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from “How Christian Were the Founders?” 
            by Russell Shorto


Today, I want to talk about “Rewriting History and the Faith of Our Founders.”


Periodically, we hear the hue and cry for us, as a people, to “return to our roots” as a “Christian nation.”  These days, this cry comes most vociferously from the so-called “Tea Party” activists.  The claim is made that this country, including the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, was built on biblical principles and a clear recognition of the supremacy of orthodox  Christianity.  

Well, today, I’d like to directly challenge this notion.  

So, let us start with a Reading.  This is a Reading taken from a long cover-page article that appeared in The New York Times Magazine on February 14, 2010.  It was written by Russell Shorto, an American author, historian, and journalist.  

. . . Over two days, more than a hundred people — Christians, Jews, housewives, naval officers, professors; people outfitted in everything from business suits to military fatigues to turbans to baseball caps — streamed through the halls of the William B. Travis Building in Austin, Tex., waiting for a chance to stand before the semicircle of 15 high-backed chairs whose occupants made up the Texas State Board of Education.  Each petitioner had three minutes to say his or her piece. . . . 

Following the appeals from the public, the members of what is the most influential state board of education in the country, and one of the most politically conservative, submitted their own proposed changes to the new social studies curriculum guidelines, whose adoption was the subject of all the attention — guidelines that will affect students around the country, from kindergarten to twelfth grade, for the next 10 years. . . .


This is how history is made. . . . 

This year’s social-studies review has drawn the most attention. . . . but . . . something more fundamental is on the agenda.  The one thing that underlies the entire program of the nation’s Christian conservative activists is, naturally, religion.  But it isn’t merely the case that their Christian orientation shapes their opinions on gay marriage, abortion and government spending.  More elementally, they hold that the United States was founded by devout Christians and according to biblical precepts.  This belief provides what they consider not only a theological but also, ultimately, a judicial grounding to their positions on social questions.  When they proclaim that the United States is a “Christian Nation,” they are not referring to the percentage of the population that ticks a certain box in a survey or census but to the country’s roots and the intent of the founders.

The Christian “ truth” about America’s founding has long been taught in Christian schools, but not beyond. Recently, however, . . . some activists decided that the time was right to try to reshape the history that children in public schools study.  Succeeding at this would help them toward their ultimate goal of reshaping American Society.  As Cynthia Dunbar, [a] Christian activist on the Texas board, put it, “The philosophy of the classroom in one generation will be the philosophy of the government in the next.”
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Cynthia Dunbar, the Texas School Board member I quoted during our Reading, published a book in 2008 called, One Nation Under God.”  In that book she claims that the founding of America was an overtly Christian undertaking.  She says:  “The underlying authority for our constitutional form of government stems directly from biblical precedents.”  Continuing, she writes, “Hence, the only accurate method of ascertaining the intent of the Founding Fathers at the time of our government’s inception comes from a biblical worldview.”
 

While these days there are a variety of claims made in this vein, typically, the current “Tea Party” activists and others on the Radical Religious Right tend to claims three things:   

1. They tend to claim that our nation’s founders were all — or were at least mostly — good, God-fearing, Jesus-loving, orthodox Christians; 

2. They tend to claim that the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution are Christian-inspired documents; and 

3. They tend to claim that what we now know as the “wall of separation” between church and state was not at all the intention of our country’s founders.


These are claims, I suspect, that we have all heard, in one form or another, but let us examine some of the evidence today to the contrary.  

II

First, let us examine the claim that our nation’s founders were all — or were mostly — God-fearing, orthodox Christians.  

WASHINGTON


Let us start with George Washington and some of the other early presidents.  

Washington, I submit, like most of our nation’s founders, as I hope to show, was not an orthodox Christian.  Not by any means!  He was a free-thinking Deist, and an unwavering supporter of complete religious freedom.  Regarding religious freedom, Washington once unequivocally declared, albeit in the sexist idiom of the day:  “No man’s sentiments are more opposed to any kind of restraint upon religious principles than mine are.”



Washington was also a Deist.  

Now,  what’s a Deist?  The term deism, from the Latin deus, meaning God, was first coined in 1546.  Deism’s God is a distant, utterly transcendent view of God.  It is a view of God as the Creator and, as they used to say, as First Cause of the universe.  The allegorical image often employed to explain Deism is that of God as a master clock maker.  God, in other words, creates the universe much like a master craftsperson makes a clock.  That is, God creates a clock (this universe) with all of its internal handiwork and precision, winds it up, and then . . . lets it go, having nothing more to do with it.  Thus, the suggestion here is that God, at the beginning of time, created the universe, and created its natural, immutable laws (its internal handiwork and precision), but from then on, God has stayed entirely out of the way.  This is Deism’s God.  This is the God of Nature.  And this tends to be an impersonal God.

To name just one, Albert Einstein affirmed a variation on Deism.  But let me be clear about some of the implications of this view.  With Deism:  There is no divine intervention. (God doesn’t meddle in human affairs.)  There is no answering of personal prayers.  There are no miracles.  There is no involvement historically with the Jews or Jesus or Abraham or Moses or anyone else in history.  And there is no special revelation either through Jesus or the Bible. Rather, with Deism, God is the blessed Creator of the universe and what they used to call the “Divine Author” of nature and reason — but the rest is left entirely up to us and to the other creatures.  We are essentially on our own, according to the Deists.  

Now, clearly, this is a very un-orthodox view of God — and a view that was sharply at odds with colonial Calvinism 200 years ago — let alone with today’s “Tea Party” activists or others on the radical Religious Right.  Indeed, for many among the orthodox — 200 years ago as well as today — Deism was as bad as Atheism!  Yet Deism was, indeed, I submit, the God of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, Thomas Paine, Ben Franklin, and many of the others among our nation’s founders.  But don’t just take my word for it.  As the historians Charles and Mary Beard explain, 

Out of England Deism was borne to France by Voltaire, where it became the creed of nearly all the skeptics who labored at...the new philosophy of Naturalism....From various directions the doctrine came into America, spreading widely among the intellectual leaders of the American Revolution, and making them doubly dangerous characters in the eyes of [the] Anglican Tories.  [“doubly” dangerous because not only political rebels, but religious rebels, too!]
“When the crisis came,” the Beards continue, “Jefferson, Paine, John Adams, Washington, Franklin, Madison, and many lesser lights were to be reckoned among either the Unitarians or the Deists.”  The Beards conclude, and this is significant:  “It was not Cotton Mather’s God [Cotton Mather was a seventeenth century Puritan orthodox Christian minister who aided and abetted the Salem witch trials, so he was pretty conservative] to whom the authors of the Declaration of Independence appealed; it was to ‘Nature’s’ God.”
  In other words, the revolutionaries were appealing to the Deist’s God!

Washington himself was nominally an Episcopalian, although he abstained as much as possible from church matters, and he reportedly never kneeled to pray, never affirmed the trinity, and never took communion except when he was young.  Indeed, when the government was located in Philadelphia, on those occasions when he attended Christ (Episcopal) Church, Washington used to do a curious thing.  He used to slip out just before communion and send his carriage back after communion to pick up his wife, Martha, who, in fact, was actually quite orthodox and devout.  The annoyed rector of the church finally preached a sermon on what he described as [quote] “the unhappy tendency of example....[of] those in elevated stations, who invariably turn...their backs upon the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.”
  That was the last time on a sacrament sunday that Washington attended Christ Church.

For these and other reasons, there were always some among the clergy who advocated that George Washington should resign from public office.  In his public speeches, like most Deists, Washington refers to “The Deity” and to “Providence,” but rarely to the word “God,” and he never mentions “Jesus” or “Christ.”

It also may be significant to note that it was Washington who supervised the writing of a treaty with Tripoli (in North Africa), reassuring the Muslim population there, (and I quote:) “The Government of the United States of America is not in any sense founded on the Christian Religion.”
  That’s pretty clear, isn’t it? Let me say that again:  “The Government of the United States of America is not in any sense founded on the Christian Religion.”  This treary was ultimately ratified by the Senate and was signed by John Adams (Washington initiated the treaty, but Adams was president by the time it was signed.)
JOHN ADAMS & JOHN QUINCY ADAMS


Moving on from Washington, both John Adams and John Quincy Adams, the second and sixth U.S. presidents, were members of First Parish in Quincy, Massachusetts, a liberal Congregational church which became Unitarian, as they understood it, in 1750.

John Adams, also being a Deist, like Washington, believed deeply in reason as a God-given power that was superior to revelation.  In a letter to Thomas Jefferson (in what is only a thinly veiled jab at the trinity), Adams writes, “[Reason] has made it certain that two and one make three, and that one is not three nor can three be one.”  

Continuing, Adams uses reason to reject the Christian doctrine of hell.  He says,
We can never be so certain of any prophecy,...or of any miracle...as we are that two and two are equal to four....Can prophecies or miracles convince you or me that infinite benevolence, wisdom, and power, created...innumerable millions, to make them miserable for ever, for his own glory?...I believe no such things.

Strong words from John Adams.

JEFFERSON & MADISON


Our third and fourth presidents, Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, likewise, were anything but pious, orthodox Christians.  Both, in fact, were non-churchgoers. And neither Jefferson nor Madison were partial toward orthodox religion.  Following his death, it was learned that Jefferson, in fact, was privately, at least, indisputably hostile towards orthodox Christianity.  He once called the Gospel of John, for example, the “Rantings of a madman.”  He called creedal religion “charlatanism of the mind.”  In a letter to Horatio Spafford, he writes,  

In every country and in every age, the priest has been hostile to liberty.  They have perverted the purest religion ever preached...into a mystery and jargon unintelligible to all humankind. 


Jefferson was particularly critical of the Protestant reformer John Calvin.  “[Calvin’s] religion,” Jefferson declared in a letter to a friend, 

was demonism.  If ever man worshipped a false God, he did.  The being described in his five points is...a demon of malignant spirit.  It would be more pardonable to believe in no God at all, than to blaspheme him by the atrocious attributes of Calvin. 

Strong words from Thomas Jefferson.  
MADISON


Turning more directly now to our fourth president, James Madison, although we know he didn’t attend church, unfortunately, we know relatively little of Madison’s personal religious beliefs for, unlike Jefferson, Madison had carefully culled his personal papers from those preserved after his death.  In his speeches, however, Madison uses Deistic language, using such terms as “Universal Sovereign,” “Creator,” and “the Supreme Lawgiver of the Universe.”

On the other hand, Madison’s passion for religious freedom is clear.  “What influence,” Madison asks, 

have ecclesiastical establishments had on Civil Society?  In some instances they have been seen to erect a spiritual tyranny on the ruins of Civil Authority; in many instances they have been seen upholding the thrones of political tyranny; in no instance have [ecclesiastical establishments] been seen the guardians of the liberties of the people.


Thus, Madison concluded (again, in the sexist language of the day), “The Religion...of every man must be left to the conviction and conscience of every man.”

III

In addition to our earliest Presidents ( Washington, Adams, Jefferson, and Madison — there were lots of other religiously un-orthodox Deists, Unitarians, Universalists, and other free-thinking liberals among the founders of our nation whose beliefsm I strongly suspect, would be utter blasphemy to the Tea Party activists and to the fundamentalist Christian Radical Religious Right of today.  

Benjamin Franklin, for example.  Franklin was another Deist.  His whole approach was scientific and empirical.  Franklin believed in the freedom of the mind to arrive at whatever truth persuaded it.  As for Jesus, although he clearly revered him, Franklin, like most of the other free-thinking Deists and Unitarians, did not accept Jesus as divine, as a God, as the second person of the Trinity, but, rather, as an exemplar of the faith.
 

Holding a faith similar to Franklin’s (even though they were often nominally Episcopal, like Washington) were Thomas Paine, Paul Revere, George Mason, James Monroe, Ethan Allen, Benjamin Rush, and many of the other leading figures of the period.  Of course, there were some who were more traditional, orthodox Christians, including John Jay, Patrick Henry, Samuel Adams, and, as I mentioned a minute ago, Martha Washington.
  But, contrary to what you might hear, I submit that the preponderance of our country’s celebrated founders ( those who led the Revolution and who wrote the Constitution, were, in large part, free-thinking, freedom-loving Deists.
  

IV


Now, next, we might ask, what about the Declaration of Independence (which Jefferson wrote) and the Constitution (for which Madison earned the major credit)?  Are these orthodox Christian documents, authored, as they were, by two non-churchgoing Deists?  Hardly!

Now, it is true that God is mentioned four times in the Declaration of Independence, but, as the historians Charles and Mary Beard insist, the Declaration’s author, Thomas Jefferson, was referring to Nature’s God, to the Deist’s God, not to Cotton Mather’s God, not, in other words, to the orthodox, Trinitarian Christian God.  So much for the Declaration of Independence.

Okay, pop quiz, multiple choice:  Guess how many times “God” is mentioned in the U.S. Constitution?  

Six?  Four?  One?  Or none?

The correct answer is:  none!  God is not mentioned at all in the U.S. Constitution.  “We the People of the United States,” begins the familiar Preamble to the Constitution, “in order to form a more perfect union, establish justice, . . . insure domestic tranquility, . . . [and so forth and so on] . . . do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.”  In other words, all authority derives here ( not from God, not from Jesus, not from the Holy Spirit, not from the Bible ( but from those first three little words, “We, the People...”

Meanwhile, the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution clearly says, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof....”
  That’s what the Constitution says about God.

In an 1802 letter to the Danbury Baptist Association of Connecticut, Thomas Jefferson, then president, explains that the American people, through the First Amendment, have here erected — and I quote — a “wall of separation between church and state.”
  So, indeed, Jefferson was the first person to coin this expression. 

Jefferson, however, was not the only person to use this “separation” phrase.  James Madison (our fourth president, the non-churchgoing Deist, and the so-called “father” of the Constitution), once wrote in an essay, “Strongly guarded....is the separation between religion and government in the constitution of the United States.”


Thus, with Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of Independence, and madison, the so-called “Father” of the Constitution, both explicitly endorsing the separation of church and state, it simply cannot be doubted, it seems to me, that this, indeed, was the intention of our country’s founders!  — that there be a “wall of separation between church and state.”
V

In short, I would politely, but firmly like to say to the Tea Party activists and to others of the fundamentalist Christian Right:  “With all due respect, in my view, if we look at the evidence, America is not, in its foundations, a Christian Nation.  It never was.  Nor, I hope, shall it ever be.  The God of this country’s founders is clearly not the same as the orthodox Christian God.  The Jesus of this country’s founders is clearly not the same as the orthodox Christian Jesus.  The liberal Christianity of the Deists and of the other free-thinkers who brought this country into being is light years away from the conservative, orthodox Christianity of today’s fundamentalist radical Christian Right.”  


And, if you think about it, this should come as no surprise to us, for the underlying, free-thinking, freedom-loving spirit that struggled to throw off the bondage of political tyranny 200 years ago was, at the same time, the same underlying, animating spirit that struggled to throw off the bondage of the church’s tyranny 200 years ago. Thus, in both arenas — in both the political arena and in the religious arena — it was freedom that was ultimately at stake — and in both cases, our freedom was won.  

Thus, just as our country’s founders fought for, and won, their freedom, so, too, as we need to do in each generation, let us be vigilant and well informed in cherishing and preserving our own political and religious freedom.  

And let freedom reign — for another 200 years!   
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