.  Asking God for guidance is something theists in 
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general can share.  Second, God as guardian of the nation, often couched in language 

such as “one nation under God”, argues for a nation united under divine protection, 

something that would make theists feel good about their country and being identified 

with it.  Third, the God-given responsibility to demonstrate freedom to the world, asserts 

that a belief widely shared in principle, that of freedom (however it is defined by each 

individual), was given by God with a mandate to demonstrate it to the world.  In effect, 

God wanted the American people to take one of their core values and shine it brightly for 

the world to see.  This would make the people feel good about their core values, making 

them want to be identified by them.  Fourth, human rights are God-given, reminds the 

people what they all share in their common humanness and that God created all humans 

to be special.  This reminds the people of what all people have in common rather than 

what separates them.  Fifth, the “national spirit”, is something even the non-theists can 

get behind.  The overarching spirit of the nation, never clearly defined, identifies that all 

Americans share in a common identity and movement through history.  Americans are 

part of a greater whole, not merely isolated individuals who can do their own thing.  So, 

Fairbanks argues, the most common themes in presidential inaugural addresses do seek to 

bring people together in a shared identity.  

Toolin (1983) attempted to build upon Fairbanks’ argument through a more 

systematized analysis.  She coded for civil religious language in all inaugural addresses, 

as opposed to Fairbanks who did not code any.  She found the most common themes are 

destiny under God and the United States as an example of freedom to the world.  She 

argued that these themes served to legitimize the government.  If God destined the United 

States to serve as an example of freedom to the world, one is likely to infer that God put a 

divine stamp of approval on the government of the United States.    

Bailey and Lindholm (2003) find that the tone of the civil religious rhetoric in 

presidential inaugurals has changed over time.  They find that it has become both more 

democratic in that it is more accessible to a wider audience and more idealistic in that it 
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tends toward unlimited promises that are not bound in reality.  As their prototypical 

example of an inaugural in the older model, Bailey and Lindholm looked at William 

Henry Harrison’s in 1841.28  Harrison explained in great detail his vision of the role of 

government and the responsibilities of citizens in that government.  It was not 

“democratic” in that the speech was fairly technical and was not easily understood by the 

common citizens.  It was certainly for an audience of elites, who, by and large, would 

have been the ones listening to it or reading it in the newspapers.  However, the speech 

was very grounded in reality, discussing realistically what the federal government could 

and could not do to address the problems of the people.  Most importantly, it dealt in 

specifics.  In contrast, President Obama’s 2009 Inaugural Address, while it was perhaps 

more grounded than some predecessors, moves far more “toward unlimited promises that 

are not bound in reality”.  For example, after briefly describing the difficulties facing the 

nation, he said: 

On this day, we gather because we have chosen hope over fear, unity of purpose 
over conflict and discord.  On this day, we come to proclaim an end to the petty 
grievances and false promises, the recriminations and worn-out dogmas that for 
far too long have strangled our politics.  We remain a young nation, but in the 
words of Scripture, the time has come to set aside childish things. The time has 
come to reaffirm our enduring spirit; to choose our better history; to carry forward 
that precious gift, that noble idea, passed on from generation to generation: the 
God-given promise that all are equal, all are free, and all deserve a chance to 
pursue their full measure of happiness…The state of our economy calls for action: 
bold and swift. And we will act not only to create new jobs but to lay a new 
foundation for growth.  We will build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and 
digital lines that feed our commerce and bind us together.  We will restore science 
to its rightful place and wield technology's wonders to raise health care's quality 
and lower its costs.  We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our 
cars and run our factories. And we will transform our schools and colleges and 
universities to meet the demands of a new age. 

                                                 
28 This is the speech that contributed to his untimely death.  It was significantly longer than any other 
inaugural address in history and he gave it while it was raining.  He died of pneumonia 33 days later. 
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Bailey and Lindholm could point to these passages and observe that even the specific 

plans are very broad and sweeping, and arguably overly optimistic.  But, the people could 

understand these sorts of statements and rally behind them. 

From a methodological standpoint, the gold standard belongs to Coe and Domke 

(2006) who analyze the religious rhetoric of inaugural addresses and State of the Union 

addresses from Franklin D. Roosevelt to George W. Bush in 2005.  Their rationale for 

beginning with FDR was that he was the first “modern” president, as it was around this 

time that presidential speeches began having a live audience via broadcast.  After FDR, 

the presidency changed dramatically in two important respects.  First, FDR ushered in the 

role of President as supervisor of a federal government heavily involved in the individual 

lives of its citizens.  Second, FDR was the first to take advantage of the new broadcast 

medium of radio as a tool to speak directly to the people.  (Greenstein 2000) In the 

context of American civil religion this is vital because the speeches given were now not 

just to the political elite, but more for the masses across the country.  If American civil 

religion is to help create a shared identity among the people, having a mechanism through 

which all the people can hear you gives the speeches a new importance.  

Other research on the religious rhetoric of presidents indicates that its frequency, 

especially in inaugural addresses, had grown significantly since FDR’s presidency. 

(Pierard and Linder 1988; Toolin 1983; Bailey and Lindholm 2003)  Coe and Domke 

note that this correlates with the broadcast of these speeches to a national audience. One 

can infer, then, that the increase in religious rhetoric was intended for the benefit of the 

wider audience, rather than simply the political elite of Washington who would have 

normally heard such speeches in earlier times.  Presumably, the increase in religious 

rhetoric had a utility that merited its inclusion.   

The charge now is to identify and measure that utility.  In chapter 4 I have already 

made the case that the utility of using religious rhetoric and symbols by presidents is to 
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help build a common identity for the American people.  Among the themes with which 

Americans identify are freedom, liberty, and the so-called “American dream”. 

Coe and Domke argue that there was a spike in the amount of religious rhetoric of 

Presidents Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush.  More specifically, there was a spike in 

the tying together of religious rhetoric with the concepts of freedom and liberty.  They 

came to this conclusion through some basic regression analysis.  First they coded each 

inaugural and State of the Union address from FDR through George W. Bush for “God 

talk”, freedom/liberty discourse, and whether the posture was petitionary or prophetic.29  

The results of t tests indicated that the last four presidents had significantly higher 

occurrences of both “God talk” and freedom/liberty discourse (although the results for 

Clinton on freedom/liberty were much lower).  Running a one-way analysis of variance 

across groupings they found that Reagan and the younger Bush used significantly more 

religious references than pre-Reagan Democratic presidents and pre-Reagan Republican 

presidents.  When these results took into consideration the length of the speeches, the 

results remained significant.  Very similar results were found with Reagan and Bush 

using significantly more freedom/liberty language.  Finally, using a chi-square analysis, 

the authors found that Reagan and Bush connected their “God talk” to the freedom/liberty 

discourse 80% of the time, more than three times as much as any other presidential 

grouping in the study.  So, in summary, Coe and Domke find that, “Reagan and Bush, 

then, have been far more likely than other modern presidents to link God with freedom 

and liberty, principles central to American identity.” (Coe and Domke 2006: 319-320)  

Using a similar chi-square analysis, they also found that Reagan and Bush were 

significantly more likely to connect the concepts of freedom and liberty to God in a 

                                                 
29 By “petitionary” the authors meant the speaker indicated a position of servitude toward a higher power or 
requesting help from the higher power.  By “prophetic” the authors meant the speaker indicated a 
knowledge of God’s wishes, desires, or intentions. 



 86 

prophetic light than were other presidents.  In other words, Reagan and Bush, with 

relative frequency, that liberty and freedom were in conjunction with God’s will. 

This, Coe and Domke argue, was due to Reagan and Bush’s respective ties to the 

religious right.  (Kengor 2005, 2007; Ritter & Henry 1992; Lind 2001; Wead 2004)   

While the reason for using religious language to appeal to the religious right might seem 

obvious, the tying of religious language to freedom and liberty might not.  Essentially, it 

boils down to the Great Commission of Matthew 28 to preach the Gospel to all nations.  

Christians can only fulfill that mandate if other countries are free enough to enable them 

to preach.  (Ammerman 1991; Weiler and Pearce 1992)  Spreading liberty and freedom, 

then, are part of God’s will so that the Great Commission can be accomplished.   

Coe and Domke argue that Reagan and Bush, recognizing this theme, tied the 

concepts of liberty and freedom closely to their religious rhetoric in order to appeal to the 

religious right.  Reagan was perhaps the first nationally prominent politician to recognize 

the possibilities of evangelical and fundamentalist Christians as a voting block.  

Disillusioned by what they perceived to be moral decay in society exemplified by the Roe 

v. Wade decision, conservative Protestants coalesced behind the Republican party under 

Reagan’s banner.  NES data shows this trend, demonstrates that it remained true during 

the Bush I and Clinton years (although not as enthusiastically) and reemerged strongly 

during the Bush II years.  (Erikson & Tedin 2006: 124)   

Conservative Protestants, voting as a near-united block, created a powerful 

political presence.  Considering during the 1980, 1984, 2000, and 2004 elections White 

conservative Protestants composed on average 25% of the voting population and 80% of 

them voted for Reagan and Bush II (Erikson & Tedin 2006: 126) this became a very 

important constituency.  It became important enough that Bush I and Clinton also 

extensively used religious rhetoric, although not tying it to the concepts of freedom and 

liberty like Reagan and Bush II did.  President Obama appears to also utilize this 

increased religious language and significant (although less frequent than Bush II) 
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references to freedom and liberty.30  The point being that the “watershed moment” of 

increased religious rhetoric by Reagan noted by Coe and Domke seems to be continuing.  

The Obama election campaign made no secret of their desire to pick off some of the 

conservative Protestant voters. (Broder 2008)   

It is reasonable to assume that when religious or ethnic minorities saw that the 

conservative Protestant base were sought after by politicians, they likely understood that 

these groups held significant civic power.  For example, as will be documented in the 

next chapter, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (a.k.a. “the Mormons”) 

made strong moves starting in the late 1980s toward mainstreaming their identity.  They 

started a public relations campaign to make their image look more like evangelical 

Christians.  Now, why would evangelical Christians be chosen and not mainline 

Protestants?  Arguably, the evangelicals held greater political power than did those in 

mainline denominations.  Demographically, the conservative Protestant churches were 

growing while mainline Protestant denominations were shrinking.  Politically, one party 

(the GOP) was explicitly reaching out to the conservative Protestants whereas no party 

was explicitly reaching out to mainline Protestants.  So, if a choice were to be made 

based strictly on self-interest, siding with the conservative Protestants would make more 

sense.31   

It has been noted that religious and ethnic minorities will sometimes adjust their 

identities to fit in better with the group that has more power.  (Herberg 1955; Rogin 

1998)  It is natural for a group with less power to try to join with the group that has more 

power.  If a child is teased by the popular kids at school, s/he frequently tries to adjust 

personas in order to be more acceptable to the popular kids.  Likewise, groups will work 

                                                 
30 This is based on personal observation rather than hard data.  I have not done, nor am I aware of 
elsewhere, any coding for religious language in Obama’s speeches.  I did note reading through his 2009 
inaugural address that he seemed to use these themes slightly more than did Clinton in his inaugurals. 
31 This is not to say that the LDS made their decision based strictly on a power play.  The fact is that it had 
much greater affinity in cultural values with the conservative Protestants than with the mainline 
denominations. 
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to “sell themselves” as really belonging in the powerful group.  Chapter 6 will examine 

examples of this with religious minorities.  Chapter 7 will examine examples of this with 

ethnic minorities.   

Civil religion, then, can really move in two directions in order to broaden those 

included under it.  It can broaden its “theology” to include previously ostracized 

minorities.  However, it can also serve as a magnet to draw ostracized minorities into the 

mainstream of the civil religion.  In the first case, the content of the civil religion expands 

to embrace the formerly ostracized groups.  An example of this could be the change in 

rhetoric from something like “America is based on Christian values” to “American is 

based on Judeo-Christian values”, thus incorporating a formerly ostracized Jewish 

population.  In the second case one may see something like Herberg’s argument that the 

three major religious traditions—Protestantism, Roman Catholicism, and Judaism—

evolved into adapting to “the American way of life”, which he argues required more 

adaptation from Roman Catholics and Jews than for Protestants.  Whichever direction it 

operates (and frequently it is both directions), the civil religion works to bring people 

together under a shared identity. 

Utilizing this thesis, I propose a method for evaluating the degree of efficacy of 

American civil religion in promoting a shared American identity by estimating the rate of 

movement of a group from minority to majority status.  (I am here defining “minority” as 

those outside the confines of the civil religion and “majority” as those inside the confines 

of the civil religion.)  A faster rate (noting that these measures are all relative) indicates 

more utility for the use of American civil religion in presidential rhetoric.  This is because 

when the minority tries to identify with the majority more quickly, this is beneficial for 

politicians in building their constituent base.  A slower rate, alternatively, would indicate 

a lower utility in the presidential usage of American civil religion. 

For example, Bush’s victory in 2004 was credited to not just a coalition of 

conservative Protestants, but also conservative Roman Catholics and Jews. (Goodstein & 
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Yardley 2004)  Roman Catholics and Jews were not the initial targeted audience in 

Ronald Regan’s “God talk” tied to freedom and liberty.  (Coe & Domke 2006)  However, 

they did join in the coalition.  Conservative Roman Catholics joined the coalition with 

Reagan in the 1980s.  Being attracted to the “culture of life” language, they identified 

with the dominant group fairly quickly.  Conservative Jews were much slower in doing 

so, joining actively only after 9/11, and mostly did so out of either neo-conservative 

frameworks or because of concern for the wellbeing of Israel.  (Fukuyama 2006) 

A useful measure of the rate of movement in this case might be the index of 

dissimilarity.  It is a demographic measure that can be interpreted as the percentage of 

one of the two groups included in the calculation that would have to move to different 

geographic areas (or the other side of the majority/minority dichotomy, in our case) in 

order to produce a completely even distribution.  This model would take into account the 

changes in the index of dissimilarity across presidential administrations, taking into 

account U.S. census data to cross-verify the changes in religious/ethnic/racial landscape 

of U.S. citizens.   
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Chapter 6:  Incorporating Religious Minorities into the American Civil 

Religion 

If one did a merely cursory reading of the previous five chapters, one might 

mistakenly come to the conclusion that the American civil religion I am describing is a 

happy endeavor which welcomes all in a spirit of unity.  That would be a serious 

misreading of the situation.  The American civil religion seeks to create a common 

community large enough to govern with ease.  Those not needed to govern will not 

necessarily be part of the common community.  In other words, some minority groups 

and dissidents will frequently be left out.32 (Morone 2003)  

The more people incorporated into the civil religion of a country or society, the 

broader the content of the civil religion may need to be.  This is particularly true in 

pluralistic societies where a shared background through ethnicity, religion, etc. is lacking.  

(Parsons 2002: 27) The civil religion must, in such a case, unify a diverse group of people 

around something.  The broader the population, the more vague in content the civil 

religion may need to be.33  (Parsons 2002: 28-31) But, as the content of the civil religion 

becomes vaguer, it loses its effectiveness in creating a single identity among the people.  

As a result of all this, it may be deemed inefficient to try to create a civil religion in 

which all the people are included. (Parsons 2002: 34)   

In effect, the usual result of civil religions, regardless of the cultural context, is 

that two categories of people are created: those within the civil religion (or “us”) and 

those on the outside (or “them”).   (Anthony and Robbins, 1982; and Lamb, 1986.) Most 

                                                 
32 The number of people left out will depend on the specifics of the government and the society.  Under 
authoritarian governments, the number incorporated under the civil religion can indeed be very small.  With 
a government seeking to enact democratic, or even weaker republican principles, it would need to 
incorporate a significantly larger portion of the population. 
33 There is something of a joke among people who study Canada’s political culture that the nation’s civil 
religion is hockey.  That was about the only thing everyone in the country could rally around because the 
country is so diverse.   
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often when the governing elites of the United States are speaking, the outsiders are 

actually outside of the country.  They are the enemy, those to be ostracized for not seeing 

the wisdom of American political ideals such as the Nazis, Communists, or 

“Islamofascists”.  Maintaining a relatively coherent civil religion with an external enemy 

is straightforward.   

But, what happens when the “them” is not an openly hostile enemy that lives 

outside your borders?  Frequently in U.S. history, the civil religious “them” were people 

who lived in the United States.  They were people who sought to excel within the United 

States.  They professed some of the same ideals as the dominant culture within the United 

States.  They were not, however, deemed to be fully “American” due to some ascriptive 

characteristic.  That could be gender, ethnicity, religion, or social class. (Morone 2003) 

A major component of U.S. history is a cycle of excluded groups gradually 

becoming included. (Zinn 2003) There are two dominant patterns for this inclusion into 

the boundaries of the civil religion.  One pattern is that the ascriptive group works hard 

on their image, demonstrating that they fit better into the American model than do most 

Americans and that they should be accepted as such.  Part of this campaign also involves 

public education to get people to see that differences between the groups are not so great.  

Occasionally it becomes necessary to adjust the group’s practices or beliefs to better 

accommodate themselves into the larger society.  (Marston 1963)  

The second pattern of inclusion is to make it so difficult to govern the country 

without the group’s participation, the boundaries of the civil religion must be expanded to 

incorporate the group, such as was the case with Roman Catholics’ inclusion into the 

American civil religion (to be discussed below).  This is usually led by the political elites 

through changes in rhetoric or through symbolic actions.  As the political elite change 

their positions, the citizens who admire the elite do so as well. (Erikson & Tedin 2006: 

309)  
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Due to the sheer scope of discussing all the ascriptive groups that have gone 

through the process of civil religious assimilation, this chapter will limit itself to two 

cases, both dealing with religious minorities.  The first group consists of members of the 

Roman Catholic Church.  This group cannot be discussed in purely religious grounds, 

however, because much of the discrimination its members faced was due to ethnic and 

national backgrounds. (Hennessey 1982: 237) Most Roman Catholics in the United States 

at various points in history were immigrants or children of immigrants.  

The second group this chapter will discuss consists of members of the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, better known as the Mormons.34  This is an interesting 

group to discuss because it is a very “American” religion.  It was born and began to 

flourish in the United States.  The church teaches that the holy land of promise is in 

Missouri.  It teaches that Native Americans are lost descendents of Israel.  It teaches that 

after his resurrection and ascension, Jesus went to North America to preach to the “lost 

sheep of Israel”. (Arrington & Britton 1992: 3-10) God providentially designed history so 

that He could establish His eternal kingdom in the middle of the United States.  What 

could better fit into the American civil religion?35  This has obviously not been the case 

in historical reality.  However, their gradual acceptance into the American mainstream 

provides insight into the treatment and eventual amalgamation of minority groups into a 

larger civil religious tent.  

                                                 
34 The term “Mormon” is a misnomer since it implies that the group worships a figure in one of their holy 
books, the Book of Mormon.  This is not the case.  Some members of this church are offended by the term.  
However, due to the length of their official title, I will adopt a commonly used and widely accepted 
acronym, LDS.   
35 Although I was unable to find the paper, there was one presented at the 2005 Southern Political Science 
Association meeting where it was argued that the Book of Mormon could serve as an invaluable foundation 
for American civil religion.  It could be a shared document providing a positive story for the American way 
of life and God’s providential blessings and guidance.   
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The Roman Catholic Church in the United States 

The Roman Catholic Church did not have a particularly difficult time in the 

colonial and early days of the United States.36  (Hennessey 1982: 40-44) Most of the 

problems were internal, rather than from persecution from the mainstream society.  

Maryland was established as a haven for religious liberty by Roman Catholics, and 

adherents were usually esteemed with a level of respect.  John Carroll, the first bishop in 

the United States, was a member of a family widely respected for its role in the Founding. 

(Hennessey 1982: 44-45)  

Most of the problems of the church in the early days of the republic involved 

internal disputes.  One of the greatest disputes, and indicative of the unique nature of 

Roman Catholicism in the United States involved trusteeism. (Hennessey 1982: 76) 

Roman Catholic congregations wanted to act like American protestant congregations in 

self-governance.   They wanted to choose their own priests and control the finances of 

their own parishes.  The first trustee controversy under Carroll’s leadership (who at the 

time had been appointed a prefect with authority from the church, but not yet the position 

of bishop) occurred when he appointed Maurice Whelan to be a priest in New York City, 

while the congregants wanted Andrew Nugent (who was reported to be a much better 

preacher).  Nugent took over the parish when Whelan fled to Canada.  When Carroll tried 

to remove Nugent, he refused and the case had to be taken to civil courts. (Hennessey 

1982: 77) 

This incident demonstrates how “Americanized” the parishes in the U.S. were.  

They wanted to control their property and their clergy.  When there was a disagreement 

with the church authority, the issue went to the civilian courts.  One would have difficulty 

imagining this happening in Europe in the 1780s.  In effect, the Vatican moved the 

parishes in the United States away from the mainstream, thus making it easier for the 

                                                 
36 This is due mostly because they lived in the middle colonies/states.  Had they ventured out of Maryland 
and Pennsylvania in large numbers, there probably would have been extensive persecution. 
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Protestants and other opponents to denigrate the teachings and practices of the church. 

(Hennessey 1982: 174-178)  

It could be reasonably argued that most of the hostility toward the Roman 

Catholic Church was not due to the teachings or practices of the church, but rather the 

fact that it grew quickly at certain periods of time through massive immigration.  In other 

words, most of the adherents to Roman Catholicism were not “American”.  (Hennessey 

1982: 173) Stories abounded of morally abhorrent practices, especially among the recent 

immigrants.  Roman Catholics became the dreaded “them”.   

Perhaps the best known story was from Maria Monk’s 1836 book Awful 

Disclosures of the Hotel Dieu +unnery in Montreal.  Prior to the 1852 publication of 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, this was the best selling work of American literature in the United 

States. (Fisher 2002: 46)  Monk’s story was that she was a Protestant who converted and 

joined the nunnery in Montreal.  There she became aware that the primary duty of the 

nuns was to serve the sexual pleasures of the priests.  Monk became pregnant and, rather 

than have her child aborted as was the norm, she escaped and wrote a book about her 

travails, which the nativist press in the United States was more than happy to publish as it 

further propagated the Roman Catholics as being the dreaded “them.” (Hennessey 1982: 

121-122) 

All evidence indicates that Monk’s story was not true and was, in fact, the 

delusion of a poor woman suffering brain damage who was impregnated in an asylum.  

Court records indicate the book was mostly written by ghost writers.  (Schultz 1999)  

However, the fact that this story became so popular, in spite of clear evidence in civil 

court that it was a fabrication, indicates how eager the U.S. population was for such lurid 

stories.  It was not the only such book, just the most widely read and distributed. (Schultz 

1999)  Many of those hostile to the Roman Catholic Church were quite eager to hear of 

the moral depravity of the “popists”.   
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The 1840s were a time of strong animosity toward Roman Catholics in general.  

During this decade there were riots and church burnings in Philadelphia, St. Louis, 

Detroit, and Louisville. (Hennessey 1982: 121-128)  These were also the cities with the 

highest proportional population of Roman Catholics (excluding Baltimore and New 

Orleans).  Prior to 1826, this type of activity was almost unheard of.  In that year there 

were approximately 250,000 Roman Catholics in the country of an overall population of 

11 million.  According to Roman Catholic historian James Fisher and evangelical 

historian Mark Noll, Roman Catholics were, if not mainstream, at least broadly tolerated. 

(Fisher 2002: 41-42; Noll 2002: 71)  This changed as there developed a rapid increase in 

immigration from predominantly Roman Catholic areas of Europe.   

By the 1840s, however, nativism moved from a popular front to an authentic 

political movement. (Hennessey 1982: 126) In 1843, nativists formed the American 

Republican Party, which soon gained control of city government in both New York and 

Philadelphia.  A few years later, it renamed itself the Native American Party.  The Order 

of the Star Spangled Banner organized to exclude Roman Catholics from all public 

office.  The Order spawned its political arm, the American Party. (Hennessey 1982: 126-

7)  Although the American Party died out with the onset of the Civil War, due in part to a 

lack of things they were for, the Party made a substantial political impact.  In 1854 it 

dominated the Massachusetts legislature, won nine of eleven House districts in Indiana, 

eleven in New York, and probably seventeen in Pennsylvania.  They also grabbed 

majorities in six state legislatures. (Morone 2003: 198)  The party quickly died, though, 

due to a lack of things they were for.  They agreed on being against “them”, the 

foreigners and the Roman Catholics.  Soon after developing political platforms, it became 

clear that the Party members disagreed on fundamental issues such as slavery and the 

gold standard.  Their nativism alone was not enough to maintain them as a viable, unified 

party. (Hennessey 1982: 126)  
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An unanswered question is how much of the hostility was due to the influx of 

foreigners as opposed to being against Roman Catholics in general.  Fisher and Noll 

argue that there wasn’t much open hostility prior to 1830.  Another Roman Catholic 

historian, James Hennesey, provides an interesting perspective.  He argues that most 

people in the United States (including a significant number of Roman Catholics) did not 

believe that the Roman church could ever be “American” because the hierarchical nature 

of the Roman Catholic Church was inherently anti-democratic. (Hennessey 1982: 127)   

“American civil religion, grounded in a curious inversion of Calvinism and 

heavily colored by the Enlightenment, would always be a difficult bedfellow for 

Christians in communion with the bishop and church of Rome.”37 (Hennessey 1982: 127)  

Although Hennesey’s conception of civil religion portrayed here was very temporal and 

relevant primarily to the civil religious views espoused during 1830-1859, he certainly 

had a point.  Roman Catholicism and American civil religion didn’t match up neatly.  

The American focus on individual liberty clashed with the Roman Catholic focus on 

community.  Some Roman Catholics in the United States expressed similar concerns.   

In a letter to Isaac Hecker, prominent Roman Catholic writer Orestes Brownson 

declared: 

Catholicity is theoretically compatible with democracy, as you and I would 
explain democracy, but practically, there is, in my judgment, no compatibility 
between them.  According to Catholicity all power comes from above and 
descends from high to low; according to democracy all power is infernal, is from 
below, and ascends from low to high.  This is democracy in its practical sense, as 
politicians & the people do & will understand it.  Catholicity & it are as mutually 
antagonistic as the spirit & the flesh, the Church and the World, Christ & Satan… 
(Hennessey 1982, 197) 

Taking Brownson’s overall views into account, one may interpret this statement 

as Brownson thinking that republican government in the United States was not ideal, but 

                                                 
37 It is unclear in the immediate context what Hennessey meant by “a curious inversion of Calvinism”.  
Given broader themes in his book, it could be interpreted as something like the “Protestant work ethic” in 
which people are deemed to be saved by individual hard work rather than the original Calvinistic teaching 
that individual hard work is a demonstration of being a member of the elect. 
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was perhaps necessary given the social circumstances of the day.  Brownson held what he 

viewed to be a more ideal republican system which was based on Roman Catholic beliefs 

and structures.   In effect, the Roman Catholic Church could transform the United States 

into a far more flourishing republic. Citizens in the United States were too individualistic.  

They did not respect authority or community, even when both were chosen by the 

individuals or people as a whole.  Roman Catholicism, with what Brownson believed to 

be the proper understandings of both authority and community, made better citizens for a 

republican form of government.  (Brownson 1978: 68-102)  However, due to perceptions 

of the Roman Catholic Church among non-Catholic Americans, such a transformation 

was impossible and the United States’ form of democracy was necessarily hostile to the 

foundations of Roman Catholicism. (Hennessey 1982, 197) 

If Brownson is correct about the nature of the Roman Catholic Church and 

American republicanism, then something would need to change in order for Roman 

Catholics to become full participants in the American civil religion.  Either the civil 

religion (and the political culture more broadly) must change dramatically in the direction 

of Roman Catholic teaching, or the American adherents of Roman Catholicism must 

become more “American”.  Either the civil religion would need to adapt to Roman 

Catholic values about respect for authority and community or American Roman Catholics 

would need to adopt their beliefs to the individualism prevalent in the United States. 

(Hennessey 1982: 200) 

The Integration of Roman Catholics into the American Civil Religion 

For Roman Catholics, the process of transformation from hostility to integration, 

the path of transforming from “them” to “us” in the American civil religion, was slow 

and due largely to political necessity.   By the end of the 19th century, Roman Catholics 

had become dominant in the politics of Boston, New York, Detroit, Baltimore and 

Chicago.  (Hennessey 1982: 208) The Democratic Party, which effectively ran each of 
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these cities, needed the support of the large Roman Catholic populations to maintain 

control.  (Hennessey 1982: 178) Tammany Hall in New York City learned this lesson the 

hard way very early on.    

In 1841, the bishop of New York City, Bishop Hughes, had a dispute with the 

political establishment regarding religious instruction in the public schools.  Since 

Democratic Party leaders did not support his request for religious instruction in the public 

schools, Hughes decided to teach them a lesson.  He ran independent candidates for the 

state legislature against those Democrats who opposed his policies.  In each race the 

independent candidate played spoiler, allowing the Whig opponent to win the race in 

what would normally be Democratic districts.  This sufficiently frightened the 

Democratic party leaders in Albany and they instituted the bishop’s proposal.  After this 

incident, Tammany Hall was very careful to at least take into account the views of the 

local Roman Catholic leaders. (Hennessey 1982: 108-114) 

However, political power for the Roman Catholics in a few cities, especially 

through just one political party, did not translate into a wider acceptance on the national 

scene.  The transition was very slow. (Hennessey 1982: 186-189)  One of the best 

indications of a group’s having achieved acceptance is their success in national 

campaigns.  The first major attempt for a Roman Catholic to acquire national leadership 

was an unsuccessful presidential run in 1928, where Roman Catholic Al Smith lost to 

Herbert Hoover.  This election was partially a test to see if the United States was ready 

for a Roman Catholic president.38 (Lichtman 1979: 40)  While the extent to which 

Smith’s faith played a role in his overwhelming defeat is an issue of scholarly debate, 

most scholars do credit Smith’s Catholicism with playing a role in his defeat.39 (Lictman 

1979: 40-41) 

                                                 
38 In an interesting footnote of history, Hoover’s running mate, Charles Curtis, was partially  Native 
American ethnically (the precise proportion of his Native American ancestry is debated, ranging from 1/8 
to ½, but he was raised on a Kaw reservation for 4 years) and was baptized a Roman Catholic, although a 
practicing Methodist at the time of the election. 
39 For a thorough discussion, see Allan J. Lichtman (1979: ch. 3) 
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During the election, Smith was challenged on his faith.  The concern was that the 

United States would be secretly ruled by the Vatican.  Evidence indicates that Smith was 

not the most theologically astute practitioner of Roman Catholicism and wasn’t sure how 

to handle the attacks on his faith.   

In the April 1927 edition of Atlantic Monthly, New York attorney Charles 

Marshall wrote an open letter charging that Smith, as a Roman Catholic, was required by 

his faith to give preferential treatment to the Vatican.  Initially Smith did not want to 

respond to Marshall, telling an advisor, “I have been a Catholic all my life…and I never 

heard of these encyclicals and papal bulls.”  Later however, working with Father Francis 

Duffy, Smith issued the following statement in the Atlantic Monthly: 

I believe in the worship of God according to the faith and practice of the Roman 
Catholic Church.  I recognize no power in the institutions of my Church to 
interfere with the operations of the Constitution of the United States or the 
enforcement of the law of the land….I believe in the absolute separation of 
Church and State and in the strict enforcement of the provisions of the 
Constitution that Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof….In this spirit, I join with fellow 
Americans of all creeds in a fervent prayer that never again in this land will any 
public servant be challenged because of the faith in which he has tried to walk 
humbly with his God. (Hamburger 2002: 449-450) 

While Smith’s fervent prayer did not lead to his election in 1928, Americans were 

apparently ready by 1960 for a Catholic president (or at least enough Americans were 

ready in order for Kennedy to get elected).  One explanation that may be given for a 

Catholic presidential candidate’s acceptance in 1960 is found in Will Herberg’s well-

known work Protestant—Catholic—Jew: An Essay in American Religious Sociology, in 

which he argued that each of the three dominant religious systems in the United States 

were compatible with American ideology and therefore enhanced the ability for the 

“melting pot” to work while maintaining an important piece of ethnic heritage for each 

tradition.  The three religions taking this role became more “Americanized”, and largely 

homogenous to the extent that they all led toward the “American way of life”.  (Herberg 



 100 

1955: 28) They did not, however, lead into a single melting pot.  Rather, Herberg argued, 

there were three acceptable melting pots, one for each of the dominant religious 

traditions.  Each religious tradition was a valid path through which to reach full 

“Americanism” because all three taught its adherents the “American way of life”.  Since 

all three could be acceptably “American”, the centuries of religious conflict in Europe 

made little sense in the context of the United States. (Herberg 1955: 32)   

Even if Herberg was absolutely correct in his analysis, it doesn’t explain how 

Roman Catholicism became accepted as “American”.  It clearly wasn’t in the 1920s.  

Hennessey argues that the two seminal events that precipitated the change towards 

acceptance were the Great Depression and World War II.  During the Great Depression, 

the Roman Catholic Church took much of the lead in public benevolence, especially in 

northern urban areas.  During this time the Roman Catholic Church distributed large 

amounts of food and other aid to all groups, not just members of their church.  Hennessey 

recounts the attitude of majority white Protestants about Roman Catholics shifting from 

being the “frightening other” in the 1930s to being the group that was “a bit odd, but we 

appreciate them”.  Catholics were still “other”, but they were an acceptable “other”.  

(Hennessey 1982: 267) 

The next transition took place during World War II.  In this instance, Protestants 

and Roman Catholics were, for perhaps the first time in U.S. history, forced to work 

together, both in the trenches of the battlefield, and the trenches of the factory.  It is hard 

to have hostile feelings toward a group when you work closely with members of that 

group and perhaps even become friends with them.  They became comrades that would 

save your life if necessary. (Hennessey 1982: 280)   

At the same time, American leaders in the Roman Catholic Church made public 

statements of allegiance and patriotism to the United States.  During the First World War, 

the archbishops issued a statement to President Wilson saying, “We are all true 

Americans, ready as our age, our ability, and our conditions will permit, to do whatsoever 
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is in us to do, for the preservation, the progress and the triumph of our beloved country.”  

(Hennessey 1982: 225) 

Hennesey summarizes the rhetoric during World War II this way: 

Although the reservations of some persisted…the war years saw the effective 
beginning of the acceptance of religious pluralism later analyzed by Will Herberg.  
The high moral pitch deliberately cultivated by President Roosevelt contributed.  
Spokesmen for religious groups cooperated.  Fulton J. Sheen, a popular radio 
orator since the early 1930s, declared that the war was not primarily a political or 
economic struggle against the Axis, but a “theological one,” in which the enemy 
was “anti-Christ.”  (Hennessey 1982: 280) 

Something Hennesey refers to but does not adequately discuss is Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt’s inclusion of Roman Catholics into the New Deal coalition.  Although FDR 

had historically been supportive of Roman Catholic politicians, his inclusion of them into 

high-ranking government positions came with some risk. (Leuchtenberg 1963: 103, 186) 

Such a move could alienate significant numbers of Protestants who still carried strong 

anti-Catholic bias.  However, promises of high-ranking placements helped Roman 

Catholics gain overwhelming advantage in the polls, winning an estimated 70-80% of the 

Roman Catholic vote in the 1932 election. (Hennessey 1982: 269) 

FDR placed a number of Roman Catholics into high federal office.  James A. 

Farley as Postmaster General was in the cabinet40; Robert H. Gore was governor of 

Puerto Rico; Frank Murphy was governor-general to the Philippines and later to the 

Supreme Court.  According to Leuchtenberg, about 25% of judicial appointments during 

FDR’s presidency went to Roman Catholics, which was a major advance over the 4% in 

previous administrations. (Leuchtenberg 1963: 184)   

Roman Catholics became entrenched in the Democratic Party.  Prior to the 1920s, 

members of this faith were very active in the life of local party organs, but afterwards, 

with the success of FDR, they became an integral part of the national coalition.  Being 

                                                 
40 Thomas J. Walsh was nominated to be Attorney General, but died before being able to accept the 
nomination. 
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tolerated as a coalition partner in a major political party, however, is not the same as 

being accepted as part of the American civil religion. Through a variety of events 

acceptance seems to have occurred, culminating not in the election of John F. Kennedy, 

but in the reaction to his death. (Bellah: 1967)   

Kennedy, while running for office in 1960, did have to deal with the “Catholic 

problem”.  To address it, he gave a speech to the Greater Houston Ministerial Association 

on September 12th which was covered by the national media.  There had been a lot of 

discussion about what role JFK’s faith would play in his presidency, and whether he 

would be under the authority of the Vatican while making decisions for the country. 

(Hennessey 1982: 308) The following are some excerpts from that address:  

[B]ecause I am a Catholic, and no Catholic has ever been elected President, the 
real issues in this campaign have been obscured… So it is apparently necessary 
for me to state once again--not what kind of church I believe in, for that should be 
important only to me--but what kind of America I believe in. 

I believe in an America where the separation of church and state is absolute--
where no Catholic prelate would tell the President (should he be Catholic) how to 
act, and no Protestant minister would tell his parishioners for whom to vote… 
This is the kind of America I believe in--and this is the kind I fought for in the 
South Pacific, and the kind my brother died for in Europe. No one suggested then 
that we may have a "divided loyalty," that we did "not believe in liberty," or that 
we belonged to a disloyal group that threatened the "freedoms for which our 
forefathers died." 

And in fact this is the kind of America for which our forefathers died--when they 
fled here to escape religious test oaths that denied office to members of less 
favored churches--when they fought for the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and 
the Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom… 

But let me stress again that these are my views--for contrary to common 
newspaper usage, I am not the Catholic candidate for President. I am the 
Democratic Party's candidate for President who happens also to be a Catholic…. 
But if I should win the election, then I shall devote every effort of mind and spirit 
to fulfilling the oath of the Presidency…. For without reservation, I can "solemnly 
swear that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States, and 
will to the best of my ability preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution...so 
help me God. 
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The contents of this speech are interesting on multiple levels in light of the 

broader themes of this dissertation.  The first is that Kennedy utilized openly civil 

religious rhetoric.  He spoke of the ideals of the Founding and of his family’s own 

sacrifice in fighting for those ideals in World War II.  In effect, Kennedy is saying, 

“Here, look at the values we hold in common.  Even if we do not agree on specific 

religious tenets, we agree on the things that matter most in terms of all being Americans.  

I am one of you.” 

A second point of interest is that Kennedy dissociates himself from things pushed 

for by leaders of his church in the past.  The bishops had pushed actively for public 

funding for parochial schools or subsidized sectarian religious instruction for the previous 

120 years. (Hennessey 1982: 108) The church’s stance on divorce was clearly different 

than most state laws in 1960.  If his personal conscience based on teaching of his faith 

came in such conflict with his duties as president that he could not fulfill his duties, he 

said he would resign from office.  One could interpret this last point in two ways: 1) He 

did not believe that the teachings of his faith would come in conflict with presidential 

duties, or 2) he did not feel himself bound to the teachings of his faith if they came in 

conflict with his presidential duties.  Which of the two interpretations explains Kennedy’s 

motivations is not clear.  But, with either interpretation, what is clear is that he did not 

believe his faith would interfere with his duties as President of the United States. 

Although Kennedy won the election, it may not have solidified the inclusion of 

Roman Catholics into the American civil religion.  Kennedy won by a small margin 

against an opponent who was not particularly likable and definitely not as media savvy.  

(Erikson & Tedin 2006: 215) We cannot know the extent that Kennedy lost votes due to 

his faith, but it is likely that it made a difference.  Available evidence indicates that a 

higher percentage of Roman Catholics voted for Kennedy than typically voted for 

Democratic presidential candidates, which would also indicate a significantly lower 
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percentage of Protestants than normal voted for Kennedy.  This may not be an indication 

of strong Protestant acceptance of Roman Catholics. (Brewer 2003: 21-23)   

The real transition to general acceptance of Roman Catholics into the American 

civil religion seemed to occur upon Kennedy’s assassination and the period of mourning 

afterwards. Kennedy’s funerals became acts of civil religious liturgy. (Bellah 1967) As 

was also the case with the funerals of his brothers later, Kennedy’s services were not 

particularly sectarian.  They were non-denominational and the language was welcoming 

to a wide range of religious frameworks.  (Cherry 1969) The JFK services were watched 

by most Americans and Kennedy was almost universally mourned. (Hengeller 1994: 49)  

It became the latest item in the historical identification of the American experience. Of 

those who lived in that generation, people are still commonly asked what they were doing 

when the learned of the assassination.  The beloved president was an American who 

happened to be Roman Catholic.  His legacy became part of the American mindset of 

self-identification. (Bellah 1967) This Roman Catholic fallen hero and all of his faith 

sisters and brothers clearly moved from the category of “them” to “us”.41 

Of course, it is also possible that Herberg was not correct at all, so the previous 

discussion was an inappropriate historical analysis.  Among many Roman Catholic 

                                                 
41 There is something interesting regarding Roman Catholics in politics that does not fit neatly in the 
context of this chapter since this is a story of entry into the civil religion, not what happened after 
admittance.  Although primarily found in the Democratic Party, it does also appear in a different version in 
the Republican Party.  In effect, when many modern Roman Catholic politicians hold views in line with 
their respective political parties that run contrary to the official positions of their faith,  they tend to side 
with the party.  You might hear something akin to, “I personally believe position X along with my faith 
tradition, but I also believe in the separation of church and state and cannot force my personal values on my 
constituents or the American people.  As a result, I will vote as if I believed position Y.”  This improves the 
chances of these individual politicians being moved up the ranks in their respective parties.  This also 
enables both parties to lay claim to being the party that truly represents the teachings of the Roman 
Catholic Church.  Since Roman Catholics have largely gained acceptance by both political parties, it might 
be damaging to the Church’s standing in the American civil religion if the Church’s views were seen as 
clearly out of alignment with the broader perspective of American political norms.  It could be argued that 
this was inevitable in order for Roman Catholicism to be widely accepted and acceptable in both political 
parties.  The path of widespread acceptance for the Roman Catholics in the American civil religion took 
place largely through the acceptance of the political parties.  The parties would not accept the Roman 
Catholics as whole-heartedly if the Roman Catholic politicians did not also at least pay lip service to and 
vote with the positions of the parties.  It was necessary to move up the leadership ladder.  Politicians who 
did not do so were less likely to receive leadership positions. 
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intellectuals, it is argued that Roman Catholics are not one of three acceptable paths to 

true Americanism that eventually developed, but rather there is one path and Roman 

Catholics actually fit on that path better than Protestants, Jews, secularists, or any other 

group.  The leading figure in this camp is John Courtney Murray.   

Murray’s argument is that what unites the American people is a set of shared 

principles, which he calls the “American consensus”.42 (Murray 1960: 46) He argues that 

there must be a consensus in this and every other society.  Otherwise, there can be no 

room for discussion.  An obvious (and easy) case in point involves language.  If I speak 

English and speak no Japanese, but you speak Japanese, but speak no English, and we 

have no other languages in common, then communication will be exceedingly difficult.  

Murray argues that the public consensus acts as a common social language.  If we agree 

with a certain set of presuppositions, we can then discuss the interpretations and 

ramifications of those presuppositions.  If we cannot agree on groundwork for discussion 

in the political realm, we will not be able to develop public policy.   

The principles of the consensus include: 1) The nation under God, 2) natural law 

tradition, 3) consent of the governed, 4) a virtuous people, and 5) a set of universal 

human rights that are guaranteed by #1 and known through #2. (Murray 1960: 55-58) If 

Murray is correct about the existence and content of this American consensus, he has a 

legitimate argument that Roman Catholics are a better fit into the consensus than any 

other groups.  This is primarily because Roman Catholics have a stronger and more 

developed natural law tradition than do other groups.  Therefore, the struggles faced by 

Roman Catholics were not due to incompatibility with “Americanism”, but rather the 

                                                 
42 His use of “consensus” is not the common understanding of the word today.  One might think of a 
consensus as a “general agreement of public opinion”.  That is not what he means.  For Murray, a 
consensus might be agreed upon by the public if they fully understood everything, but that is typically not 
the case.  The consensus, rather, is a set of propositions on which a society, culture, and political regime are 
built.  Without these propositions, the systems could not work.  A thorough analysis of what this might look 
like in the Constitution can be found in Paul DeHart’s Uncovering the Constitution’s Moral Design.  
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refusal by the dominant society to accept them.  The full admission of Roman Catholics 

into the American family, then, was inevitable. 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints 

Although the LDS has millions of adherents from around the world, its history is 

primarily and uniquely American.  It is arguably the only world religion whose history is 

primarily in the United States.  It is an indigenous religious movement, started in the 

U.S., headquartered in the U.S., and whose ecclesiastical and eschatological basis is in 

the U.S.  Yet, it has always been on the outskirts of the U.S. culture.  To this day it is not 

completely accepted as a part of the American mosaic. (Givens 2007: 191) 

A brief history of the LDS in the United States 

The following abbreviated history of the LDS Church is a compilation of 

information from Turner’s (1966) The Mormon Establishment, Anderson’s (1966) Desert 

Saints: the Mormon Frontier in Utah, and Arrington & Britton’s (1992) The Mormon 

Experience: A History of the Latter-Day Saints.  All information from other sources is 

cited as such.  The advantage of all three books is that they were written by members of 

the LDS Church but did not have any strong ties to that church when writing.  This 

provided two significant advantages for historical accounts: 1) they did not have a strong 

bias against the LDS Church, and 2) they were not official LDS historians and therefore 

could be objective.  The following is the account they describe: 

According to Joseph Smith’s testimony, in 1820, when he was 14 years old, God 

the Father and Jesus appeared before him in bodily form and instructed him not to believe 

any of the organized religions of his day.  Three years later an angel named Moroni 

visited Smith three times and told him the location of golden tablets on which were 

written the history of the lost two tribes of Israel in the Americas.  These tablets he was 

able to translate into what is today known as the Book of Mormon through the Hebraic 

priestly stones Urim and Thummim.   
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In 1830 Smith and a few others founded the Church of Christ.43  Over the next 

year it attracted 1000 adherents who moved to Kirtland, OH in order to live as a single 

community.  They stayed there until 1837 when the local non-adherents forced them out 

due mostly to disagreements about financial matters.44 

After Kirtland, the Church of Latter-Day Saints (as they were renamed by this 

time) moved to Jackson County, Missouri, just east of modern-day Kansas City.  Here 

they were heavily persecuted as well, although seemingly not for financial reasons.  The 

local residents feared Smith was creating a religious dictatorship (which was not helped 

by the formation of a militia and his wearing a military uniform) and started burning 

down the homes of LDS members.  In 1838, 17 settlers were killed at Haun’s Mill. 

Moving away from Jackson County was somewhat complicated, though.  By this 

time, official church doctrine indicated that New Zion was in that area and that when 

Jesus returned, he would establish the New Jerusalem there.  In effect, Jackson County 

was the Holy Land.  But, due to the dangers, headquarters was moved to Nauvoo, Illinois 

in 1839, with a large contingent of the adherents remaining in Jackson County. 

The LDS was welcomed openly in Illinois.  Several prominent politicians in the 

state wanted to woo the new influx of people to vote for their respective political parties.  

The Illinois legislature provided a very generous charter for Nauvoo, which was 

supported by both Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas.45 (Anderson 1966: 220) The 

warm welcome did not last long, however.   

In Illinois, the LDS became very insular and self-sufficient.  They restarted their 

own militia, except making it bigger and more organized.  During this time a number of 

more controversial doctrines also came to light, including polygamy and baptism for the 

                                                 
43 This is not related to the modern denomination called the Church of Christ. 
44 The precise details of the story vary heavily, depending on who is telling it.  We know that Smith set up a 
bank for adherents that was very successful and aggressive in its investments in the area.  Beyond that, 
exactly what happened is up to interpretation.  We do know that the locals became angry enough to force 
the religious community to move. 
45 It should be noted that both Lincoln and Douglas eventually rescinded their support of the LDS, Lincoln 
more adamantly than Douglas.   
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dead.  The final straw, however, may have come in 1844 when Smith declared himself a 

candidate for President of the United States.  In June, after Smith ordered the burning 

down of an opposition press, he was arrested for the destruction of property and causing a 

riot.  He and his brother Hyrum, were killed in jail by a mob. 

After a bit of a power struggle, Brigham Young gained the leadership of the LDS 

and led them to Utah, starting in 1847.  Utah was chosen specifically because it was 

territory no one else really wanted.  It was desert with few known material resources.  For 

a few years, the strategy worked.  Young and the other church leaders were basically left 

alone to run their affairs until 1857.  The autonomy was not absolute, however.  Deseret 

(as the LDS referred to what is now called Utah) was denied statehood several times in 

spite of arguably being eligible as early as 1852 so that the federal government could 

have direct control over the territory.  For the most part, though, Young ran the territory, 

even serving as official territorial governor for much of the time.   

LDS autonomy in the territory was severely diminished in the aftermath of the 

Mountain Meadows Massacre and the pursuant “Utah War” where approximately 1/3 of 

the United States Army was involved in a conflict with the Nauvoo Legion militia.  

Although evidence is far from clear, one of the widows of the recently murdered LDS 

Apostle Parley Pratt apparently claimed to recognize a member of a passing wagon train 

as one of the men responsible for her husband’s death.  This added to concern (some 

might say hysteria) about the U.S. military presence making its way to the territory.  A 

group of Nauvoo Legion members and Paiute tribal warriors laid siege to the wagon train 

for five days.  After the siege, the militiamen sent up the white flag and offered safe 

passage in exchange for the travelers giving up all their cattle.  When the members of the 

wagon train surrendered, everyone except for 17 young children were killed; more than 

120 people. 

The “Utah War” was not nearly as bloody.  Historian William MacKinnon (2007) 

estimates that 30 people were killed as a direct result of the hostilities.   Mostly there was 
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property damage.  When the U.S. Army arrived at Salt Lake City, President Buchanan 

offered a truce in exchange for full surrender and the giving up of any local control.  For 

the next thirty years, the governors, judges, and marshals were all federally appointed, 

and predominantly not members of the LDS Church. 

In the run-up to the Civil War, the LDS Church was at the heart of the rhetorical 

wars.  The “doctrine of plural marriage” was announced publicly in 1852.  After that 

time, many in the abolitionist movement lumped together polygamy and slavery as evils 

that the federal government needed to regulate.46  (Perhaps an irony in this argument is 

that one of the issues over which the LDS were forced out of Missouri dealt with the 

accusation that they were abolitionists due to Smith’s denouncement of slavery in a 

couple of editorial pieces.)   

Due to the LDS preference to be left alone by the federal government in the years 

leading up to the Civil War, many of their political allies in Washington D.C. were from 

southern states.  Part of the post-Calhoun southern argument was that states and 

territories should be completely free to do as they saw fit, independent of imposed mores 

from the federal government.  As the Civil War broke out, despite the Utah Territory 

remaining in the Union, politicians were very suspicious of LDS activities.  The 

suspicions were increased by the fact that the LDS played a very limited role in 

supporting the war effort.47 U.S. officials even accused LDS members of being un-

American. (Anderson 1966: 220-222)  

During reconstruction, Congress treated the Utah Territory in much the same way 

as they treated the defeated Confederate States, even though from Utah’s perspective it 

had deliberately remained in the Union.48  Today it is referred to as the “carpetbag years”.  

A string of hostile military governors, federal judges and prosecutors were appointed in 

                                                 
46 Wallace Turner (1966) hypothesizes that the lumping together was done so that there would be greater 
opposition to slavery.  Polygamy was viewed as the greater evil.   
47 The primary contribution was using about 90 members of the Nauvoo Militia (by then based out of Salt 
Lake City) to protect mail between Fort Laramie and Salt Lake City.   
48 While technically remaining in the Union, they did not whole-heartedly endorse the war effort.   
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the territory.  Brigham Young basically remained cloistered in his home so as to avoid 

trouble.   

This territorial semi-military rule lasted into the 1890s.  The rule was 

accompanied by Congressional laws passed specifically with the LDS in mind.  In 1862 

Congress passed the Morrill Anti-Bigamy Act49, which wasn’t enforced in Utah until the 

1874 Poland Act, which gave all legal jurisdiction to the federal government, thus 

making it possible for the federal government to enforce the Morrill Act. The Edmonds 

Act of 1882 made polygamy a felony, thus making it impossible for perpetrators to vote, 

serve on juries, or hold elected political office.  The Edmunds-Tucker Act of 1887 

increased the penalty for polygamy and disincorporated the LDS Church. 

Disincorporation, being that Utah was not a state and therefore directly under federal 

control, meant, among other things that LDS officials could not perform legal marriages 

within Utah. The U.S. Supreme Court upheld this act in 1890.  Its action followed its 

1878 decision in the Reynolds v. United States (98 U.S. 145) where the Supreme Court 

ruled that polygamy went beyond being a moral evil (such as public drunkenness) and as 

such the action of (as opposed to belief in) plural marriage could be outlawed.  The 

justification for such laws not being a violation of the First Amendment’s Free Exercise 

Clause was that plural marriage itself was deemed incompatible with the very principles 

of a republic because it impaired the morals of citizens.  One might even say the Court 

found the practice of polygamy to be un-American.  

A few months after the Supreme Court decision upholding Edmunds-Tucker, 

LDS Church President Wilford Woodruff issued the 1890 Manifesto in which he 

announced that the church no longer taught plural marriage and that it had not been 

practiced by the church for the previous two years.50  This was followed up in 1904 by a 

                                                 
49 In addition to outlawing plural marriage, the Morrill Act also denied religious organizations in any 
territory the ability to hold property in excess of $50,000.    
50 The 1890 Manifesto did not dissolve previously existing plural marriages, although many practitioners 
did dissolve the marriages of their own accord. 



 111 

second manifesto declaring that any practitioner of plural marriage would be 

excommunicated from the LDS Church.   

The 1890 Manifesto led to two important events.  The first was the 

reincorporation of the LDS Church.  The second was the admission of Utah as the 45th 

state in 1896, 44 years after the first application was made.  This enabled the political 

leaders in Utah to be democratically elected rather than appointed by the federal 

government.   

The final event to be discussed in this brief history skips ahead several decades.  

According to early LDS doctrines, people groups with dark skin had been cursed by God 

due to their disobedience.  It had therefore been the practice that (at least in the United 

States) people of non-European origin were not to be allowed in the priesthood.51  It was 

not until 1978 that the LDS Church declared affirmatively that people of non-European 

descent were allowed to priestly positions.  Beyond the obvious racial issues, it could be 

argued that holding this doctrine for so long demonstrated a lagging understanding of 

what was acceptable within the American context.  

LDS Movement into the American Civil Religion 

In discussions over the recent candidacy of Mitt Romney to be President of the 

United States, many defenders of the LDS have indicated the belief that the church is 

uniquely American in its origins and culture and that adherents of that faith are exemplars 

of what it means to be an American. (Hewitt 2007) The LDS Church emphasizes the 

importance of family relationships in both its teaching and its public outreach.  LDS 

church historians (those sanctioned by the Church) argue that the LDS has consistently 

promoted patriotism to its American members.  (Turner 1966: 331) 

                                                 
51 There are numerous counter-examples of this outside the United States in the first half of the 20th 
Century. 



 112 

This last claim is controversial, at best.  Church leaders consistently expressed 

praise for the U.S. Constitution.52  Their complaint was against those individuals running 

the government who were either directly persecuting them or allowing the persecution to 

happen.  At several points in the 19th century, “American” was a term of derision in the 

Utah territory. (Anderson 1966: 171) So while members of the LDS professed admiration 

for the founding documents and the ideals espoused therein, they seemed to have no real 

desire to be part of the larger national community.  They wished to be left alone to be a 

separate and distinct community.  This is evidenced by their use of the term “gentile” for 

those who never belonged to their faith. 

This type of attitude is most clear in some of the popular songs among the LDS 

during the 19th century.  These songs spoke of escaping the yoke of the “gentiles”, and of 

standing up to “old Uncle Sam” even if that meant bloodshed. (Anderson 1966: 51, 171-

175)  

Brigham Young fed this attitude in his public addresses (which were normally 

printed and distributed widely for all church members).  In September of 1857 he 

declared, “For the last twenty-five years we have trusted officials of the Government, 

from Constables and Justices to Judges, Governors and Presidents, only to be scorned, 

held in derision, insulted and betrayed.”  Then in October: “We have counted the cost it 

may be to us; we look for the United States to attempt to swallow us up, and we are 

prepared for the contest, if you wish to forego the constitution in your insane efforts to 

crush out all human rights….It is now the kingdom of God and the kingdom of the 

Devil.”  And in a letter sent to the commanding officers of U.S. troops (along with a gift 

of 800 pounds of flour that the commanders rejected) Young tried to explain, “I have…to 

inform you that by ordering you here upon pretexts solely founded upon lies, all of which 

have long since been exploded, the President has no more regard for the Constitution and 

                                                 
52 See, for example, Anderson (1966: 174-182) 
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laws of the United States and the welfare of her legal citizens than he has for the 

constitution, laws and subjects of the Kingdom of Beelzebub.” (Quotations taken from 

Anderson, 1966: 171-177) 

Something very important to note in the previous sentiments from Young is that 

he consistently claimed the mantle of the ideals of the U.S. Constitution.  His complaint 

was against those who sought to attack the LDS, in violation of those principles.  This is 

a theme throughout LDS history in the United States.  They always claimed the mantle of 

patriotism, even if acting directly against the leaders of the country. (Anderson 1966: 

174-182) They even claimed threats of breaking off from the United States were done in 

accordance with the American ideals espoused in the Constitution.53 

The “gentile” federal officials were less than impressed by the supposed 

patriotism of the LDS membership.  Governor Harding, who held office during most of 

the Civil War, was particularly open about his distrust of LDS loyalty.  In 1862 Harding 

wrote to Secretary of State Seward: 

[Mormons take it for granted that] the United States as a Nation is to be 
destroyed…and that Zion will be built up, not here in the valleys of the 
mountains, but the great center of their power and glory is to be in Missouri where 
the Saints under the head of their prophet were expelled many years since. 
(Anderson 1966: 222)  

The next year, in his annual address to the Utah provisional legislature, Harding 

said, “I am sorry to say that since my sojourn amongst you, I have heard no sentiments, 

either publicly or privately expressed, that would lead me to believe that much sympathy 

is felt by any number of your people in favor of the government of the United States, now 

struggling for its very existence.” (Anderson 1966: 224-225)  The legislature apparently 

did not care for this comment, because it refused to have the speech printed and 

distributed, as was customary.   

                                                 
53 See Turner (1966: 269-271). 
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Only after Utah was granted statehood and the LDS Church was re-granted 

incorporation at the end of the 19th Century did this attitude about wanting to be separate 

from, rather than being a part of the United States begin to change.  LDS leaders began to 

recognize that it was no longer feasible to be insular and at the same time be rapidly 

growing.54  By the turn of the 20th Century, the LDS Church had a few hundred thousand 

adherents worldwide.  If it continued to grow at that pace, it would not all be able to fit in 

Utah, as had been the dream of Brigham Young.  But if their adherents were to live 

permanently in the rest of the country, they needed to start making nice, or face 

unnecessary further persecution.   (Arrington & Britton 1992: 292) 

This transition to living in areas beyond the Mountain West was helped by the 

fact that the LDS Church has a particularly strong organizational capacity.  Its 

hierarchical structure allows it to micromanage things from Salt Lake City to other parts 

of the country and the world.  Throughout the 20th Century, as communications improved 

dramatically, it became increasingly possible for the church’s central authority to manage 

the members from greater distances.  This made the leadership much more comfortable 

allowing, or even encouraging members to permanently relocate in other areas.  The 

focus of LDS evangelism moved from strictly missionary activity to a mix of missionary 

work and what is called in Evangelical circles “lifestyle evangelism”.  Adherents to the 

LDS could be in “gentile territory” and live such exemplary lives that it would attract 

others to the faith. (Ballard 2000) 

Historically, one of the most successful examples of this is the Romney family.55  

George Romney, who was born to a polygamist family in Mexico, worked in agriculture 

as a youth in Idaho and Utah.  He moved to Washington D.C. to be near the love of his 

life and got a job as a speechwriter for a Democratic senator from Massachusetts.  He 

                                                 
54 According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the population of Utah was 40,273 in 1860; 86,786 in 1870; 
143,963 in 1880; and 276,749 in 1900. 
55 The information about George Romney came from Mollenhoff’s 1968 book George Romney: Mormon in 

Politics. 
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then became an automotive industry lobbyist, which eventually took him to Michigan.  In 

Michigan he went from working with the Automotive Manufacturers Association to 

helping start what became the American Motors Corporation, the company over which he 

eventually became CEO.  He then became a popular governor of Michigan, and ran for 

the Republican nomination for President in 1968.  Although Romney was the choice of 

many of the establishment in the party (including the Rockefeller family), he was 

upended by Richard Nixon due to the opposition Romney developed towards the conflict 

in Vietnam and possibly concern about his faith. (Mollenhoff 1968: 298) In the Nixon 

administration, Romney served several years as the Secretary of Housing and Urban 

Development.  

Given George Romney’s exceptional talents, it might not be a surprise that he was 

so successful, if it wasn’t for the fact that he was very open about his faith.  For most of 

his time in Michigan, Romney was the stake Patriarch (leader who administers rites) for 

the greater Detroit area (which included most of Michigan, part of Ohio, and a small 

portion of Ontario).   Yet, in spite of his openness, Romney was very successful in a state 

with a small LDS population.   

This was the blueprint for success from the LDS leadership.  Although Romney 

was unusually successful, the pattern is not uncommon.  The LDS will frequently find 

jobs for loyal adherents and move groups of families to new locations to set up new 

wards in under-populated stakes.  The idea is for the LDS members to be exemplary 

citizens, having good families, good jobs, and being active in community service.  The 

LDS Church, then, can be viewed as being composed of “good people”.  (Ballard 2000) 

There is also an open public relations component to this, which has morphed 

somewhat since Salt Lake City was granted the 2002 Winter Olympics.  There are now 

frequent cable and radio advertisements, sponsored by the LDS, which espouse the 

importance of good family relationships.  You don’t know who the message is from until 

the voice quickly says “sponsored by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints” 
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and perhaps provides a website for further information or helpful ideas.  This type of 

advertising is very different from the model used in the early 1980s where the message 

was far more overtly religious, offering free copies of “the new revelation of Jesus 

Christ”.   

The public relations wing of the LDS has taken steps to move the perception of 

the church from that of a cult to that of a mainstream religious body.  As evidenced by 

blogs and discussion boards during Mitt Romney’s campaign56, the move has not been 

entirely successful, but there seems to be progress.  (I can’t imagine evangelical leaders 

endorsing an LDS candidate for president 15 years ago.)   

The path to the current status of increased but not universal acceptance of the 

LDS Church by the American people was far from smooth.  One prominent example of 

the difficulties can be found in the controversy over Ezra Taft Benson and the John Birch 

Society in the 1960s.  Benson was one of the LDS Church’s Twelve Apostles.  He also 

served as Secretary of Agriculture during the Eisenhower administration.  The fact that 

Benson held a cabinet position speaks to the progress the LDS had made in the previous 

50 years.  Eisenhower also made Benson the unofficial spiritual leader of the cabinet, 

having him lead the meetings off in prayer. (Espinosa 2009: 262)  

In the mid-1960s, the John Birch Society decided to do heavy recruitment among 

LDS members.  They assumed that, given the position of the LDS Church on people of 

non-European descent joining the priesthood, the John Birch Society had found comrades 

in their fight for “traditional values”.  They used Benson as a gateway.  While Benson 

never joined the Society, he did publish written statements endorsing its endeavors and 

even introduced speakers at fundraising/membership drive events held in the Salt Lake 

City area.  Several of the other apostles deemed this informal association to be an 

embarrassment, and officially declared that the LDS Church had no affiliation with or 

                                                 
56 One of many examples can be found at http://news.aol.com/elections-blog/2007/05/09/adwatch-romneys-
now-is-the-time 
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position on the John Birch Society.  Some believe Benson was sent to lead the mission 

society in London (the first time an apostle was sent overseas for a permanent position 

since the 1850s) to remove him from the controversy.57  (Turner 1966: 310-314) 

This controversy apparently did not harm Benson too much within the church’s 

hierarchy because in 1973 he became the President of the Quorum of the Twelve 

Apostles and President of the Church in 1985.  In the latter position, he was the official 

spokesperson for the LDS, with official statements holding the authority of prophesy.58   

Benson’s open political positions, along with his leadership positions among the 

LDS, perpetuated an idea among the public that the LDS Church was not only out of step 

with the mainstream, but also that it was a patently racist organization.  The very belated 

admission of non-whites into the priesthood did not help matters.   

Much of the improvement in public perception of the LDS occurred during the 

presidency of Gordon B. Hinckley.  During his tenure, Hinckley oversaw the building of 

nearly 100 temples, each of which helped the local economy where it was built.  He also 

did smaller things such as sit down for interviews with 60 Minutes and Larry King Live.  

He even changed the official church logo so that the emphasis was on “Jesus Christ” 

rather than “Latter-Day Saints”.  The stated purpose of this seemingly small change was 

to be more widely accepted as a Christian denomination rather than as a separate religion.  

(Bushman 2006: 191-195) 

The biggest shift in perception, however, probably came with the 2002 Olympics 

in Salt Lake City.  Hinckley knew his church would be in the spotlight and made the most 

of the opportunity, with a world-wide public relations campaign, portraying the church as 

a family-friendly Christian organization that promotes good citizenship.  It did not work 

as well as intended, initially, though.  In 1999 it was discovered that Salt Lake City won 

                                                 
57 This is the position of Turner (1966: 310-314).  He also provides an entire chapter in his book discussing 
the situation relatively soon after it happened, including anonymous interviews with LDS leaders. 
58 It should be noted that these offices are normally given to the most senior member, and Benson received 
these offices on those terms. 
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the bid through a set of bribes.  Some of those involved were members of the LDS.  It 

created a serious embarrassment for the church.  It could have been a public relations 

disaster were it not for a member of one of their most respected LDS families, Mitt 

Romney, taking over the planning and implementation of the Games.  Romney renewed 

the image of the LDS as being squeaky clean (although not a universally held image) and 

its members as capable organizers.  The Games themselves went off smoothly and many 

nations carried favorable coverage of this emerging world religion based in Utah. 

(Bushman 2006: 2, 171) 

The LDS Church, in the years leading up to the 2002 Olympics, sent out 

thousands of promotional packages to reporters who would be coming to the Games.  The 

packets included ideas for stories on LDS history, offers for interviews with leading 

officials and spending days with “a typical family”.  In another campaign, reporters were 

encouraged to refer to the LDS on second reference as “The Church of Jesus Christ” 

rather than “LDS Church” or “Mormon Church”.59  To a large extent, these measures 

worked.  During the Games, coverage of the LDS was overwhelmingly positive. 

In contrast, Hinckley also made some political pronouncements, but was tame as 

compared to Benson.  Hinckley authorized the use of LDS funds to fight for laws in 

Hawaii and California banning same-sex marriages.60  In 2003 regarding the war in Iraq, 

he also said, “…as citizens we are all under the direction of our respective national 

leaders. They have access to greater political and military intelligence than do the people 

generally…. Furthermore, we are a freedom-loving people, committed to the defense of 

liberty wherever it is in jeopardy….It may even be that [the Lord] will hold us 

responsible if we try to impede or hedge up the way of those who are involved in a 

contest with forces of evil and repression.”  (Givens 2004: 216) 

                                                 
59 These details and more can be found in Ted Wilson’s Salt Lake Tribune article “The Olympic Mission” 
from March 18, 2001. 
60 This action was repeated by Hinckley’s successors in the 2008 public support of California’s Proposition 
8, which sought to reverse a state court decision allowing same-sex marriages. 
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That statement, along with the Presidential Medal of Freedom given to Hinckley 

by George W. Bush, led many to believe that the LDS Church was in the hip pocket of 

the Republican Party.  While it is probably true that a majority of members generally vote 

with the Republican Party, there is by no means a monopoly.  At the moment, the highest 

ranking LDS member in government is Democratic Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid 

of Nevada.   

The cultural fight over whether to accept the LDS Church as full partakers of the 

American civil religion is ongoing.  The acceptance is transitional, or perhaps 

provisional.  Roman Catholics have been accepted.  If a Roman Catholic politician is 

running for major office, little is thought about it in most parts of the country.  If an 

adherent of the LDS faith seeks the same office, though, it is likely that religion will 

become an issue.  Ask Mitt Romney. A 2006 Rasmussen Poll found that 43% of 

Americans would not even consider voting for an LDS candidate for President of the 

United States with only 39% saying they would consider it.61 (Burr 2006)  The 

acceptance of someone as a political leader is perhaps the best indication of whether the 

citizens regard that person as “one of us”.  In a few exceptional cases members of the 

LDS Church have attained high political office in areas where they are a small minority 

                                                 

61 Evidence of Romney’s difficulty continued during the actual campaign.  The Politico reported on 
January 28, 2008 that, “Romney has wrestled with the issue of how to — or whether to— address questions 
surrounding his beliefs, particularly those accusing him of not being a "real" Christian. December polling 
by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life showed that a quarter of those surveyed had reservations 
about voting for a Mormon, far more than about supporting a candidate who is an evangelical Christian (16 
percent), a Jew (11 percent) or a Catholic (7 percent). Conservative Christians, a key Republican 
constituency, are particularly skeptical of Mormonism. Among self-identified white evangelical 
Protestants, almost 40 percent had an unfavorable impression of Mormons versus 27 percent of the total 
population… Results from recent primaries in Nevada and South Carolina suggest that Romney's faith 
played a role in those states.  Exit polls provided by the Associated Press showed that a quarter of 
Republican caucus-goers in Nevada were Mormons and they made up half of Romney's total votes.  In 
South Carolina, where exit polls suggested evangelical Christians made up 58 percent of the vote, Romney 
came in a distant fourth with 15 percent of the vote.  He did slightly better with conservative Christian 
voters in his native state of Michigan, winning the state and 34 percent of self-identified evangelicals—
finishing ahead of Huckabee, a former Baptist minister, who had 29 percent.  
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(although the two most successful both have the last name Romney).  These are clearly 

the exceptions rather than the rule.  There are currently 13 members of Congress (both 

House and Senate) who are members of the LDS Church.62 With the exception of the 

non-voting member from American Samoa, all are from western states.63 

Concluding Thoughts 

At the beginning of this chapter, I mentioned two dominant paths for an 

ostracized group to gain civil religious acceptance.  The first is through sheer political 

power.  In a democracy, if there are enough members of an ostracized group who are 

eligible to vote, at least one of the political parties will make ovations in the direction of 

including them.  The leadership in that party must, then, at least superficially deem the 

“them” as “us”, as full Americans.  The civil religious rhetoric of the party leaders adjusts 

accordingly.  This model can be partially seen in the history of the Roman Catholic 

Church in the United States.  Eventually, as happened with Roman Catholics, the other 

party will also adjust not only rhetoric, but also emphasis in policies to strip away 

members to their side. 

The second dominant path I indicated is through a public education campaign of 

reinterpretation.  In effect, members of the group promote themselves to the public as 

good Americans.  This practice was largely in force by the LDS, especially beginning in 

the mid-1990s.   

A key difference between the two models is that one is very much top-down.  It is 

largely initiated by the political elite in order to gain favor with the large outsider group.  

The political elite adjust their civil religious rhetoric in order to ingratiate themselves to 

the group in question.  This also sends a message to the mainstream U.S. citizens that the 

                                                 
62 For a full listing of current members, see http://bycommonconsent.com/2008/11/07/mormons-in-
congress-post-election-summary/ 
63 There is, additionally, one member of the Reorganized Church of the Latter-Day Saints representing 
Iowa in the House of Representatives.  Since this is a distinct Church that separated from the main Church 
over significant differences in theology and ecclesiology, I did not include him in the count. 
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group is now “one of us”.  The other model is very much at the grass-roots level, and 

instigated primarily by the ostracized group.  They advertise their “American-ness” and 

seek to convince the public at large that they should be adopted into the broader family. 

Neither the Roman Catholics nor the LDS Church in the United States perfectly 

demonstrates either model.  There were a number of Roman Catholics who utilized the 

second model and at least the Republican Party has sought to incorporate the LDS 

Church for political gain.  These are larger patterns in which one can see the two 

formerly ostracized religious groups become, to some extent, part of the larger civil 

religious community, and thus a part of the larger American common identity. 
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Chapter 7:  Incorporating Ethnic Minorities into the American Civil 

Religion 

As stated in previous chapters, the purpose of the American civil religion is to 

create a governable sense of common identity within the politically participatory 

population.  The civil religion may exclude some, if, for example, a minority is small 

enough in numbers or lacks the socio-economic status to cause significant problems for 

the ruling class.  As discussed in the previous chapter regarding Roman Catholics, 

politicians may change their practices as political realities on the ground change.   

Ostracizing “outsiders” has not been uncommon in United States history.  As 

previously discussed, it has been a prominent feature of American life, if not the civil 

religion itself, since before the Founding Period.  In colonial New England, there was 

ostracism for not belonging to the “correct” branch of Protestantism.  (Noll 2002: 32)  

After the founding, there was ostracism for being Roman Catholic, and then Jewish, and 

then not belonging to the “Judeo-Christian tradition”.   

However, issues of ostracism were not limited to religion.  Perhaps more 

prevalent was ostracism of ethnic groups. During most periods of significant 

immigration, the ethnic group that was immigrating in the greatest number, was the group 

that was the target of the nativists’ ostracism. (Fisher 2002: 65) The ostracism ranged 

from institutional inequality to outright violence. (Hennessey 1982: 121-128) There was, 

however, an ostracized group that predated most of the immigrant groups: African 

Americans.  In fact, several immigrant groups fought to become mainstreamed by joining 

in the effort to ostracize African Americans.  For example, Jews in entertainment in the 

late 19th to early 20th centuries used blackface when entertaining white audiences as a 

means of gaining popularity, joining in and in some cases, elevating the level of 



 123 

ostracism directed toward African Americans.64  This effort on the part of the Jews led to 

financial and social success/acceptance by whites that might not otherwise have been 

achieved. (Rogin 1998) 

Ostracized groups that did not achieve substantial financial success needed to use 

alternate means.  Here the recurring theme was a group of “reasonable” leaders from the 

ostracized minority group who appealed to the political elite (in the majority group) using 

the language and ideals of the elite.  However, this alliance-building with the majority 

group on the part of the ostracized minority was not inconsequential: there remained a 

threat of violence from the “less reasonable mobs” who did not see the benefit of building 

alliances with the majority group.  (Fisher 2002: 68)  One such example can be seen 

sporadically through the 19th century, where the Irish in New York City rioted in 

complaint about unjust treatment and a lack of access to upward mobility.  Eventually the 

political elite of the majority groups came to realize that it would be easier to incorporate 

the Irish than to continue to ostracize them. Keeping peace was pragmatically impossible, 

in spite of larger police forces, without working with some of the Irish leaders and 

incorporating them into the political mainstream.  (Hennessey 1982: 123-126, 149-152) 

Inclusion of the Irish into the majority group included such things as key terms being 

changed in political contexts that were designed to include the Irish.  Structural inclusions 

consisted of Irish leaders being placed in visible positions in the national government, as 

well as a holiday celebrating Irish heritage becoming a de facto part of the American 

landscape. (Lee & Casey 2006: 105-110)  

The Irish experience was not unusual.  It has been repeated in the stories of many 

European immigrants.  While a similar process may be in progress with immigrants from 

Latin America, the inclusion process appears to be easier for immigrants from Europe. 

(Daniels 2002: 63-66)  They, after all, “look American”.  If they adapt appropriate 

                                                 
64 See, for example, Black Face, White +oise: Jewish Immigrants in the Hollywood Melting Pot by Michael 
Rogin (1998) 
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accents and manners, they can fit right in.  The story is unfortunately not as simple for 

those with a different skin color. 

The previous chapter discussed two methods of religious minorities joining into 

the civil religious mainstream: political necessity and appealing as being good 

Americans.  This chapter will discuss two ethnic groups that, while incorporating these 

two methods, added a third: direct appeal to the already-held tenets of the civil religion 

and a call to members of the dominant White society to adhere to their own ideals.  

As will be discussed in more detail below, the African-American and Latino 

rights movements have both used this third strategy, but have appealed to somewhat 

different tenets of the American Creed.  African Americans placed more emphasis on the 

concepts of equality and human dignity, while Latinos placed more emphasis on the 

value of hard work and the United States being a country of immigrants. Both groups 

appealed to values held by the majority of Americans, calling on the people as a whole to 

accept their respective ethnic minority as being a part of the American ideals already 

espoused (although not consistently practiced) by the nation as a whole.  

African Americans, The Civil Rights Movement, and the American 
Civil Religion 

If any group of people fits the role of ostracized outsider in United States’ history, 

it is African Americans.  They were brought to this country as property and often treated 

in a manner similar to the livestock.  They were treated as sub-human65 and, 

consequently, the American civil religion did not apply to them. (Knowles 2003: 60)  

The movement from sub-human status toward full citizenship has been a slow and 

difficult process.  While there have been several important eras in the effort to gain full 

acceptance, one of the very important ones involves the Civil rights Movement of the 

1950s-1960s.  This was a period of rhetoric—that is much of the movement consisted of 

                                                 
65 There are numerous exemptions and inconsistencies in this treatment, however.  For example, I doubt 
there were many farm animals that were forced to attend church.  This fact creates an interesting dynamic 
in the understanding of “personhood”—or the paradox thereof. 
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speeches from leaders to spur on African-American supporters and to encourage 

sympathetic White audiences to advance the cause. (Towns 2002: 5-7) 

One of the key features of the rhetoric of the Civil Rights Movement was using 

civil religious language. According to Houck and Dixon, the reason the Civil Rights 

Movement used civil religious rhetoric was the same is why the KKK used it—to use 

language that would be accepted by a wider audience, to help gain acceptance for their 

movement. (Houck & Dixon 2006: 5-7, 9)  Civil Rights Movement speeches were 

peppered with Biblical references.     

The following are a series of quotations that provide examples of the themes used 

in the civil religious rhetoric of the Civil Rights Movement.  The purpose here is merely 

to show the themes, not to discuss the importance of each individual speech.  To do so 

would be exceedingly difficult because most of the rhetoric of the Civil Rights 

Movement did not have immediate impact.  The movement as a whole created a slow 

build to gain progress.  They repeated the same themes over and over again in order to 

help their messages sink in with their audience.  (Towns 2002: 9) 

A key feature of the Civil Rights Movement’s rhetoric, especially in speeches 

intended partially for white audiences, was the appeal to what was “best in America”—

the ideals professed by Americans but were not consistently upheld in practice.  (Houck 

& Dixon 2006: 11-12)  In effect, civil rights leaders made appeals using the rhetoric of 

the American civil religion.  Take for example the following excerpt from civil rights 

leader Horace Mann Bond to the State Teachers Association in Montgomery, AL on 

March 22, 1956: 

The American Faith is a noble one; one of its difficulties is that it encourages the 
belief in perpetual progress, rising ever upward.  We have a noble creed; but we 
are also human; and human beings can never go steadily onward, and upward, 
without occasional relapses.  So was it with the American creed of human 
equality.  As promulgated in 1776, with our Declaration of Independence; and 
made into a Constitution in 1789; the fervor of first things then seemed to promise 
immediate realization…. We have another tradition in America.  It is, indeed, the 
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great American tradition; the hope, and, indeed, certain faith, that social and 
political change can be effected through democratic procedures and policies. 
(Houck & Dixon 2006: 183-84) 

Here we have an appeal to the Founders, the tenets of the “American Faith”, the 

Declaration of Independence, and the Constitution.   

Bond was certainly not alone in this type of appeal.  Examples are numerous.  

One such example was two months later in New York City at the annual NAACP 

national convention.  Dr. T. R. M. Howard declared: 

We know that our theory of American Democracy is the greatest philosophy of 
government that has been given to man since the dawn of creation.  We, who 
accept the simple truths of our American Democracy, profess faith in the intrinsic 
dignity of all humanity….Our basic concept of American Democracy takes on the 
plain principle of faith in the equality of man, in the right of all men to a free, a 
full and abundant life, socially, politically, economically and spiritually. (Houck 
& Dixon 2006: 193-194) 

This type of rhetoric was perhaps more paradigmatic of the civil religious rhetoric of the 

day.   It incorporated not only a claim to the tenets of the American civil religion, but also 

a call for America as a whole to live up to its own ideals.   

One common argument used was pointing out that the racist policies of the South 

hurt the United States in the Cold War.  The Soviet Union used the mistreatment of the 

races in the U.S. as a propaganda tool in recruitment internationally.  In the same speech 

Howard incorporates this argument: 

These violations of our American profession of faith in our Democracy cannot 
help but reflect themselves in our national and foreign policy….As patriotic 
American citizens these facts should cause us to realize that race prejudice is the 
greatest enemy that faces our American Democracy today and these facts should 
stimulate resolutions in all of us to work and fight until these enemies from 
within, which are undermining our Democracy, are destroyed. (Houck & Dixon 
2006: 196) 

If the United States did not start “practicing what it preached”, it would demonstrate 

hypocrisy to the world and would ultimately undermine national security.  The civil 

religious appeal, then, was both idealistic and pragmatic.  The appeal was to the core 
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values professed by the American people, but also to the basic desire for safety and 

patriotism.    

While appealing to American civil religious values, Civil Rights leaders needed to 

walk a fine line, being a prophetic voice, but at the same time not offending well-

intentioned white listeners with their rhetoric.  This was done largely through 

admonitions to African-Americans when whites were within earshot.  One example came 

from Dr. King in a speech in front of the Alabama state capitol on March 25, 1965 where 

he said: 

We must pay our profound respects to the white Americans who cherish their 
democratic traditions over the ugly customs and privileges of generations and 
come forth boldly to join hands with us…. Our aim must never be to defeat or 
humiliate the white man but to win his friendship and understanding.  We must 
come to see that the end we seek is a society at peace with itself, a society that can 
live with its conscience. (King 1991: 283) 

In a similar vein, but with a stronger tie back to the American civil religion, Fred 

Shuttlesworth, in the First Annual Address to the Alabama Christian Movement for 

Human Rights at Birmingham, AL on June 5, 1957 said, “We are a Christian 

Organization and therefore will not hate.  We are not against white people or their valid 

interests, but we are for true Americanism…. And so tonight, we reaffirm our Faith in 

American Democracy, and pledge our continued resistance to Segregation and 

Discrimination.” (Houck & Dixon 2006: 253-255) 

These statements of non-hostility towards whites were vitally important in the 

success of the movement.  In effect, much of the Civil Rights Movement was an appeal 

on the part of southern African Americans to northern whites. (Towns 2002: 11) If the 

typical white middle-class housewife felt threatened by the movement, it would have 

little to no chance of succeeding.  Given the rumblings of racial violence in the North, 

even in the mid-1950s, the appealing tone of some of the civil rights leaders would have 

been attractive to the rank and file whites in northern states. 
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In addition to African American civil rights activists, a number of white elite 

echoed the civil religious rhetoric in favor of the Civil Rights Movement.  The Rev. 

Charles P. Bowles told his Methodist congregants in Charlotte, NC on May 23, 1954: 

Let us remember then that we cannot force democracy on the world.  We must 
demonstrate it.  We must make real and vital the principle of human brotherhood 
upon which democracy is founded.  The first thing propounded in our Declaration 
of Independence was this basic truth: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that 
all men are created equal.’  Christian democracy is based on that principle, 
coupled with our basic Christian concept as found in the New Testament: ‘He 
made from one every nation of men to live on all the face of the earth.’ (Houck & 
Dixon 2006: 35) 

Rev. Bowles made both religious and civil religious claims that closely echoed those of 

his African-American colleagues.   

Fellow North Carolinian, Dr. Frank P. Graham, who was a sometime historian, 

sometime U. S. Senator, and sometime pastor, told his congregation in 1960, “In their 

faith and hopes, the Negro people of the South and all our American States are, in the 

depth of their spiritual heritage and in the height of their American hopes, the most 

basically religious and the most fundamentally American of us all.” (Houck & Dixon 

2006: 381)  In other words, Dr. Graham argues that African Americans were more 

American than the white citizens who persecuted them as “outsiders”.   A similar theme 

was echoed by the Rev. Robert J. McCracken four years later in a sermon to Riverside 

Church in New York: 

Americans have affirmed repeatedly their belief in human equality.  The belief 
has often been called the American Creed.  It is written into the Declaration of 
Independence and the Bill of Rights.  It is reflected in the claims made for the 
United States—“the land of the free,” “the land of opportunity,” “the cradle of 
liberty,” “the home of democracy.”  If I had a black skin and had to go through an 
experience like that of James Meredith I am sure I should find it hard not to by 
cynical about these slogans.  (Houck & Dixon 2006: 813) 

McCracken went on to say that African Americans have demonstrated through their 

actions and long-suffering that they were, in fact, examples of what an American ought to 

look like.   
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Letter from Birmingham Jail 

Perhaps the paradigmatic document from the Southern Civil Rights Movement is 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail”.  In it he summarized and 

defended the methods, techniques, and rationale underlying the Movement.  There were a 

number of arguments defending the movement from the criticisms explicitly made by a 

group of Alabama clergy, as well as others King and encountered through his work.   

The discussion here will not be a summary of the argument, but more of a content 

analysis in light of American civil religion.  King utilized a number of rhetorical 

techniques discussed in this and previous chapters.  He also brought out an important 

civil religious-related argument that has not been explicitly discussed thus far in the 

dissertation. 

The Southern Civil Rights Movement as a Third Way 

One of the important things to understand in studying the Civil Rights Movement 

is that it was far from monolithic.  According to King, there were three broad camps 

within the African-American community.  The first was the non-activist camp that 

basically did not want to stir up any trouble.  The rhetoric of this camp (to the extent 

there was rhetoric) was that of appeasement.  The second camp was the Black Nationalist 

movement, which broadly sought independence from the dominant White cultural, social, 

and governmental structures.  The rhetoric of this second camp was that of revolution.  

To put it bluntly, the rhetoric scared most White people, especially when the rhetoric was 

matched with revolutionary activity.   

King served as the de facto head of the third camp in the Civil Rights Movement. 

Leaders of this camp viewed themselves as seeking a third path—not being content with 

the status quo, but neither seeking an overthrow of existing legitimate political and social 

institutions.  A large part of what they sought was that the United States would live up to 

its own ideals.  It sought to expose the hypocrisies of the racial injustices in light of the 

ideological framework preached to the world by the great democracy.   
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Part of King’s appeal in the Letter was pointing out that if the dominant White 

society did not take seriously the demands of the Southern Civil Rights Movement, then 

they would have to deal with the revolutionary expectations of the Black Nationalist 

movement.  The dominant society would no longer be able to count on the acquiescence 

of a quiet African-American community.  The following is an excerpt from the letter: 

I began thinking about the fact that I stand in the middle of two opposing forces in 
the Negro community. One is a force of complacency, made up in part of Negroes 
who, as a result of long years of oppression, are so drained of self respect and a 
sense of "somebodiness" that they have adjusted to segregation; and in part of a 
few middle-class Negroes who, because of a degree of academic and economic 
security and because in some ways they profit by segregation, have become 
insensitive to the problems of the masses. The other force is one of bitterness and 
hatred, and it comes perilously close to advocating violence.…Nourished by the 
Negro's frustration over the continued existence of racial discrimination, this 
movement is made up of people who have lost faith in America, who have 
absolutely repudiated Christianity, and who have concluded that the white man is 
an incorrigible "devil."  I have tried to stand between these two forces, saying that 
we need emulate neither the "do nothingism" of the complacent nor the hatred and 
despair of the black nationalist. For there is the more excellent way of love and 
nonviolent protest. I am grateful to God that, through the influence of the Negro 
church, the way of nonviolence became an integral part of our struggle. If this 
philosophy had not emerged, by now many streets of the South would, I am 
convinced, be flowing with blood. And I am further convinced that if our white 
brothers dismiss as "rabble rousers" and "outside agitators" those of us who 
employ nonviolent direct action, and if they refuse to support our nonviolent 
efforts, millions of Negroes will, out of frustration and despair, seek solace and 
security in black nationalist ideologies--a development that would inevitably lead 
to a frightening racial nightmare. 

The clear connection of these words to American civil religion is through its 

prophetic warning.  King is not rejecting the content of the American civil religion 

(directly), but rather the absence of practice.  More importantly in this passage, though, is 

that the path King advocates should be much preferable to White society than the Black 

Nationalist alternative.  In essence, King is saying, “Look, we believe in what you say 

you believe in.  You have two fundamental options here.  The first is to go with what we 

want, which is the same as what you say you want.  The second is to face domestic 

warfare through the preaching of the more extreme versions of Black Nationalism.  You 
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have an incentive to adhere to your own principles—it will provide domestic peace.”  

This is a dual appeal, to the fears of the White majority, and also to provide a positive 

alternative that should be not only acceptable, but also embraced through the preaching of 

doctrines that fit the already held ideals of the White majority. 

However, in practice, even the non-violent civil rights practices did make Whites 

uncomfortable.  Dr. King explained the practices as necessary in order to bring about the 

ideals he shares with the (at least northern) White majority.  But to explain the 

uncomfortable actions, King needed to explain the psychological reality of African 

Americans on the ground. 

The Negro has many pent up resentments and latent frustrations, and he must 
release them.…If his repressed emotions are not released in nonviolent ways, they 
will seek expression through violence; this is not a threat but a fact of history. So I 
have not said to my people: "Get rid of your discontent." Rather, I have tried to 
say that this normal and healthy discontent can be channeled into the creative 
outlet of nonviolent direct action. 

Again, King is arguing that the path of non-violent protest is preferable to the 

White majority as a third way in opposition to the path of violence through Black 

Nationalism.  The third way is preferable to Black Nationalism because it is not violent, 

but it is also preferable to doing nothing because that is not an achievable option given 

the psychological realities of a frustrated population.  But, it must be remembered, the 

non-violent protest was to lead to the goal of achieving the already existing ideals of the 

broader American civil religion. 

The path of non-violent protest was also the path of the prophetic messenger to 

point the country back toward the ideals of the civil religion.  If this brought tension out 

in the open, it was a necessary tension. 

Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct action are not the creators of 
tension. We merely bring to the surface the hidden tension that is already alive. 
We bring it out in the open, where it can be seen and dealt with. Like a boil that 
can never be cured so long as it is covered up but must be opened with all its 
ugliness to the natural medicines of air and light, injustice must be exposed, with 
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all the tension its exposure creates, to the light of human conscience and the air of 
national opinion before it can be cured. 

The sins against the tenets of the civil religion must be exposed before repentance 

could take place.  King knew that the discrimination against his people was in violation 

of the stated principles of the American Creed.  King also knew that these were violations 

most Whites did not choose to see.  Non-violent protest brought media attention, which 

was intended to prick the consciences of well-intended Whites, especially in the North.  

People will frequently not address a problem before it is forcibly exposed to them.  It is 

much easier psychologically to pretend that it isn’t there.  One does not treat cancer if one 

pretends it isn’t there.  Only after the cancer is diagnosed does one seek treatment.  The 

extreme actions of the Movement sought to diagnose the cancer. 

The Extremism of American Civil Religion 

One theme in King’s Letter was that extremism was appropriate and within the 

bounds of the civil religion.  In order to be a prophetic voice one must, at least when 

appropriate, be extreme. 

Was not Jesus an extremist for love: "Love your enemies, bless them that curse 
you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, 
and persecute you." Was not Amos an extremist for justice: "Let justice roll down 
like waters and righteousness like an ever flowing stream." Was not Paul an 
extremist for the Christian gospel: "I bear in my body the marks of the Lord 
Jesus." Was not Martin Luther an extremist: "Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise, 
so help me God." And John Bunyan: "I will stay in jail to the end of my days 
before I make a butchery of my conscience." And Abraham Lincoln: "This nation 
cannot survive half slave and half free." And Thomas Jefferson: "We hold these 
truths to be self evident, that all men are created equal . . ." 

King appealed first to the Biblical tradition, then the Protestant tradition, and then the 

American tradition.  King is placing himself and his movement within the historical 

progression of American tradition.  Even the extremism was appropriate and part of the 

“true doctrine” of the American civil religious faith. 

Freedom in the American Civil Religion 
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One of the key themes from the American civil religion that King utilizes is 

incorporating the concept of freedom.  King utilizes examples from U.S. history that 

many citizens look upon fondly and ties them to the African American experience.  For 

example: 

We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham and all over the nation, because 
the goal of America is freedom. Abused and scorned though we may be, our 
destiny is tied up with America's destiny. Before the pilgrims landed at Plymouth, 
we were here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched the majestic words of the 
Declaration of Independence across the pages of history, we were here.…If the 
inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not stop us, the opposition we now face 
will surely fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred heritage of our 
nation and the eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands. 

King here argues that not only is full freedom for his people a part of the overall freedom 

of the country, but that it is inevitable.  It is guaranteed by divine providence.  This is a 

prominent theme in much of the American civil religious history. 

The usage of freedom rhetoric was not limited to mere claims of inevitability.  He 

also used it as a theme of shame for the dominant white society.  Here are two examples: 

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom 
eventually manifests itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro. 
Something within has reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something 
without has reminded him that it can be gained. 

And: 

We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God given 
rights. The nations of Asia and Africa are moving with jetlike speed toward 
gaining political independence, but we still creep at horse and buggy pace toward 
gaining a cup of coffee at a lunch counter. 

The first quote reminds his readers that the oppressed people, being humans, have 

natural human yearnings.  These yearnings are based on rights given by both God and the 

Constitution.  The foundational document of the government had been violated, and most 

citizens were responsible through either active resistance to the principles in that 

document or a lackadaisical attitude that allowed the active resistors to prevail. 
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The second quote seeks to shame his readers by observing that racial equality is 

being gained in “backward” countries, but the great defender of democracy has been 

dragging its feet in letting its people have equal access to lunch counters.  This is also a 

subtle reminder of a broader theme of the Civil Rights Movement, that segregation made 

the country look bad in the sight of the world, perhaps helping the Soviet Union. 

Founding Principles and the American Civil Religion 

Perhaps the best summary of King’s appeal to American civil religion is the 

following: 

One day the South will know that when these disinherited children of God sat 
down at lunch counters, they were in reality standing up for what is best in the 
American dream and for the most sacred values in our Judaeo Christian heritage, 
thereby bringing our nation back to those great wells of democracy which were 
dug deep by the founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and the 
Declaration of Independence. 

He here incorporates shame, specifically toward the South (although indirectly 

toward the North in letting the South do it).  He appeals to the Founding documents.  He 

appeals to the founding fathers.  He appeals to the “Judaeo Christian” heritage.  He 

appeals to the American dream.   

It may appear somewhat odd that King appealed to the country’s founding, which 

incorporated slavery, among other injustices.  But these practices were in violation of the 

principles of the founding.  King and other civil rights leaders incorporated the civil 

religion appeal to principles and criticized the practices of those who violated the 

principles.  Again, the greater intent is to shame those who had power to do something, 

but sat on their hands.  The United States was a country living in hypocrisy.  In order to 

alleviate the natural sense of guilt ensuing from this realization, societal leaders needed to 

take a strong stand in support of Civil Rights. 
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The Relevance of Inclusion into the American Civil Religion 

While the religious aspect of the rhetoric in the Civil Rights Movement has been 

widely discussed, most of the analysis has dealt with it in relation to the Black Church.  

(Chappell 2004: 177-180) This chapter has sought to look at things from a different 

perspective.  While the religious rhetoric was clearly in line with traditional rhetoric in 

Black churches, there was something more going on during the Civil Rights Movement.  

Appealing to the ideals of the nation, especially with references to the founding, is 

atypical in the history of that group of churches.  (Chappell 2004: 181) 

Examining the atypical rhetoric transforms our vision of the use of this language 

from highly unusual to at least strategic.  If the civil rights leaders were attempting to 

appeal to mainstream white America, it would make sense to appeal to them in language 

that they accept and interpret as part of their corporate identity.  In effect, civil rights 

leaders were saying, “If you really believe the things you say you believe, you need to 

include us as part of you.  If you exclude us, you are violating your own principles.” 

Latin Americans and American Civil Religion 

Discussing Latin Americans in the context of incorporation into the American 

civil religion is more difficult than discussing African Americans.  First of all, many of 

the speeches given in Latin American rights movements are in Spanish and therefore 

cannot easily appeal to the English-speaking majority.  A second problem is that there 

was not as much coordination among movement leaders, lacking something like the 

Black Church as a cultural center.  There were some central, national figures who acted 

as de facto spokespeople.  Preeminent among these is arguably Cesar Chavez. 

Chavez’s message to majority American audiences was primarily educational.   

He sought to inform his audiences of the reality of migrant workers’ conditions.  He did 

not often speak on a national stage with national television networks covering his 
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speeches.  On the occasions where they did, he changed his message somewhat.66  While 

there remained some informational material, he incorporated some new language. 

During these times, Chavez incorporated more religious rhetoric.  Like African 

Americans in the Civil Rights Movement, Chavez incorporated themes from his religious 

tradition that would resonate with the wider populace.  In his case, it was the Roman 

Catholic tradition, with a strong emphasis on social justice. 

In one of his most watched public statements, at the end of his 24-day fast in 

1972, he said, “The Fast was meant as a call to sacrifice for justice and as a reminder of 

how much suffering there is among farm workers…God give us the strength and patience 

to [practice the non-violent protest] without bitterness so that we can win both our friends 

and opponents to the cause of justice.”67 

While speaking at the 10-year anniversary of the assassination of Dr. King, he 

compared his movement to that of King’s: 

Our conviction is that human life is a very special possession given by God to 
man and that no one has the right to take it for any reason or for any cause, 
however just it may be.…If, for every violent act committed against us, we 
respond with nonviolence, we attract people’s support.  We can gather the support 
of millions who have a conscience who would rather see a nonviolent solution to 
problems.  We are convinced that when people are faced with a direct appeal from 
the poor struggling nonviolently against great odds, they will react positively.  
The American people and people everywhere still yearn for justice.  It is to that 
yearning that we appeal. 

Chavez was openly utilizing King’s methods, but note the difference in explanation.  The 

focus was on life as a gift from God, a theme more prominent from his Roman Catholic 

framework.  Similarly with the focus on the American people yearning for justice. 

Another strategy Chavez utilized was very similar to that used by African 

American Civil Rights Movement—arguing that the group being discriminated against 

actually upheld the values of the dominant society better than did the dominant society.  

                                                 
66 This is the pattern I observed reading through 42 English language speeches and noting the context of 
each. 
67 The texts of all Chavez speeches included in this chapter were from http://www.chavezfoundation.org/ 
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In Chavez’s case, the focus was on the value of family.  Take, for instance, in the 1984 

address to the UFW Constitutional Convention where he jeered: “Look at the values we 

cherish!  Look at the things they hold dear!  We come from big families; they keep down 

the size of their families.  We take pride in our children.  They take pride in the money 

they make.”  Here he is particularly mocking the giant agribusiness executives, telling the 

American people that his group holds something dear that they also share, the importance 

of family. 

In an interesting twist, Chavez carries this to another level of threat towards the 

power brokers of his day seeking to keep down those in his movement.  Since Latinos 

had large families, their children would soon outnumber the children of the dominant 

White class.  Their numbers would be great enough to outvote the current dominant class.  

The politicians at that time had better take note, because if they wanted to maintain a 

power base, they needed to address the demands of the Latin American farm workers.   

A more recent example of Latin Americans seeking acceptance, or at least the 

advancement of rights, in the United States involves the immigration rights rallies.  It 

should be noted that this was a completely different movement with a completely 

different set of objectives.  However, the type of civil religious rhetoric used was 

comparable.  Both made references to social justice.  Both made appeals to being good 

Americans. 

The ongoing immigration debate is fundamentally a dispute about the heart of the 

United States.  What is a real American?  The argument made by many pro-immigration 

reform supporters was that the American people should welcome those from Latin 

America because they epitomized aspects of what defines a “good American”.  Latin 

Americans work hard to support their families.  This is combined with the reminder that 

the United States is a nation of immigrants. 
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Two speeches typify this.  The first was by Prof. Ernesto Sagas in Manchester, 

NH at a pro-immigrant rally held there.  The second was by Sen. Ted Kennedy at the pro-

immigrant rally the same year in Washington D.C. 

Prof. Sagas is the child of undocumented immigrants and his reasoned passion 

came through in the address. 

Eleven million people who want to live decent lives ...just like every single one of 
us. They want nothing more than what we already have:  a chance at the 
American dream….What happened to the Statue of Liberty's "Give me your tired, 
your poor"? Where did it go? Why are some people trying to deny the American 
dream to others, and why are we letting them get away with it?...They may be 
poor, but they have dreams, too….This [is] a nation of immigrants; a society 
based on tolerance, on the acceptance of differences. Therein lies our 
strength….The power and beauty of democracy rests, not on the will of the 
majority, but on the protection it affords to minorities.  Those who seek to exclude 
"others" from the American dream are doing a disservice to this country. They are 
not protecting it, as they claim.  No, with their intolerance and their false 
patriotism they are undermining the principles on which this country was built….   

Remember Matthew 25:  "I was hungry. You gave me food. I was thirsty.  You 
gave me a drink. I was a stranger. You took me in."  And when the people asked, 
"How come?" the answer was simple: "I tell you the truth. What you did for even 
the smallest of these people you did for me. They are my brothers."  

Starting today, do not forget about your immigrant brothers and sisters.  They are 
human beings. They have rights. They are our brothers and sisters too. They 
should not have to live in fear. No one should. Not in this country that prides itself 
on being a beacon of freedom.68 

There were several themes in this speech relevant to American civil religion.  The 

first theme I will label “They are like us”.  They are immigrants, we are descended from 

immigrants.  Like us, they are just trying to pursue the American dream.  Like us, they 

are humans with rights. 

The second theme admits to differences between the undocumented immigrants 

and the American mainstream, but argues that it is part of the American tradition to 

welcome strangers.  Immigration makes the United States a better country by bringing 

                                                 
68 The full text of the speech can be found at http://www.quiltersmuse.com/ernesto_sagas_speech.htm 
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diversity and different perspectives to the people.  It also makes the Americans who 

already live here better by giving an opportunity to exhibit compassion as taught by Jesus 

in Matthew 25.   

The third theme was an argument that the opponents of the immigrants were not 

acting in the true spirit of America.  They practiced a false patriotism that violated the 

true American principles.  They denied others the chance to achieve the American 

dream—that the poor and outcast have the opportunity to achieve success. 

On April 10, 2006, at the “National Day of Action for Immigrant Justice”, Sen. 

Kennedy gave a brief speech in support of immigration reform legislation: 

I look across this historic gathering and I see the future of America. As President 
Kennedy proclaimed a half century ago, we are a Nation of Immigrants. And 
today, we stand together as brothers and sisters to shape America’s destiny – old 
Americans, new Americans, future Americans – all joined together for the 
common good…. 

[This debate] is about good people who come to America to work, to raise their 
families, to contribute to their communities, and to reach for the American dream.  
This debate goes to the heart of who we are as Americans. It will determine who 
can earn the privilege of citizenship.  It will determine our strength in separating 
those who would harm us from those who contribute to our values.  It will 
determine our future progress as a nation and our future economic growth.   

Some in Congress want to turn America away from its true spirit. They believe 
immigrants are criminals. That’s false….More than four decades ago, near this 
place, Martin Luther King called on the nation to let freedom ring. Freedom did 
ring – and freedom can ring again.  It is time for Americans to lift their voices 
now – in pride for our immigrant past and in pride for our immigrant future.69 

Sen. Kennedy focused on the same themes that we saw from Prof. Sagas.  The 

themes of “they share our values”, “we are a nation of immigrants”, and “those who 

oppose us are violating the true spirit of America” were common throughout the pro-

immigration rallies of this period.  

                                                 
69 The full text of this speech (along with the video) can be found at 
http://tedkennedy.org/ownwords/event/immigration_rally. 
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These themes fit into American civil religious appeals.  An appeal to the values of 

mainstream America, although not perhaps specifically values of the American civil 

religion, serves the same purpose.  It is saying “we are like you”.  Appealing to the 

“nation of immigrants” theme is an appeal to U.S. history and what the citizens perceive 

makes the nation unique.  Arguing that the opponents violate the “true spirit of America” 

is essentially calling the opponents civil religious heretics.   

Even the symbolism during these rallies spoke to the American civil religion.  

During the early rallies, many of the participants in the crowd waived Mexican flags.  

Opponents of immigration reform such as Lou Dobbs and Bill O’Reilly on cable news 

made a big deal of this fact.  They argued that those at the rallies were not “real 

Americans” or seeking the best interest of the country as a whole.  

In response, organizers of the rallies started encouraging participants to leave 

Mexican flags at home and to instead bring U.S. flags.  At the event, organizers handed 

out U.S. flags to the attendees. (McFadden 2006) This was quite openly an appeal to 

mainstream Americans, that the immigrants sought to be with them, not be the ‘others’ 

referred to by Prof. Sagas.  This, combined with the message of good, hardworking 

immigrants seeking the American dream, was an appeal to the majority of Americans that 

the immigrants should be accepted into their country and that laws should be changed in 

order to make that possible. 

What does all this mean? 

The Latin American rights movements utilized a number of tactics similar to the 

African American Civil Rights Movement.  In the case of Cesar Chavez, this was quite 

intentional.  And while the rhetoric of the movement might have been different, the form 

of argument was very much the same.  “You should welcome us into your community 

because: 1) It is the right thing to do according to your own principles of justice.  2) We 

share in the same values as you.  3) If you don’t, it could be politically damaging for you 
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in the future.  Therefore, it is both in your interest and according to your ideals for you to 

welcome us into your broader community.”   

Conclusion to the Dissertation 

On November 29th, 2008 I was present at a dinner party in Houston attended 

mostly by Hindu Sindhi professionals.  This was three days after the attacks on the Taj 

Majal Hotel in Mumbai.  The Hindu Sindhis were outraged by the attack and fully ready 

to defend India from its enemies.  This was interesting to observe because Sindhis are not 

ethnically Indian, but rather they are from a region in Pakistan.  After Pakistan separated 

from India, all the Sindhis who were Hindu were forced out of the country.  Although all 

the Hindu Sindhis were given Indian citizenship, many of them did not move to India.  

There are pockets of Hindu Sindhis all over the world, but these people identify 

themselves as Indian.  They identify themselves as Indian to the extent that when India 

was attacked by individuals from their native land, they reacted strongly on the side of 

their adopted land.  The Hindu Sindhis came to share an identity with the other citizens of 

India. 

Something similar happens in the United States.  The U.S. attracts people groups 

from all over the world and most of them come to view themselves as American.  Part of 

the way this happens is through the American civil religion.  At its very core, American 

civil religion helps bring the diverse people together under a common identity.  It does 

this not merely through theologically vague religious symbols and rhetoric, but also 

through a shared set of ideals such as those espoused in the Declaration of Independence.  

It is these shared ideals, bound together with religious language and symbolism, that 

helps create a common identity for the American people.  Although the specific content 

of the civil religion changes over time, there remains a common function of the American 

civil religion over time—to bring people together under the common banner of being 

“American”. 
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The American civil religion has remained consistent throughout history.  While 

some of the content has changed over time, the core features of its structure and purpose 

have not.  Throughout time the core features of its structure and purpose lie in the 

function of American civil religion—helping create a common identity for the American 

people.  The core structure and purpose were present at the American founding and have 

continued throughout its history, while incorporating some new content, taking out some 

old content, and generally making the content vaguer.   

These changes in content were driven by realities and changes in the country.  

The United States did not retain its basic social, ethnic, and religious makeup.  It brought 

in new groups through immigration, old groups that had been brought in involuntarily 

were granted citizenship, new groups were created from the members of older groups.  

These changes in demographic forced the civil religion to adopt new content in order to 

maintain its original objective of creating a common national identity. 

While this idea of a common identity sounds good, it has sometimes contributed 

to discrimination historically.  Because the American civil religion is, to some extent, a 

political entity, it has served political purposes.  The political elite used the civil religion 

for their own purposes, to rally the people they needed to their causes.  Since some 

groups of Americans were politically stronger than other groups of Americans, the elite 

could utilize the civil religious rhetoric to create a common identity for the stronger 

groups at the expense of the weaker.  But, as these weaker groups grew stronger, the 

political elite eventually welcomed them in to the American civil religious community.   

I will began by evaluating the existing literature on American civil religion, with 

specific focus on the inclusion or lack thereof of the common identity thesis in other 

scholars’ definitions of American civil religion, arguing that American civil religion does 

function as a unifying force in the U.S. today.  I then proposed and defended definitions 

of “civil religion in general” and “American civil religion” that incorporated the common 

identity thesis.  In the next several chapters, I examined the historical trajectory of the 
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unique American civil religion and the challenges it has faced, especially when taking 

into account the high level of diversity in the U.S. as compared to other nations.  In 

examining the historical trajectory, I rejected the argument that the function of American 

civil religion has changed over time, even as the content has changed.  Finally, I 

discussed the inclusion of religious and ethnic minorities, respectively, into the American 

political landscape as examples of how presidential rhetoric has had change over time to 

adjust to the rapidly changing diversity that marks the U.S. today.  All this is best 

understood through the common identity thesis. 

Among the questions that this dissertation raised, one of the most interesting 

avenues for future research should focus on the extent to which the mechanism of 

exclusion affects a minority group's inclusion.  Theoretically, whether or not a minority 

group is included in the American civil religion--and if accepted, to what extent--is 

dependent on whether the group's exclusion was by their own choice, or whether they 

were ostracized by the majority and thus excluded.  For example, in the case of the Jews, 

their minority status in the U.S. was primarily a function of being excluded by the 

majority group; their donning blackface during public entertainment helped ingratiate 

them to the majority group and brought them some level of acceptance (Rogin 

1998).  However, if the Jews had instead excluded themselves--perhaps out of fear of 

their culture being diluted if they became a part of the majority group--this raises an 

interesting question about the extent to which their inclusion into the majority group 

would be made more difficult.   

This of course begs the question of how self-excluded minority groups evaluate 

the opportunity cost of their self-exclusion versus the benefits accrued by inclusion in the 

majority group--such as having a voice in the political arena.  Self-excluded groups 

include the Amish community and the Jehovah's Witnesses; these groups self-exclude 

due to their theological beliefs about the dangers/temptations of the secular world (Torry 

2005: 77-78), however, an exploration of both the religious and the political reasons 



 144 

behind a group's self-exclusion might shed light on the extent to which these groups 

might be accepted by the majority if they were ever to change their minds about their 

desire to be mainstreamed into the American majority.  The reason behind this being a 

useful avenue of future research lies at the nexus of political science, rhetoric, and peace 

and conflict studies, as an understanding that groups can shift long-standing positions on 

their self-exclusion from the majority and that such shifts have social ramifications that 

can affect peace-keeping, should rightly guide politicians' rhetorical devices and policy 

recommendations.    
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Appendix A: On “Religion” and “Civil Religion” 

The simple explanation of the difference between “religion” and “civil religion” is 

that a civil religion may be, but is not necessarily, a religion.  There are civil religions 

which are also religions.  This is not, however, necessarily the case.  There can be civil 

religions that are not religions at all.  Unfortunately, “civil religion” is probably not the 

best term as it is somewhat misleading, but it is the term which is historically and 

currently dominant.  The term implies that a civil religion is a type of real religion.  This 

is not the case.70  It has caused so much confusion in the civil religious literature during 

the 1977-1982 period that Robert Bellah himself gave up on using the term altogether.71   

So, to try to clear things up, let’s begin with definitions in order to clarify this 

position.  To review from chapter 1, “civil religion in general” is— 

A phenomenon which tends to contribute to a community’s sense of common 
identity.  It completes this task through a system of symbols, ceremonies, and/or 
ways of speaking through which members of the community identify themselves 
as part of that community (and also identify those who are not part of the 

                                                 
70 In Appendix II there is a discussion of American civil religion as a species of the genus civil religion.  
This, unfortunately, does not work for religion and civil religion.  The civil religion (perhaps poorly named) 
is not necessarily a religion and is therefore not a species of a religion.  Let’s try to use an analogy.  
Evergreen trees are a species under the genus “tree”.   Christmas trees (at least predominantly in the United 
States) look like decorated evergreen trees.  Some of them are actual trees, some of them are artificial.  
Even though the artificial Christmas trees have similar appearance and serve a similar purpose to natural 
Christmas trees that are actual evergreen trees, that does not mean that artificial Christmas trees are under 
the genus “tree”.  American civil religion is like an artificial Christmas tree.  It may play a very similar role 
to Japanese civil religion but, unlike Japanese civil religion, it is not a part or type of actual religion.   
This is particularly important in trying to clean up the American civil religion literature.  Essentially, the 
academic literature, especially in sociology, ground to a halt because of disputes over the definition and 
nature of religion.  If American civil religion can be removed from that debate over the definition and 
nature of religion (since it should be removed, not being a species of religion, a fact that is widely 
recognized in the comparative civil religion literature), then it will be possible to progress in the American 
civil religious literature.   
71 Bellah’s coining the phenomenon “American civil religion” was derived from his previous studies of 
Japanese civil religion with a realization that the United States had something sort of like that as well.  
There is a significant difference, however, that caused problems.  In Japan, the civil religion was the state 
adopting the actual religions practiced into Japan.  Things such as Emperor worship were added to the 
religious dogmas for the masses.  In the United States, while there is a lot of religious symbolism, it is 
clearly differentiated from any actual religion (although, admittedly, a number of citizens get confused).  
Bellah’s point in coining the term “American civil religion” was never to indicate that what he was 
describing was actually a religion like it was in Japan, but rather that there were some strong similarities 
that served similar purposes as the civil religion in Japan. 
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community).  These symbols, ceremonies, or ways of speaking relate to trans-
personal realities such as God or the Nation.  Individuals who hold political power 
provide de facto support for the civil religion, in ways adapted to their political 
system, because the civil religion contributes to the social coherence of their 
society. 

The definition of “religion” I will use is modified from Philip Devine’s “On the 

Definition of Religion” found in Faith and Philosophy vol. 3, July, 1986, pp. 270-82. 

 

• There are two criteria for a religion:  
o Criterion 1: A doctrinal claim that there are one or more “extra-human” 

agents which influence the welfare of human beings. 
� The reason for this change in terminology from “superhuman” to 

“extra-human” is to make clear that the sorts of agents I have in 
mind do not include collections of humans which influence human 
welfare, like those conceived by Compte and by some versions of 
Marxism.   

o Criterion 2: In contains a system of symbolic representations which sets 
up the framework by which an individual or group regulates thought and 
life. 

� This criterion allows a wide range of possibilities as to what the 
system may contain.  The key being that the beliefs are not 
random, but are coherent and at least loosely organized. 

Although any definition of religion will be controversial, I believe this modified 

one from Devine will adequately serve the purposes of this dissertation.  I am not aware 

of any definitions of religion which would cause difficulties to the arguments in this 

project regarding civil religion.  (I will discuss some of the more challenging ones 

below.) 

Since comparative civil religion scholars have a predominantly shared 

understanding of the nature and functions of civil religion from which we take our 

understanding of “civil religion in general”, let us look at another international example 

and try to determine how it fits with our understandings of religion and civil religion.  

Take the case of India.  India is a religiously pluralistic nation.  Comparative civil 

religion scholars argue that the civil religion of India is a form of constitutionalism 

(Parsons 2002).  The focus of the civil religion is the procedures set forth by the nation’s 

constitution.  The reason for constitutionalism taking the role of civil religion can be seen 
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as very pragmatic.  India is a very religiously diverse country.  Not only are there 

different religions, there is hostility between the religions within the country.  A religion 

itself could not create a common identity among the religiously diverse people.  Strong 

adherents to the various pre-existing religious sects would react violently against the 

creation of a new religion which may supplant their own.  (This, in fact, has happened, in 

non-Hindu parts of the country when the Parliament passes laws which seem to benefit 

the Hindu religion and not other belief systems.)  In order for something to serve as a 

functional civil religion in such a country, it would need to be thoroughly divorced from 

any of the pre-existing religions and not be a new religion itself.  Constitutionalism 

serves this function.   

Now let us see if India’s constitutionalism fits within our working definition of 

religion.  In India’s case, the civil religion does meet the second criterion in a limited 

way.  The constitutionalism does “contain a system of symbolic representations which 

sets up the framework by which an individual or group regulates thought and life.”  The 

civil religion, however, does not meet the first criterion.  The constitutionalism does not 

contain a claim that “there are one or more ‘extra-human’ agents which influence the 

welfare of human beings.” 

What if I am incorrect in my definition of “religion”?  Does India’s civil religion 

fit under alternative models?  Take, for example, Devine’s unmodified definition which 

allows for inclusion of certain sociological models such as Marxism.  Here, India’s 

constitutionalism still would not fit under the definition of “religion”.  India’s 

constitution is not viewed by a significant proportion of the population as being “extra-

human”.   

But, it could be argued, Devine’s definition is still too narrow.  Many forms of 

Buddhism, it could be argued, do not fit within that definition.  So, let us take a broader 

definition:  “Religion is that which serves the personal and social needs of a group of 

people sharing the same philosophical worldview.”  This is a much broader definition 
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from a humanistic/pragmatist perspective.  This broader definition would include 

Buddhism.  It would not, however, include India’s civil religion.  The people of India do 

not share a philosophical worldview. 

The only definition of religion I have seen which India’s civil religion might fit is 

Malinowski’s “the function of religion is to relieve anxiety and enhance integration.”  

This is not purely a definition, but rather a functional description.  Even this somewhat 

odd definition does not harm my thesis due to the nature of the definition.  My argument 

is that the civil religion may serve as a functional substitute for religion, at least in 

sociological effects.  If you limit a definition of religion to be merely socially functional, 

it does seem intuitive that any civil religion would fit within such a definition.  However, 

I believe a functional definition for something like “religion” is inadequate.  Even 

Malinowski includes a “relieve anxiety” clause, which appears to be more of a personal 

than social function of religion.  One could argue that India’s civil religion does not 

relieve anxiety in any personally meaningful way.  It may do so in certain individuals, but 

it is not a society-wide functional trend of the constitutionalism. 

So, even with a very broad definition of religion, civil religion is not necessarily a 

religion.  There are many instances in which the civil religion is a religion.  If the civil 

religion is the state church, then the civil religion will normally be a religion.  This is not 

necessarily the case, however. 

For the United States, I will assume Devine’s modified definition of “religion” as 

stated above and argue that he American civil religion is not itself a religion, but may 

overlap with theistic religions in certain respects.  I argue that American civil religion 

may meet the second criteria listed above, but not the first.  Some could argue that the 

‘providential’ language through the history of American civil religion would fit the first 

criteria.  I would concur if I thought the providential language was a necessary 

component of American civil religion.  I do not, however, believe it to be so.  The 

primary reason for this is that the understanding of the “movement of providence” has 
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changed through time.  At times in American history, there was a common belief that 

Providence has guided the United States to serve a special function in history.  At other 

times in history, Providence was more of a vague deity who sort of watched what was 

going on, but had not selected the United States for any particular purpose.  The 

transition from one belief to the other is more cyclical than a progression.   

The important criterion in the definition of religion for American civil religion is 

that American civil religion my “contain a system of symbolic representations which sets 

up the framework by which an individual or group regulates thought and life.”  I argue 

that it is less effective at regulating thought and life than an actual religion would be, but 

moves in that direction, creating boundaries within which it is acceptable to believe and 

live. 
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Appendix B: On the �arrowing of Definitions through Descriptors 

As stated in the text of chapter two, “American civil religion” is a species of the 

genus “civil religion in general”.  Any appropriate understanding of American civil 

religion must fit within the broader understanding of civil religion in general.  The 

difficulty becomes in how to: 1) narrow American civil religion out of civil religion in 

general, 2) distinguish American civil religion from other species of civil religion, and 3) 

distinguish American civil religion in such as way that it allows scholars to have a 

common understanding of the concept.   The first two goals can adequately be served by 

merely adding the qualifier “American” to “civil religion”.  This allows us to both narrow 

the specific concept out of the more general concept and distinguish it from other 

similarly specified concepts (i.e. other civil religions).  The third goal remains to be 

achieved. 

In order to adequately determine how best to achieve the third goal, one needs to 

understand what problems the scholars are facing.  As discussed in the first chapter, there 

are a variety of competing understandings of what, precisely, American civil religion is.  

The primary difference the scholars express is in deciding what, precisely, to look at 

when studying American civil religion. 

According to Yagisawa (1995), Dubs (1943), and Woods (1967), the appropriate 

way to differentiate a species from a genus is through “descriptors”.  For example, 

“American” in “American civil religion” would be a descriptor.  It is an adjective that 

describes and differentiates American civil religion from other versions of civil religion. 

“American” as a descriptor is an empirical descriptor72.  It is something that can 

be observed as connected to specific persons, places or things—in this case it is the civil 

                                                 
72 Yagisawa and Woods use “empirical descriptor” in a technical sense.  They do not mean simply that it is 
something that can be observed, but move beyond that.   Linguistically, the empirical descriptor connects 
itself to a noun rather than a verb.  In the case of civil religion, “American” is an adjective derived from the 
noun “America”.   
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religion located in the United States.  There are many other empirical descriptors which 

may potentially be used in distinguishing American civil religion from other civil 

religions.  For example, the specific ceremonies that belong uniquely to the American 

version of civil religion are empirical descriptors. 

Empirical descriptors are frequently sufficient in scientific definitions to 

differentiate species from genus and one species from another.  That is enough to 

accomplish the second goal listed above.  For the third goal, however, empirical 

descriptors are not adequate.  Empirical descriptors often do not adequately provide 

scholars with a clear enough common understanding.  Different scholars will focus on 

different empirical phenomena to justify using a different framework.  In effect, one can 

pick and choose what the substantive phenomena are and choose to isolate phenomena 

outside ones model as being mere outliers. 

To clarify why empirical descriptors are inadequate, take the five different 

versions of American civil religion identified by Richey and Jones.  The primary 

difference between the five is a lack of agreement as to what empirical descriptors to 

focus on.  The “folk religion” model focuses on activity of the masses.  The 

“transcendent universal religion of the nation” model focuses far more on the activity of 

the elite.  The “religious nationalism” focuses on patriotic activity of citizens.  The 

“democratic faith” model focuses on an almost philosophical content believed by 

citizens.  The “Protestant civil piety” model focuses on more Protestantized content 

incorporated by churches and governmental leaders.  Which of these focuses is correct?  

Using strictly empirical descriptors, one cannot say.  Each model could claim to be 

focusing on the best empirical descriptors.  Another type of descriptor is necessary to 

further identify the content of American civil religion. 

This second type of descriptor is the functional descriptor.  It asks, “What is the 

function of x?” or, to specify for the purposes of this project, “What is the function of 

American civil religion?”  This could leave us in the same difficulty as left by empirical 
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descriptors.  How are we to know which descriptors to use?  Fortunately, we are not left 

in the same bind due to “American civil religion” being a species of “civil religion in 

general”. 

Because American civil religion is a species, it must fit within the confines of the 

genus.  Each of the five models mentioned above contain empirical descriptors which fit 

within the broader “civil religion in general”.  However, they do not all fit within the 

functional descriptors of the broader concept.  The functional descriptor I utilize in 

arguing for the understanding I provide in the second chapter is “seeking to contribute to 

the common identity…” I use this particular functional descriptor because an analysis of 

this descriptor can eliminate some understandings scholars have used in the past.  The 

functional descriptors used to provide adequate precision to an understanding of 

“American civil religion” are specified by asking the question, “How does the United 

States, through its civil religion, seek to create a common identity for the people?”  

Answering this question enables us to narrow not only appropriate functional descriptors 

to the specific American version of civil religion, but also to narrow appropriate 

empirical descriptors to fit the specific case.   

To summarize, the use of functional descriptors is better than empirical ones 

because scholars will fight over empirical descriptors whereas there is a general 

agreement in the broader civil religious literature about the functions of civil religion in 

general.  The American civil religion, as a species within the genus of civil religion in 

general, must also contain the functions of the civil religion in general. 
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Appendix C: The Civil Religious Rhetoric of George W. Bush 

Among academics, the civil religious rhetoric of the younger President Bush was 

perhaps the most controversial since Richard Nixon’s.  Bush’s rhetoric may perhaps be 

described as a merging of Reagan’s optimism and Carter’s evangelicalism while also 

being driven by historical events facing the nation.  Like Carter, Bush was a practicing 

evangelical.  Like Reagan, Bush was naturally optimistic.  Also perhaps like Reagan, 

Bush seems to hold religious belief in the content of the civil religion.  In other words, 

Bush seemed to hold to the truth of both evangelical Christianity and the nation’s civil 

religion. 

There is some debate in the American civil religion literature about whether one 

can sincerely believe in both.  Carter addressed this issue by being a prophetic voice for 

the nation, calling the nation to the ideals of some of the public aspects of his faith 

without calling the nation to come to his faith itself.  But what happens if the high priest 

believes the private religious faith and the public civil faith contain the same content?  

The rhetoric looks a lot like Reagan’s, except that there are more explicit evangelical 

references. 

This is perhaps where much of the discomfort among academics comes to light.  

“Surely President Bush’s religious and civil religious rhetoric did not cause Americans to 

think of themselves as a single, united people?” some might say.  “Certainly this cannot 

apply to a president who, in a time of crisis, tells enemies to ‘bring it on’?  Undoubtedly 

Bush’s openly religious rhetoric has been intended to motivate his base rather than unify 

the people.” 

Well, no.  President Bush does actually fit within the framework of the American 

civil religion for which I have been arguing.  But, before making my argument, three 

observations must be made.   
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First, the common identity framework seeks to create a common identity for the 

people.  It is not always successful.  Mistakes can be made in this regard.   

Second, the common identity framework cannot now, nor has it ever been able to 

actually bring together all the people.  There have always been excluded groups.  Rather, 

the framework seeks to bring together enough of the people for the country to be 

sufficiently governable.   

Third, just because certain rhetoric offends many in academia and other elite 

circles, it does not mean the language does not seek to bring together most of the people.  

Academics and other elites are more sensitive to certain things than are Jane and Joe 

Public.  Certain rhetoric may be welcomed by the general public that makes certain elites 

cringe.73  That is why elites are elites.  Elites are separated out from the general public in 

some way.74   

With those three caveats, I will examine some of President Bush’s rhetoric and 

demonstrate how it remained within the framework of American civil religion.  I will be 

concentrating on his second inaugural address because it is both paradigmatic of the type 

of rhetoric he used and because it created something of an uproar in certain circles. 

Take, first, a paragraph that offended many African Americans: 

America's vital interests and our deepest beliefs are now one. From the day of our 
Founding, we have proclaimed that every man and woman on this earth has 
rights, and dignity, and matchless value, because they bear the image of the 
Maker of Heaven and earth. Across the generations we have proclaimed the 
imperative of self-government, because no one is fit to be a master, and no one 
deserves to be a slave. Advancing these ideals is the mission that created our 
Nation. It is the honorable achievement of our fathers. Now it is the urgent 
requirement of our nation's security, and the calling of our time. 

Wait a second… “From the day of our Founding…we have proclaimed…no one deserves 

to be a slave.”?   Didn’t the early generations after the Founding practice slavery?   

                                                 
73 Take, for example, almost all of the rhetoric of Teddy Roosevelt.  While in office he managed to make 
enemies of almost everyone in the elite power base.  The people, however, still loved him. 
74 I am saying this as an elite myself who has been shocked by many of President Bush’s comments.  It was 
only upon reflection that I understood the purpose of the comments in given contexts. 
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Yes, that paragraph was not well executed.  I spoke with an acquaintance on Bush’s 

speechwriting team and my suspicion was confirmed that there were no African-

Americans involved with the language on that portion of the speech.  But, does the 

speech violate the framework of the American civil religion?  No.  This paragraph 

appeals to the Founding, God, and to American democratic ideology.  All are common to 

American civil religion.  They were the ideals expressed at the Founding, even if they 

were not consistently practiced.  Abraham Lincoln expressed very similar sentiments in 

his various election campaign speeches.  The precise difference is that, when Lincoln 

made his statements, it was clear that he was calling on the United States to live up to its 

original ideals.  Lincoln spoke in a clearly prophetic voice.  Bush, in context, was not as 

clearly prophetic and did create quite a stir of backlash in certain communities. He lacked 

clarity in declaring that the United States was historically deficient in practicing the 

ideals expressed. 

This paragraph, although poorly executed, was attempting to unite the American 

people behind the “War on Terror” through an appeal to common values.  The vast 

majority of Americans believe in some version of the imago dei and, as a result, in the 

inherent equality of all people.  President Bush attempted to extend that common belief 

into an appeal to an American responsibility to fight to make all people free. 

Let us then look at another controversial paragraph: 

We will persistently clarify the choice before every ruler and every nation: The 
moral choice between oppression, which is always wrong, and freedom, which is 
eternally right. America will not pretend that jailed dissidents prefer their chains, 
or that women welcome humiliation and servitude, or that any human being 
aspires to live at the mercy of bullies. 

Many elites had two primary complaints about this paragraph.  The first was that 

it was too black and white.  The second was that it was hypocritical.  Their argument was 

essentially that the moral certitude and the hypocrisy combined to divide the people, not 

bring them together. 
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Regarding the first objection, most Americans would agree with the sentiment of 

there being, “The moral choice between oppression, which is always wrong, and 

freedom, which is eternally right.”  Outside of academia and other elite circles, this isn’t 

particularly controversial.  Typical Americans would say, “Of course oppression is wrong 

and freedom is right,” even if they disagree with the policy conclusions the 

administration reached based on those beliefs.  The statement expressed views widely 

shared by Americans.  President Bush was, in effect, appealing to a widely held belief in 

arguing for an increasingly unpopular war. 

Regarding the second objection of hypocrisy—the paragraph may be hypocritical.  

The United States does not have a spotless track record on these issues.  Most Americans 

(in 2005), however, would not see it that way.  “We are a free country.  Iraq was an 

oppressive country.”  These were not intended to be, nor were they, divisive statements to 

most Americans. 

Now, if there is any doubt that President Bush wanted to use his speech to unite 

the country, one only has to look at this paragraph near the end of the address: 

These questions that judge us also unite us, because Americans of every party and 
background, Americans by choice and by birth, are bound to one another in the 
cause of freedom. We have known divisions, which must be healed to move 
forward in great purposes - and I will strive in good faith to heal them. Yet those 
divisions do not define America. We felt the unity and fellowship of our nation 
when freedom came under attack, and our response came like a single hand over a 
single heart. And we can feel that same unity and pride whenever America acts 
for good, and the victims of disaster are given hope, and the unjust encounter 
justice, and the captives are set free. 
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