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Introduction

Brooke Allen makes the following claim in her article “Our God-
less Constitution”: “Our nation was founded not on Christian 

principles but on Enlightenment ones.”1 Almost every modern critic 
of America’s Christian heritage argues that America was founded on 
Enlightenment principles. For evidence they refer to Benjamin Frank-
lin and Thomas Jefferson and add for good measure James Madison, 
John Adams, and Thomas Paine as if these men were the only found-
ers of America.

The Enlightened before the Enlightenment
Benjamin Franklin is a representative example of an Enlightenment 
figure. Even so, Franklin was influenced by Cotton Mather’s Essays to 
do Good, “which perhaps gave me a turn of thinking that had an influ-
ence on some of the principal future events of my life.”2 Mather was a 
Puritan minister who believed and taught that “the power and oppor-
tunity to do good, not only gives a right to the doing of it, but makes 

“I never doubted, for instance, the 
existence of the Deity; that he made the 
world, and govern’d it by his Providence; 
that the most acceptable service of God 
was the doing good to man; that our 
souls are immortal; and that all crime 
will be punished, and virtue reward, 
either here or hereafter.” 

 —Benjamin Franklin

http://www.thenation.com/doc/20050221/allen
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the doing of it a duty.” Mather saw good works as the reasonable out-
working of faith. The Bible says as much when it states “faith with-
out works is dead” (James 2:20, KJV). Mather’s influence on Franklin 
can be seen in the actual wording of Franklin’s Autobiography where 
he acknowledges belief in God and resultant good works: “I never 
doubted, for instance, the existence of the Deity; that he made the 
world, and govern’d it by his Providence; that the most acceptable ser-
vice of God was the doing good to man; that our souls are immortal; 
and that all crime will be punished, and virtue reward, either here or 
hereafter.”3 One of Franklin’s recent biographers writes:

Franklin’s belief that he could best serve God by serv-
ing his fellow man may strike some as mundane, but 
it was in truth a worthy creed that he deeply believed 
and faithfully followed.4

While some Enlightenment thinkers elevated reason to the position 
of a secular god—which the French revolutionaries did to a bloody 
excess—Christian thinkers understood that reason, logic, and science 
were a natural outworking of a biblical worldview. “The language of 
Europe and America had as its common feature an emphasis on calm, 
rational discourse, but we must not confuse this with rationalism,”5 
the belief that reason alone could ever be the basis for all knowledge 
and morality. By the time someone like Franklin came along, there 
had been a long history of scholarship in the colonies that rested on 
the foundation stones of Special Revelation, rational inquiry, and sci-
entific investigation. 

Harvard, founded in 1636 by Puritans, required that students be 
able “to resolve [the Scriptures] Logically.”6 What was true of Scrip-
ture was also true of “natural philosophy,” politics, and every other 
area of life.7 The Puritans despised an “illiterate ministry.” Ministers 
generally were the most educated men in the colonies and served as 
popular educators. “No other thinker had such a wide audience as did 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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the preacher in his pulpit, and his printed sermons and treatises were 
the staple reading matter of his parishioners.”8 When the preacher 
delivered his message, the community at large was impacted by it. 
“On Sundays, ministers would be gospel heralds proclaiming the way 
of personal salvation though faith in Christ.”9 These same ministers 
would use weekdays, as the occasion required, to become “social 
guardians telling the nation who they were and what they must do to 
retain God’s special covenant interest.”10 There was duty involved in 
the Christian life. Preaching on the reality of sin and the promise of 
redemption had a broader relevance. “Since all of society fell under 
the mastery of God’s Word, it was necessary that there be a provision 
for formal presentation of the Word at every significant event in the 
life of the community. More than any other custom or institution, 
the occasional sermon symbolized New England’s claim to peculiar 
peoplehood and proclaimed that in all events bearing on public life, 
God’s Word would be preeminent.”11

Reason was considered a tool, not the final arbiter of truth. Given 

The books in the coat of arms on the original seal show the top two books 
facing upward while the bottom book is face down. The upward facing books 
symbolize the truth that is known through the five senses. The overturned 
book symbolizes that which can only be known through Special Revelation. 
By the mid-1800s, the original seal had fallen out of use. When Charles Eliot 
became president, he reintroduced it with a subtle change. All the books face 
upwards showing no need of Special Revelation for academic work.

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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Enlightenment assumptions where reason was viewed as the final ar-
biter of what is good and right, whose version of reason would be 
considered ultimately reasonable? No one could say. Even so, reason 
was valued and necessary because it was a reflection of God’s nature. 
The reason-alone approach was displayed in all its horrid consistency 
when the worst elements of the Enlightenment philosophers came 
full circle during the French Revolution. Heads rolled and blood 
flowed in the streets. America’s dance with the Enlightenment was 
held in check by the underlying tenets of Christianity. 

Cotton Mather’s The Christian Philosopher (1721), the first sys-
tematic book on science published in America and based in part on 
Robert Boyle’s The Christian Virtuoso (1690),12 stands as ample testi-
mony to the use of reason by Christians long before Deists and infi-
dels made exclusive claim to it. We shouldn’t forget that Mather was 
a forward thinking scientist who promoted inoculation for smallpox 
after hearing stories from African slaves and reading about success in 
Turkey in reports of the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal So-
ciety of London. It was a medical practitioner who opposed Mather 
and turned some clergymen against him. And it didn’t help that Ben-
jamin Franklin’s brother, James, incited hostility to Mather through 
his new weekly newspaper the New England Courant. Because of 

Cotton Mather’s The Christian 
Philosopher (1721), stands as 
ample testimony to the use of 
reason by Christians long before 
Deists and infidels made exclu-
sive claim to it.

http://www.AmericanVision.org
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Christian_Virtuoso
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James Franklin’s published anti-inoculation efforts, an incendiary de-
vice was thrown into Mather’s house.13

[Benjamin Franklin] later became a fervent advocate 
of inoculation, painfully and poignantly espousing the 
cause right after his 4-year-old son, Francis, died of the 
pox in 1736. And he would, both as an aspiring boy 
of letters, end up becoming Cotton Mather’s admirer 
and, a few years later, his acquaintance.14

Mather also experimented with plant hybridization. The publication 
of his Curiosa Americana (1712–1724) won him membership in the 
Royal Society of London. He wrote and published more than 400 
works in his lifetime. “By the time Franklin was born, Cotton Mather 
had built a private library of almost three thousand volumes rich in 
classical and scientific as well as theological works. This appreciation 
of books was one of the traits shared by the Puritanism of Mather and 
the Enlightenment of [John] Locke,15 worlds that would combine in 
the character of Benjamin Franklin.”16

Robert Boyle’s The Christian 
Virtuoso (1690). Boyle also wrote 
other works showing the rela-
tionship between the Christian 
faith, reason, and science: Of the 
High Veneration Man’s Intellect 
owes to God, Peculiar for his Wis-
dom and Power (1684) and Dis-
course Of Things Above Reason, 
Inquiring Whether a Philosopher 
Should Admit There are any Such 
(1681).

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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For the record, it was Thomas Jefferson who received early train-
ing in Latin, Greek, and French from Reverend William Douglas, a 
Scottish clergyman. After his father’s death, Jefferson continued his 
education with the Reverend James Maury who ran a classical acad-
emy. When Alexander Hamilton entered King’s College (now Colum-
bia University) in 1773, he was expected to have mastered Greek and 
Latin grammar. In addition, he had to read three orations from Ci-
cero and Virgil’s Aeneid in the original Latin and be able to translate 
the first ten chapters of the Gospel of John from Greek into Latin. The 
ministers of that time were very enlightened when it came to the use 
of reason in their studies of God and nature and the pursuit of scien-
tific investigation.

God as a Major Player
Allen makes a second point in her article by arguing that God was a 
“very minor player” in the history of the founding of America. How 
much evidence is necessary to disprove her assertion? Of course, there 
is always the problem of identifying the starting point of America’s 
founding. But even if we start with 1776 her claim is easily disproved 
since the Declaration includes four direct statements that reference 
God. Then there is the list of phrases17 that can be gleaned from the  
writings of the founders and the documents they drafted?:

John Locke (1632–1704) 
British philosopher regarded as one 
of the most influential Enlighten-
ment thinkers. 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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This list alone is a direct refutation of Allen’s claim. She does not name 
any prominent atheists during the founding era who had any impact 
on America’s founding. She admits that Thomas Jefferson, George 

ezra StiLeS (1727–1795) 
American academic and educator, a 
Congregationalist minister, theolo-
gian, author and dedicated supporter 
of the War for Independence. He was 
president of Yale College (1778-1795). 

1. Almighty God
2. Nature’s God
3. God of Armies
4. Lord of Hosts
5. His Goodness
6. Providence 
7. Providence of God
8. God’s Superintending 

Providence 
9. Supreme and Universal 

Providence
10. Overruling Providence of 

God
11. Creator of All
12. Indulgent Creator
13. Great Governor of the 

World

14. The Divinity
15. Supreme Disposer of All 

Events
16. Holy Ghost
17. Jesus Christ
18. Christian Religion
19. Christian forbearance, 

love, and charity
20. Free Protestant Colonies
21. Christian State
22. Our Lord
23. Supreme Ruler of  

the Universe
24. Supreme Ruler of Nations
25. God

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and even Thomas Paine believed in 
God. Six weeks before his death, Franklin wrote the following in a letter18 
to Yale College President Ezra Stiles:

Here is my creed. I believe in one God, Creator of the 
universe. That he governs it by his providence. That 
he ought to be worshipped. That the most acceptable 
service we render to him is doing good to his other 
children. That the soul of Man is immortal, and will be 
treated with justice in another life respecting its con-
duct in this. These I take to be the fundamental points 
in all sound religion, and I regard them as you do in 
whatever sect I meet with them.

It’s obvious that Franklin believed in God as creator and governor of 
the cosmos. These are hardly the beliefs of a Deist. To choose Frank-
lin as a champion of secularism is rather humorous given the fact 
that his creedal statement could not be recited in our nation’s public 
schools because of its many religious statements. The following Re-
gent’s School Prayer was declared to be unconstitutional by the Su-
preme Court in the 1962 Engel v. Vitale decision: “Almighty God, we 
acknowledge our dependence upon thee, and we beg Thy blessings 
upon us, our parents, our teachers and our Country.” Franklin’s credo 
says a great deal more, so to put him forth as a champion of secular-
ism is the height of hypocrisy. It’s true that Franklin did not believe 
in the deity of Jesus Christ. He made it clear, however, that he did not 
“dogmatise upon” the subject. He was honest enough to admit that he 
had “never studied it, and think it needless to busy myself with it now 
[at age 84], when I expect soon an Opportunity of knowing the Truth 
with less Trouble.” He died six weeks later.

Allen states that Thomas Paine’s “rhetoric was so fervent that he 
was inevitably branded an atheist.” Of course, Paine was not an athe-
ist in the usual definition of the term. His anti-Christian book The 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
http://www.beliefnet.com/resourcelib/docs/44/Letter_from_Benjamin_Franklin_to_Ezra_Stiles_1.html
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Age of Reason (1793–1794) opened with this statement: “I believe in 
one God.” Why Paine is singled out as a Founding Father is a mystery 
since he had no part in any official founding document. Paine’s later 
religious views forced even unorthodox men like Franklin, Jefferson, 
and Adams to distance themselves from the political rabble rouser 
who wrote the 1776 pamphlet Common Sense.

Allen fails to point out that Paine appealed to reason, history, 
and the Bible in Common Sense, referencing Judges 8, 1 Samuel 8, 
and Matthew 22:21, to make his case for independence from Eng-
land. Apparently the Bible wasn’t a book of myths for him in 1776. 
But by the 1790s, Paine expressed a different view of the Bible and 
Christianity. It was because of these later writings, Allen writes, that 
“Jefferson got into a good deal of trouble for continuing his friend-
ship with Paine and entertaining him at Monticello. These states-
men had to be far more circumspect than the turbulent Paine, yet 
if we examine their beliefs it is all but impossible to see just how 
theirs differed from his.” Why would these men have to worry about 
being identified with Paine if America’s beliefs were not fundamen-
tally Christian? The fact is, America’s Christian heritage was rooted 
deeply in the nation. That’s why, for example, Jefferson got in trou-

“In short, monarchy and suc-
cession have laid (not this or 
that kingdom only) by the 
world in blood and ashes. 
’Tis a form of government 
which the word of God bears 
testimony against, and blood 
will attend it.”    
 —Thomas Paine

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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ble for continuing his friendship with Paine after the publication of 
The Age of Reason.

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

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

There are More than Four
A further study of American history will show that there were many 
founders who were outspoken Christians who are rarely if ever men-
tioned by historical revisionists. Consider, for example, John Dickin-
son (1732–1808) who was a lawyer, militia officer during the Ameri-
can Revolution, Continental Congressman from Pennsylvania and 
Delaware, delegate to the Constitutional Convention of 1787, Presi-
dent of Delaware, and President of Pennsylvania. On the Bible, he 
wrote the following:

http://www.AmericanVision.org
http://www.beliefnet.com/resourcelib/docs/21/Benjamin_Franklins_Request_for_Prayers_at_the_Constitutional__1.html
http://www.beliefnet.com/resourcelib/docs/57/Letter_from_Thomas_Jefferson_to_William_Canby_1.html
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“The Holy Scriptures are able to make us wise unto 
Salvation, through Faith which is in Jesus Christ.” “All 
Scripture given by inspiration of God is profitable for 
Doctrine, for Reproof, for Correction, for Instruction 
in Righteousness that the Man of God may be perfect, 
thoroughly furnished unto all good Works.” The Scrip-
tures give a full and ample testimony to all the prin-
ciple Doctrines of the Christian Faith; and therefore no 
Divine or inward Communication at this Day, however 
necessary, do or can contradict that testimony.19

There are others, all of whom signed the Constitution: Charles Pinck-
ney and John Langdon were founders of the American Bible Society; 
James McHenry was founder of the Baltimore Bible Society. Rufus 
King helped found a Bible society for Anglicans. Abraham Baldwin 
served as a chaplain in the War for Independence. Roger Sherman, 
William Samuel Johnson, and Jacob Broom wrote on theological 
subjects. James Wilson and William Patterson were placed on the 
Supreme Court by President George Washington. They had prayer 
over juries in the U. S. Supreme Court room. John Witherspoon was 

John DickinSon (1732–1808) 
Lawyer, a militia officer during 
the American Revolution, a 
Continental Congressman from 
Pennsylvania and Delaware, a 
delegate to the Constitutional 
Convention of 1787, President 
of Delaware, and President of 
Pennsylvania. 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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a Presbyterian minister and signed the Declaration of Independence, 
helped draft the Articles of Confederation, served twice in the New 
Jersey Legislature, and strongly supported the adoption of the United 
States Constitution during the New Jersey ratification debates.

Why don’t these men count? Why do we only hear only of Frank-
lin, Jefferson, Madison, and Adams? Witherspoon, like so many men 
of his day, believed that reason and revelation were not in opposi-
tion. “Hence arises a question,” Witherspoon wrote in his Lectures 
on Moral Philosophy, “is it lawful, and is it safe or useful, to separate 
moral philosophy from religion? It will be said, it is either the same 
or different from revealed truth; if the same, unnecessary—if differ-
ent, false and dangerous. . . . If the Scripture is true, the discoveries of 
reason cannot be contrary to it; and, therefore, it has nothing to fear 
from that quarter.”20

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

John WitherSpoon (1722–1794) 
Presbyterian minister and 
signer of the Declaration of 
Independence. 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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Elias Boudinot (1740–1821), President of the Continental Con-
gress, published the The Age of Revelation in 1801 which was a rebut-
tal to Paine’s The Age of Reason. In a letter to his daughter, Boudinot 
described his motives for writing The Age of Revelation:

I confess that I was much mortified to find the whole 
force of this vain man’s genius and art pointed at the youth 
of America. . . . This awful consequence created some 
alarm in my mind lest at any future day, you, my beloved 
child, might take up this plausible address of infidelity; and 

for want of an answer at hand to his subtle 
insinuations might suffer even a doubt of 
the truth, as it is in Jesus, to penetrate your 
mind . . . . I therefore determined . . . to put 
my thoughts on the subject of this pamphlet 

on paper for your edifica-
tion and information, when 
I shall be no more. I chose to 
confine myself to the leading 
and essential facts of the Gos-
pel which are contradicted 
or attempted to be turned 
into ridicule by this writer. I 
have endeavored to detect his 
falsehoods and misrepresen-
tations and to show his ex-
treme ignorance of the Divine 

Scriptures which he makes the subject of his animadver-
sions— not knowing that “they are the power of God unto 
salvation, to every one that believeth” [Rom. 1:16].21

Almost no one mentions Boudinot’s response to Paine’s Age of 
Reason. And yet, unlike Paine, Boudinot actually served in a civil ca-

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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pacity in the United States as a United States Congressman and Di-
rector of the United States Mint from 1795 until 1805. Paine’s only 
elective office was in France.

http://www.AmericanVision.org


America’s Christian History:
Fact or Fiction

Our Founders understood that every society is founded on some ul-
timate principle. Even with their unorthodox religious views—a mi-
nority opinion when compared to the majority of Founders—they 
understood that the “folly and wickedness of mankind,” to use Alex-
ander Hamilton’s words, and reason alone could never serve as the 
stable foundation for a nation. They discounted the absolutism of a 
single ruler, the majority-rule concept of a pure democracy22 where 
the “voice of the people is considered to be the voice of God” (vox po-
puli, vox dei), or an oligarchy where a self-appointed group of experts 
claim sovereignty and control.

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

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

[M]any of the other men who were instrumental in the 
Revolution and the Continental Congress were ortho-
dox Christians, including: Patrick Henry, Sam Adams, 
John Hancock, John Witherspoon, Roger Sherman, 
and many more. These men represented viewpoints 
that had to be heeded by the likes of Jefferson and 
Madison, who were not just philosophers but also 
politicians who assembled coalitions. It is even clearer 
that none of these Founders was as “secular humanist”; 
they believed in God and that He shaped their lives 
and fortunes.23

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

“America is Not a Nothing Country”
At a 1992 Republican governor’s conference, former governor of Mis-
sissippi Kirk Fordice (1934–2004) stated that “America is a Christian 
nation.”24 As you can imagine, many objected to the factual basis of 
the claim and its social, cultural, and political implications. Does a 
nation that rests on certain religious tenets affect the belief and value 
systems of those who do not identify themselves with the Christian 
faith? The governor’s controversial remarks landed him on CNN 
where he repeated the claim:

Christianity is the predominant religion in America. 
We all know that’s an incontrovertible fact. The media 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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always refer to the Jewish state of Israel. They talk about 
the Muslim country of Saudi Arabia, of Iran, of Iraq. 
We all talk about the Hindu nation of India. America is 
not a nothing country. It’s a Christian Country.25

A Washington Post editorial26 criticized Fordice for demonstrating 
what they believed was his historical ignorance and “‘politics of ex-
clusion,’ suggesting he was a bigot who was ‘attempting to cut large 
categories of people out of the [American] process.’”27 Fordice was 
making an appeal to the facts of history.

The debate over whether America was or is a Christian nation has 
not gone away. In 2006, then Senator Barack Obama stated, “Whatev-
er we once were, we’re no longer a Christian nation. At least not just. 
We are also a Jewish nation, a Muslim nation, and a Buddhist nation, 
and a Hindu nation, and a nation of nonbelievers.”28 Stated this way, 
America has always been made up of people who have held diverse 
religious opinions. Joachim Gans, an English metallurgist and Jewish, 
was recruited by Sir Walter Raleigh in 1585 to join an expedition to 
explore the Virginia territory. He later returned to England in 1586.

Solomon Franco, a Sephardic Jew from Holland, is believed to 
have settled in the city of Boston in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 
1649. A map of New York, dated 1695, shows the location of a Jewish 

kirk ForDice (1934–2004) 
As governor of Mississippi 
stated that “America is a Chris-
tian nation.” 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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synagogue on Beaver Street (no. 14 on the map below).29 The first ma-
jor Jewish settlement was in Newport, Rhode Island. The Touro Syna-
gogue was constructed in 1762 and dedicated in 1763. It is the only 
surviving synagogue built in colonial America. George Washington 
wrote a letter of commendation to the congregation on August 21, 
1790 in which he stated the following:

The Citizens of the United States of America have a 
right to applaud themselves for having given to man-
kind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy: a 
policy worthy of imitation. All possess alike liberty of 
conscience and immunities of citizenship. It is now no 
more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the 
indulgence of one class of people, that another enjoyed 
the exercise of their inherent natural rights. For hap-
pily the Government of the United States, which gives 
to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, 
requires only that they who live under its protection 
should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving 
it on all occasions their effectual support.30

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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But there is no doubt that the majority of the earliest settlers to these 
shores were Protestant Christians. Of course, there were also unbe-
lievers and probably even some Hindus and Buddhists in early Amer-
ica. While America is the most religiously diverse nation in the world 
today, it was Christianity that shaped America’s founding.

The Ideals and Values of a Nation
In 2009, President Obama made these comments while in Turkey 
where 99 percent of the population is Muslim:

“Although . . . we have a very large Christian popula-
tion, we do not consider ourselves a Christian nation 
or a Jewish nation or a Muslim nation; we consider 
ourselves a nation of citizens who are bound by ideals 
and a set of values.”31

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

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

I believe that America is a great nation of even great-
er people. I also believe that anyone who says that this 
is a “Christian nation” has RHS, or revisionist history 
syndrome, and doesn’t realize that most of our found-
ing fathers were either atheist or at least could see, 
even in the 1700s, that all through Europe at the time, 
religion was the cause of so much persecution that 

http://www.AmericanVision.org
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they needed to put into their brand new constitu-
tion a SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND STATE so 
that the ideals of a group of people could never be 
forced onto the whole.32

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

What Others Have Said
If we look at how others have assessed America’s Christian heritage, 
we can see a similar definitional trend. Terry Eastland, publisher 
of The Weekly Standard, has confirmed the following after an in-
depth study of the history of America. “Protestant Christianity has 
been our established religion in almost every sense of that phrase. 
. . . The establishment of Protestant Christianity was one not only 
of law but also, and far more importantly, of culture. Protestant 
Christianity supplied the nation with its ‘system of values.’”33 This 

FrankLin D. rooSeveLt  described 
the United States as “the lasting 
concord between men and na-
tions, founded on the principles of 
Christianity.” 
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statement of historical fact, inscribed into law by the United States 
Supreme Court, etched into charters and state constitutions, and 
echoed by presidents and governors for nearly four centuries, clashes 
with modern-day secular assumptions and the unanchored ideals of 
multiculturalism, political correctness, and moral relativism. James 
Billington, Librarian of the United States Congress, said in a news 
conference on the opening of the exhibit “Religion and the Founding 
of the American Republic,” that “the dominant role religion played in 
the earliest days of this country is largely ignored by media, academ-
ics and others.”34

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

In 1931 the U.S. Supreme Court noted that the United 
States is a Christian nation. In a mid-Atlantic sum-
mit with British Prime Minister Winston Churchill 
in the darkest hours of World War II, President Roos-
evelt—who had described the United States as “the 
lasting concord between men and nations, founded on 
the principles of Christianity”—asked the crew of an 
American warship to join him in a rousing chorus of 
the hymn “Onward, Christian Soldiers.”

In 1947, writing to Pope Pius XII, President Tru-
man said flatly, “This is a Christian nation.”

Nobody argued with any of them.35

If any president made such claims today, he would be derided by a 
hostile press and mocked by academic elitist in the highly charged 
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atmosphere of political correctness that has imbedded itself into dis-
cussion forums at every level of our society. So would former presi-
dents Woodrow Wilson and Jimmy Carter. In his famous address, 
“The Bible and Progress,” delivered in Denver, Colorado, on May 7, 
1911, President Wilson told his audience that “America was born a 
Christian nation. America was born to exemplify that devotion to the 
elements of righteousness which are derived from the revelations of 
Holy Scripture.”36 As a presidential candidate Jimmy Carter told re-
porters in June of 1976 that “We have a responsibility to try to shape 
government so that it does exemplify the will of God.”37

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

I believe no one can read the history of our country 
without realizing that the Good Book and the spirit of 
the Savior have from the beginning been our guiding 
geniuses. Whether we look to the first charter of Vir-
ginia or to the Charter of New England . . . or to the 
Charter of Massachusetts Bay or to the Fundamental 
Orders of Connecticut . . . the same objective is pres-
ent: A Christian land governed by Christian principles.

chieF JuStice earL Warren  (1891–
1974) stated: ” I believe the entire 
Bill of Rights came into being be-
cause of the knowledge our fore-
fathers had of the Bible and their 
belief in it....” 
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I believe the entire Bill of Rights came into being 
because of the knowledge our forefathers had of the 
Bible and their belief in it: freedom of belief, of expres-
sion, of assembly, of petition, the dignity of the indi-
vidual, the sanctity of the home, equal justice under 
law, and the reservation of powers to the people. . . .

I like to believe we are living today in the spirit of 
the Christian religion. I like also to believe that as long 
as we do so, no great harm can come to our country.38

A 1982 article in Newsweek Magazine stated the following: “[F]or 
centuries [the Bible] has exerted an unrivaled influence on American 
culture, politics and social life. Now historians are discovering that 
the Bible perhaps even more than the Constitution, is our founding 
document.”39 Time magazine said something similar in 1987: “Ours is 
the only country deliberately founded on a good idea. That good idea 
combines a commitment to man’s inalienable rights with the Calvin-
ist belief in an ultimate moral right and sinful man’s obligation to do 
good. These articles of faith, embodied in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence and in the Constitution, literally govern our lives today.”40 
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Our nation’s values were rooted in the Bible. Of course, this does not 
mean that all Christian Americans followed the biblical precepts that 
they claimed to believe.

Even those who would generally dismiss the Bible as a standard 
of moral righteousness and reject the “Christian nation” designa-
tion cannot help themselves from appealing to the Bible when it 
suits their purpose. An editorial in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette cited 
the words of Jesus to “love your enemies” as a moral prescription 
against torture.41 Good for them. I wonder if the same editors are 
ready to adopt Jesus’ definition of marriage as being between a man 
and a woman (Matt. 19:4–6). The governor of the state of Alabama 
wanted to raise taxes in the state based on the article “An Argument 
for Tax Reform Based on Judeo-Christian Ethics” that appeared in 
the Alabama Law Review.42

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

What It is Not
The claim that America has a distinct Christian heritage does not 
mean that every American is now or ever was a Christian. More-
over, it does not mean that either the Church or the State should 
force people to profess belief in Christianity or attend religious 
services. Furthermore, a belief in a Christian heritage for America 
does not mean that non-Christians, and for that matter, dissenting 
Christians, cannot hold contrary opinions in a climate of a general 
Christian consensus.
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What It Is
It’s one thing to claim that there is no evidence of a Christian heritage 
for America and prove it. It’s another thing to fabricate history to suit 
one’s entrenched presuppositions. An honest study of America’s past 
will show that a majority of Americans shared a common religion and 
set of values. America’s earliest founders were self–professed Chris-
tians, and their founding documents expressed a belief in a Christian 
worldview. John Winthrop’s sermon aboard the Arbella in 1630 is one 
piece of evidence supporting this historical truth.

For the persons, we are a Company professing our-
selves fellow members of Christ. . . .

For the work we have in hand, it is by a mutual 
consent through a special overruling providence, and 
a more than an ordinary approbation of the Churches 
of Christ to seek out a place of Cohabitation and Con-
sortship under a due form of Government both civil 
and ecclesiastical. . . .43

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

A Foreigner’s View
In 1831 the French social philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville landed 
in America to observe the new nation and her institutions. Toc-
queville’s work was published in two parts at the mid-point of the 
nineteenth century as Democracy in America. It has been described 
as “the most comprehensive and penetrating analysis of the rela-
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tionship between character and society in America that has ever 
been written.”44 His observations on America’s moral ideals are re-
vealing and worthy of study.

The sects that exist in the United States are innumer-
able. They all differ in respect to the worship which 
is due to the Creator; but they all agree in respect to 
the duties which are due from man to man. Each sect 
adores the Deity in its own peculiar manner, but all 
sects preach the same moral law in the name of God. 
. . . Moreover, all the sects of the United States are 
comprised within the great unity of Christianity, and 
Christian morality is everywhere the same. . . . [T]here 
is no country in the world where the Christian religion 
retains a greater influence over the souls of men than in 
America.45

Two-hundred years after John Winthrop’s sermon aboard the 
Arbella, Tocqueville continued to find in America “an ostensible re-
spect for Christian morality and virtue.”46 This is the substance of a 
working definition of “Christian America”—the sharing of common 
moral values that have been shaped with reference to the Bible. “The 
biblical model of a ‘city on a hill,’” to use Winthrop’s phrase, “was the 

aLexiS De tocqueviLLe  (1805–1859) 
Author of Democracy in America 
(1835), stated: ”. . . . [T]here is no 
country in the world where the 
Christian religion retains a greater 
influence over the souls of men than 
in America..” 
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relevant goal for political action. Puritan divines called for the es-
tablishment of a ‘Holy Community,’ governed according to standards 
derived from Christian principles of morality and justice.”47

The Supreme Court Has Spoken
For many American’s official recognition of anything is found in the 
Supreme Court. So what has the highest court in land determined? 
In 1892, the Supreme Court declared in the case of The Church of 
the Holy Trinity vs. United States, that America was a Christian na-
tion from its earliest days. After examining a full range of historical 
documents, Associate Justice David J. Brewer [see Luis] concluded 
that Americans are “a religious people. This is historically true. From 
the discovery of this continent to the present hour, there is a single 
voice making this affirmation.” Beginning with Ferdinand and Isabel-
la’s commission to Christopher Columbus through a survey of then 
current state constitutions, the court concluded:

There is no dissonance in these declarations. There is 
a universal language pervading them all, having one 
meaning; they affirm and reaffirm that this is a reli-
gious nation. These are not individual sayings, declara-
tions of private persons: they are organic utterances; 
they speak the voice of the entire people.

If we pass beyond these matters to a view of Ameri-
can life as expressed by its laws, its business, its customs 
and its society, we find everywhere a clear recognition 
of the same truth. Among other matters note the follow-
ing: The form of oath universally prevailing, concluding 
with an appeal to the Almighty; the custom of opening 
sessions of all deliberative bodies and most conventions 
with prayer; the prefatory words of all wills, “In the name 
of God, amen”; the laws respecting the observance of the 
Sabbath, with the general cessation of all secular busi-
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ness, and the closing of courts, legislatures, and other 
similar public assemblies on that day; the churches and 
church organizations which abound in every city, town 
and hamlet; the multitude of charitable organizations ex-
isting everywhere under Christian auspices; the gigantic 
missionary associations, with general support, and aim-
ing to establish Christian missions in every quarter of the 
globe. These, and many other matters which might be no-
ticed, add a volume of unofficial declarations to the mass 
of organic utterances that this is a Christian nation.48

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

In addition to writing the opinion in the Holy Trinity case, Da-
vid Brewer wrote The United States: A Christian Nation, a series of 
lectures that were published in book form in 1905 while he was still 

In 1931, Supreme Court Justice 
George Sutherland reviewed 
the 1892 decision and reaf-
firmed that Americans are a 
“Christian people.” 
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a member of our nation’s highest court?49 In it, Brewer reiterates the 
history behind the 1892 Trinity case and states clearly that America 
was founded as a Christian nation, as the following citations from his 
book indicate:

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

•	 “In	the	case	of	Holy	Trinity	Church	vs. United States, 
143 U.S. 471, that court, after mentioning various cir-
cumstances, add, ‘these and many other matters which 
might be noticed, add a volume of unofficial declara-
tions to the mass of organic utterances that this is a 
Christian nation.’”

•	 “[W]e	constantly	speak	of	this	republic	as	a	Christian	
nation—in fact, as the leading Christian nation in the 
world. This popular use of the term certainly has sig-
nificance. It is not a mere creation of the imagination. 
It is not a term of derision but has a substantial basis—
one which justifies its use.”

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

•	 “You	will	have	noticed	that	I	have	presented	no	doubt-
ful facts. Nothing has been stated which is debatable. 
The quotations from charters are in the archives of the 
several States; the laws are on the statute books; judi-
cial opinions are taken from the official reports; sta-
tistics from the census publications. In short, no evi-
dence has been presented which is open to question.”

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

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