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Introduction

How to Think Historically

At the heart of the debate over whether the United States was founded
as a Christian nation is the relationship between history and American
life. It is thus important to think about the nature of history and identify
the difference between good history and bad history. What is the purpose
of studying history? What do historians do? Does everyone who conducts
a serious study of the past qualify as a historian? “In my opinion,” writes
Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Gordon Wood, “not everyone who
writes about the past is a historian. Sociologists, anthropologists, political
scientists, and economists frequently work in the past without really think-
ing historically.”! What does Wood mean? Is there a difference between
“the past” and “history,” two terms that we often assume are synonymous?

The Search for a Usable Past

Sadly, most people have no use for the past. The United States has always
been a nation that has looked forward rather than backward. As the first
major nation-state born during the Enlightenment, America has attached
itself to the train of progress. In some respects U.S. history is the story
of the relentless efforts of ordinary Americans to break away from the
tyranny of the past. Walt Whitman summed it up best in his tribute to
American pioneers:

All the past we leave behind;

We debouch upon a newer, mightier world, varied world,

Fresh and strong the world we seize, world of labor and the march,
Pioneers! O pioneers!?
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I regularly encounter college students who wonder why they are
required to take a history course when it will probably have no direct
bearing on their postgraduation job prospects. And, in most cases, they
are right. I have yet to meet a graduate who landed a job because a poten-
tial employer was impressed with a grade in “History 101.” For many the
past is foreign and irrelevant. We all remember the high school history
teacher—perhaps we called him “coach”—who stood before the class and
recited, in the words of historian Arnold Toynbee, “one damned thing
after another.”

Of course not everyone thinks this way about the past. One will always
find history books near or at the top of the New York Times bestseller
list (think David McCullough or Doris Kearns Goodwin). If we ask the
average history buff why we should study history, she will probably talk
about its relevance to life today. This should not surprise us. It is our
natural instinct to find something useful in the past. We are creatures of
the “here and now.” The kind of relevance we look for in the past can
take several forms, but let me suggest three. First, the past can inspire us.
Second, the familiarity of the past helps us to see our common humanity
with others who have lived before us. Third, the past gives us a better
understanding of our civic identity.

The past can inspire. Christians have made good use of this benefit of
studying history. Our lives are enriched by learning about great leaders of
the Christian faith—Francis of Assisi, Joan of Arc, Martin Luther, Diet-
rich Bonhoeffer, William Wilberforce, Dorothy Day, Martin Luther
King Jr., Mother Teresa, and Billy Graham. If by learning the stories of
great religious leaders we gain insight into how to live faithfully, we can
also become inspired by the examples of early Americans who fought for
freedom, liberty, and independence in 1776. These men, the so-called
founders, put their lives on the line in order to stage one of the greatest
revolutions in the history of the world. Whether it was George Wash-
ington sneaking across the East River in the fog on an August 1776 eve-
ning, or the Continental Army enduring hard winters in Morristown and
Valley Forge, or Patrick Henry proclaiming “Give me liberty or give me
death!”—something about their heroics makes us proud and gives us an
emotional connection to the past. It is easy to be moved by the fact that
the men who founded the United States often used religious language
and saw their revolution as a sacred cause. Indeed, the past inspires.

When we think about the way the past might be relevant for our lives,
familiarity is also important. We tend to search the past for people like
us. We want to learn about those in the past who felt the way we do, who
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endured the same trials and tribulations, and who experienced the same
joys and triumphs. Though societies change over time, there is much
about the human experience that does not.

I recently completed a biography of Philip Vickers Fithian, a farmer
from New Jersey who lived during the age of the American Revolution.?
Fithian was not one of the founders, nor did he achieve any degree of
fame in his lifetime. But it was his obscurity that first attracted me to him.
My goal in writing that book was to explore the American Revolution
through the eyes of an ordinary person who lived during the period. I
spent several years reading and interpreting Philip’s diaries in an attempt
to reconstruct the eighteenth-century world in which he lived. At the
same time I believed that Philip’s story would resonate with twenty-first-
century readers. I hoped that my readers might relate to Philip’s struggles
between personal ambition and homesick longings, his desire to improve
his life and remain true to what he believed was a call from God, his quest
to educate himself for the purpose of overcoming his passions, his willing-
ness to sacrifice his life for his country, and his love affair with the woman
he would marry. I wanted my readers to see something familiar in the past
and to realize that they were not the first people to experience such things.

"The past can also help us understand our place in the communities and
nation we call home. As soon as the United States was founded, histori-
ans began writing about the meaning of the American Revolution in an
attempt to remind us of the values and ideals for which it was waged.* His-
tory is a tool for strengthening the nation. It reminds us of where we came
from and helps us chart where we are going. American history has always
been a way of teaching children lessons in patriotism.’ History helps pro-
duce good citizens. We need the stories of our past to sustain us as a peo-
ple. In America we study it to understand the values and beliefs that we
as a people are willing to fight for and die for. We wish that our children
and their children would learn the stories of the past and in the process
embrace the beliefs that have defined the American experiment since its
birth over two hundred years ago. This is why historical debates, such as
the one currently being waged over whether the United States of America
is a Christian nation, are so intense. The identity of the country is at stake.

What Do Historians Do? The Five Cs

While many of us look to the past for inspiration, continuity with the
present, and a sense of civic identity, historians do not approach the past
with the primary goal of finding something relevant. Those who pursue
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the past for the purpose of inspiration, familiarity, and civic identity a/one
are not really practicing history at all. Historians know that there exists
a constant tension between the familiarity of the past and the strange-
ness of the past. They must always operate with this tension in mind.
Historians Thomas Andrews and Flannery Burke have boiled down the
task of historical interpretation into what they call the “5 Cs of Historical
Thinking.”

Historians must see change over time. While some things stay the same
over the course of generations, many things change. The historian’s task
is to chronicle these changes. As historian John Tosh puts it, “There
may be a gulf between ‘us’ and ‘them,’ but that gulf is actually composed
of processes of growth, decay and change which it is the business of the
historian to uncover.”’

Historians must interpret the past in context. They examine the docu-
ments of the past in light of the time and the place in which they were
written. Words ripped from their cultural and chronological context pro-
vide useful material for the compilers of quotation books, but they are
useless to the historian. The words of the founders, for example, must
always be interpreted from the perspective of the eighteenth-century
world in which they were uttered or written. There is a wide chasm that
separates the past from the present. Context helps us to realize that more
often than not people in the past do not think and behave the same way
that we do.

Historians are always interested in causality. I remember a few years
ago when the talk radio host Rush Limbaugh announced that “history
is real simple. You know what history is? It’s what happened. Now if
you want to get into why what happened, that’s probably valid too, but
why what happened shouldn’t have much of anything to do with what
happened.”® Limbaugh could not have been more wrong about what his-
torians do. They are not only interested in facts, but always ask why a
particular event in the past happened the way it did.

Historians are concerned with contingency. This is the notion that
“every historical outcome depends upon a number of prior conditions.”
Contingency celebrates the ability of humans to shape their own destiny.
Every historical moment is contingent upon another historical moment,
which in turn is contingent upon yet another moment. Historians are
thus concerned about the big picture—how events are influenced by
other events.

Finally, historians realize that the past is comsplex. It often resists our
efforts to simplify it or to cut it up into easily digestible pieces. Most
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students of history are exposed to the past through textbooks that offer
rather straightforward narratives of how a particular era unfolded. While
often necessary for overviews and syntheses of the past, textbooks often
fail to reveal that the past can be messy, complicated, and not easily sum-
marized in a neatly constructed paragraph or two. Once again, the debate
over whether America is a Christian nation is instructive here. On one
hand, the opponents of Christian America draw the conclusion that just
because the Constitution does not mention God then it must hold true
that the framers did not believe that religion was important to the suc-
cess of the Republic. On the other hand, defenders of Christian America
conclude that if the founders were people of Christian faith, then they
must have set out to establish a uniquely Christian nation. Logicians call
these assertions “non sequiturs.” Historians would argue that those who
draw such conclusions lack an appreciation for the complexity of the past.

The task of historians is to use these five Cs to reconstruct the past and
make their findings available to the public. Historians make the dead live.
They bring the past to an audience in the present. If we think about the
vocation of the historian in this way, then we must distinguish between
“history” and “the past.” The past is the past—a record of events that
occurred in bygone eras. But history is a discipline—the art of recon-
structing the past.

Most human beings tend to be present-minded when it comes to con-
fronting the past. The discipline of history was never meant to function
as a means of getting one’s political point across or convincing people to
join a cause. Yet Americans use the past for these purposes all the time.
Such an approach to the past can easily degenerate into a form of propa-
ganda or, as the historian Bernard Bailyn described it, “indoctrination by
historical example.”!?

This sort of present-mindedness is very common among those Chris-
tian writers and preachers who defend the idea that America was founded
as a Christian nation. They enter the past with the preconceived pur-
pose of trying to find the religious roots of the United States. If they are
indeed able to gather evidence suggesting that the founders were Chris-
tians or believed that the promotion of religion was important to the
success of the Republic, then they have gotten all that they need from the
past. It has served them adequately as a tool for promoting a particular
twenty-first-century political agenda. It has provided ammunition to win
the cultural war in which they are engaged. Gordon Wood has said that if
someone wants to use the study of the past to change the world he should
forgo a career as a historian and run for office!!!
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Such an approach to the past is more suitable for a lawyer than for a
historian. In fact, David Barton, one of the leading proponents of “Chris-
tian America,” counters his opponents by suggesting that his research
is done in accordance with the practices of the legal profession. Barton
“lets the Founders speak for themselves in accordance with the legal rules
of evidence.”!? The difference between how a lawyer uses the past and
how a historian interprets the past is huge. The lawyer cares about the
past only to the degree that he or she can use a legal decision in the past
to win a case in the present. A lawyer does not reconstruct the past in all
its complexity, but rather cherry-picks from the past in order to obtain a
positive result for his or her client. Context, change over time, causality,
contingency, and complexity are not as important as letting the “Found-
ers speak for themselves,” even if such speaking violates every rule of
historical inquiry. The historian, however, does not encounter the past
in this way.

Itis the very strangeness of the past that has the best potential to change
our lives in positive ways. Those who are willing to acknowledge that the
past is a foreign country—a place where they do things differently than
we do in the present—set off on a journey of personal transformation.
“It is this past,” writes historian Sam Wineburg, “one that initially leaves
us befuddled, or worse, just plain bored, that we need most if we are to
achieve the understanding that each of us is more than the handful of
labels ascribed to us at birth.”!3

An encounter with the past in all of its fullness, void as much as pos-
sible of present-minded agendas, can cultivate virtue in our lives. Such an
encounter teaches us empathy, humility, selflessness, and hospitality. By
studying history we learn to listen to voices that differ from our own. We
lay aside our moral condemnation about a person, idea, or event from the
past in order to understand it. This is the essence of intellectual hospital-
ity. By taking the time to listen to people from a “foreign country,” we rid
ourselves of the selfish quest to make the past serve our needs. The study
of the past reminds us that we are not autonomous individuals, but part
of a human story that is larger than ourselves. Wineburg sums it up well:

For the narcissist sees the world—both the past and the present—in
his own image. Mature historical understanding teaches us to do the
opposite: to go beyond our own image, to go beyond our brief life,
and to go beyond the fleeting moment in human history into which
we have been born. History educates (“leads outward” in the Latin)
in the deepest sense. Of the subjects in the secular curriculum, it
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is the best at teaching those virtues once reserved for theology—
humility in the face of our limited ability to know, and awe in the
face of the expanse of human history.!*

Are we willing to allow history to “educate” us—to lead us outward?
We need to practice history not because it can win us political points or
help us push our social and cultural agendas forward, but because it has
the amazing potential to transform our lives.



Part One

The United States Is a Christian Nation

The History of an Idea



Chapter One

Evangelical America, 1789-1865

As the Government of the United States of America is not, in any
sense, founded on the Christian religion; as it has in itself no char-
acter of enmity against the laws, religion, or tranquility, of Mus-
sulmen; and as the said States never entered into any war or act of
hostility against any Mahometan nation, it is declared by the parties
that no pretext arising from religious opinions shall ever produce
an interruption of the harmony existing between the two countries.

So begins Article 11 of the Treaty of Tripoli, a 1797 agreement
between the United States and Tripoli, a Muslim nation located on
the Barbary Coast of northern Africa. The treaty was necessary because
Barbary pirates, under the sanction of Tripoli, were capturing Ameri-
can ships and selling crew members into slavery. The Muslim states of
the Barbary Coast (Tripoli, Algiers, Morocco, and Tunis) had long used
piracy to control Mediterranean trade routes. Any nation that wanted
to trade freely in the region was forced to negotiate a peace treaty with
the Barbary States, which usually included some kind of monetary trib-
ute. During the colonial era, American vessels were protected from the
Barbary pirates by British warships, but after the Revolution the United
States would need to work out its own treaty with these countries. The
Treaty of Tripoli, which included the assertion that the United States
was not founded on the Christian religion, was signed by President
John Adams and ratified unanimously by the Senate. The text of the
treaty was published in several newspapers, and there was no public
opposition to it.

The American negotiators of this treaty did not want the religious
differences between the United States and Tripoli to hinder attempts
at reaching a trade agreement. Claiming that the United States was not
“founded on the Christian religion” probably made negotiations proceed
more smoothly. But today this brief religious reference in a rather obscure
treaty in the history of American diplomacy has played a prominent role

3
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in the debate over whether the United States was founded as a Christian
nation. It has become one of the most deadly arrows in the quiver of those
who oppose the idea that the country was founded on Christian principles.!
If the Treaty of Tripoli is correct, and the United States was not
“founded on the Christian religion,” then someone forgot to tell the
American people. Most Americans who followed events in the Mediter-
ranean viewed the struggle between the United States and the Barbary
nations—a struggle that would last well into the nineteenth century—as
a kind of holy war. Americans published poems and books describing
Muslims as “children of Ishmael” who posed a threat to Christian civi-
lization. Captivity narratives describing Christians who were forced to
convert to Islam only heightened these popular beliefs.? In fact, the sen-
timent expressed in the Treaty of Tripoli—that the United States was
not “founded on the Christian religion”—can hardly be reconciled with
the way that politicians, historians, clergy, educators, and other writers
perceived the United States in the first one hundred years of its existence.
The idea that the United States was a “Christian nation” was central to
American identity in the years between the Revolution and the Civil War.
Nineteenth-century Americans who believed that the United States
was a Christian nation made their case in at least three different ways.
First, they appealed to divine providence. The United States had a special
place in God’s plan for the world. The success of the American Revolu-
tion confirmed it. Second, they argued that the founders were Christians
and thus set out to create a nation that reflected their personal beliefs.
Third, they made the case that the U.S. government and the documents
upon which it was founded were rooted in Christian ideas. Today’s Chris-
tian nationalists have a good portion of American history on their side.

Christian Nationalism in the Early American Republic

If the United States was ever a “Christian nation,” it was so during the
period between the ratification of the Constitution (1789) and the start
of the Civil War (1861). While the Constitution made clear that there
would be no official or established religion in America, and the states
were gradually removing religious requirements for officeholders, Chris-
tianity, and particularly Protestant evangelicalism, defined the culture.
When ministers, politicians, and writers during these years described
the United States as a “Christian nation,” they were usually referring
to the beliefs and character of the majority of its citizens. The United
States was populated by Christians. This meant that it was not a “Muslim
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nation” or a “Buddhist nation” or a “Hindu nation.” Indeed, the people
of most Western European nations in the nineteenth century would have
used the phrase “Christian nation” to describe the countries to which they
belonged. But in America the phrase “Christian nation” could also carry
a deeper meaning. It was often used as a way of describing the unique-
ness of the American experiment. It was freighted with the idea that the
United States had a special role to play in the plan of God, thus making
it a special or privileged Christian nation. Moreover, when nineteenth-
century Americans talked about living in a “Christian nation” they rarely
used the term in a polemical way. In other words, they were not trying to
defend the label against those who did not believe the United States was a
Christian nation. Instead, they used the phrase as if it were a well-known,
generally accepted fact.?

One of the main reasons that people could describe the United States
as a Christian nation during this period was because the country was
experiencing a massive revival of Protestant evangelicalism.* Known as
the Second Great Awakening, this religious revival stressed salvation
through faith in the atoning work of Jesus Christ and was quite compat-
ible with the democratic spirit of the early nineteenth century. Humans
were no longer perceived as waiting passively for a sovereign and dis-
tant God who, on his own terms and in his own timing, offered select
individuals the gift of eternal life. Instead, ordinary American citizens
took an active role in their own salvation. Theology moved away from a
Calvinism that stressed humankind’s inability to save itself and toward a
free-will or democratic theology, preached most powerfully and popu-
larly by revivalist Charles Finney. The new theology empowered indi-
viduals to decide their own religious fate by accepting or rejecting the
gospel message.’

This revival of religion owed a lot to the First Amendment (1791). By
forbidding Congress from making laws “respecting an establishment of
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” religion became volun-
tary. If churches could no longer rely on state support, they would need
to craft their message in such a way that would attract people to their
pews. Long-established denominations such as Episcopalians, Presbyte-
rians, and Congregationalists gave way to more democratic, enthusiastic,
and evangelical groups such as Baptists and Methodists. New sects such as
the Mormons and the Disciples of Christ emerged with force. Religious
services continued to be conducted in churches, but they were also being
held in camp meetings like the one in Cane Ridge, Kentucky, in 1801.
Writing in 1855, church historian Philip Schaff quoted an Austrian writer
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who observed, “The United States are by far the most religious and Chris-
tian country in the world . . . because religion is there most free.”® When
Thomas Jefferson claimed smugly in 1822 that Unitarianism would soon
be “the religion of the majority from north and south,” he could not have
been more wrong.” Apparently Jefferson did not leave Monticello very
much during the final years of his life, for America was fast becoming the
most evangelical Christian country on the face of the earth.

The Election of 1800

Christianity merged with politics on many fronts during the early nine-
teenth century. This was especially the case in the presidential election of
1800. The incumbent president, John Adams, represented the Federal-
ists, a political faction with particular strength in New England. Federalist
strongholds such as Connecticut and Massachusetts had a long tradi-
tion of government-sponsored religion. The Federalists in New England
worked closely with the Congregationalist clergy in order to ensure
that the region would remain Christian in character and be governed by
Christian political leaders.® Ironically, John Adams was a Unitarian. As
we will see in chapter 12, he rejected many essential Christian doctrines.
But he was also a son of New England—a descendant of Puritans who
understood that religion was needed to sustain a virtuous society.

Adams’s opponent was Thomas Jefferson, the vice president of the
United States. Adams had defeated Jefferson in the presidential elec-
tion of 1796, but the margin of victory was slim. As the population of
the United States began to spread out beyond the Appalachian Moun-
tains, and the religious sentiments of the country turned against state-
sponsored churches, Jefferson would attract more and more Americans.
His commitment to ordinary farmers and his strong defense of religious
liberty meant that Baptists and Methodists—the catalysts of the Second
Great Awakening, which was just getting underway—rallied to his cause.
But Jefferson’s religious beliefs, or lack thereof, would present a problem
for him in the Federalist-dominated northeast. As we will see in chapter
13, Jefferson was not a Christian. He was skeptical about doctrines such
as the Trinity, the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the divine inspira-
tion of the Bible. He was not the kind of godly president that many New
England Federalists thought should be leading a Christian nation.

The attacks on Jefferson’s supposed godlessness were fierce. William
Linn, a Dutch Reformed minister from New York, wrote that he was
forced to oppose Jefferson’s candidacy because of the Virginian’s “dis-
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belief of the Holy Scriptures . . . his rejection of the Christian Religion
and open profession of Deism.” He feared that the United States, under
Jefferson’s rule, would become a “nation of Atheists.” Linn made clear
that “no professed deists, be his talents and acquirements what they may,
ought to be promoted to this place [the presidency] by the suffrages of
a Christian nation.” He went as far as to argue that the act of “calling
a deist to the first office must be construed into no less than rebellion
against God.” Linn was fully aware that there was “nothing in the con-
stitution to restrict our choice” of a president with religious beliefs akin
to Jefferson’s, but he warned his readers that if they elected “a manifest
enemy to the religion of Christ, in a Christian nation,” it would be “an
awful symptom of the degeneracy of that nation.”

Whig Christian Nationalism

The Federalist attack on Jefferson’s beliefs was unsuccessful. Jefferson
won the election and became the third president of the United States.
The Federalists would fade from the national stage, but their demise did
not mean that Christian nationalism would disappear from American
politics. Much of the Christian political vision of the Federalists would
resurface in the 1830s and 1840s in the voices of the politicians and clergy
who would make up the constituency of the Whig Party.

Most Whigs were ardent nationalists. They favored a nation of
markets and Protestant religion. Whigs championed infrastructure
improvements—roads, canals, and bridges—to connect small and iso-
lated communities to a national economic system shaped by capitalism.
Many of the nation’s great revivalists, such as Charles Finney and Lyman
Beecher, were Whig supporters. These reformers established voluntar