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"The Politicization of Early American Christianity (1760s-1890s)" examines the role that civil religion played in 
American society during the time frame of 1760-1899. This paper argues that civil religion created doctrinal and 
ideological issues for both Protestant and Catholic denominations of Christianity. This paper examines five watershed 
moments in American politics and American Christianity during this time frame, and it argues that the language 
within civil religion ultimately caused American's identity to be mistakenly conceived as "Christian".  
 

 
Many philosophical thinkers—John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Montesquieu— 

influenced American political thought.1 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, both actively and passively, held 
the greatest sphere of influence on American governance specifically political identity, and in turn, 
his ideologies created systematic and doctrinal problems for early American Christian 
denominations. Unlike his colleagues and predecessors such as John Locke, Montesquieu, etc. 
who focused almost exclusively on morality2, Rousseau was interested in how these ideals—
natural law, nature, morality, etc.—affected the society in which he lived; that is, he concluded 
that the government is only as strong as its citizens, if the citizens are not morally strong 
(ideologically virtuous), then the government itself shall not be seen as visibly strong (physically 
virtuous).3 Furthermore, Rousseau established, in The Social Contract4, the notion of civil 
religion.5 This ideology had a profound impact on the identity of American politics, specific 
Christian doctrine, and America’s own identity.6   

Rousseau defined civil religion as the glue that holds society together, or, more specifically, 
it is a way to bring unification in a nation by giving it guidelines to follow.7 Rousseau argued that 
this idea of “civil religion” (public piety, guidelines) is essential for a virtuous society. In order for 
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a society to flourish, there must be a moral standard set in place, so the society will not go into 
chaos. Rousseau argued that “religion, considered in relation to society…may be divided up into 
two kinds: the religion of man and that of the citizen.”8 Furthermore, Rousseau argued that “the 
dogmas of civil religion ought to be few, simple, and exactly worded, without explanation or 
commentary.”9 To Rousseau, Christianity was a religion “occupied solely with heavenly things.”10 
Rousseau went on to define what civil religion’s main beliefs were, saying they were “the existence 
of a mighty, intelligent, and beneficent Divinity, possessed with foresight and providence, the life 
to come, the happiness of the just, the punishment of the wicked…those who distinguish civil from 
theological intolerance are, to my mind, mistaken.”11 Rousseau’s main argument was that civil 
religion placed its importance, not on Heaven or hell, but on the betterment of the society.12 The 
main ideas that make up civil religion are not expounded upon; that is, he leaves them without any 
afterthought or explanation whatsoever. Rousseau does this on purpose. He explicitly gives the 
reader instruction that the terms are to be subjective. This work by Rousseau was published in 
1760, and Rousseau’s ideas ultimately had an impact on five major watershed moments to be 
examined: the drafting of the First Amendment of the Constitution, the Second Great Awakening, 
The Nativist Movement, The Civil War/Slavery, and Religious Pluralism/American Myths.   

The framers of the Constitution were influenced by and borrowed from enlightenment 
ideologies influenced by Locke, Montesquieu, and other philosophers; these ideologies focused 
more on civil liberties.13 Rousseau’s work proved highly influential in the creation of the First 
Amendment, as well as  Thomas Jefferson’s ideals regarding separation of church and state.14 
Furthermore, scholar Steven Green argues that “religion was so deeply intertwined with 
Revolutionary ideology that it seems virtually impossible to distinguish between them.”15 Religion 
was such a part of the American society, the Founders had to address it—even though the 
Amendment was not passed until 1791, one year after the start of the Second Great Awakening. 
However, as Green shows us, “the founders’ conception of church-state relations was heterodox, 
dynamic, and incomplete—and purposefully so… [and by] 1800 the United States represented the 
only secular government on earth, revolutionary France excepted.”16 Thus, we see the goal of the 
Constitution is to place the governance in the hands of free, liberated humans—not of angels, 
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demons, or gods. The goal of creating a secular nation did not mean the government barred its 
citizens to practice religion. Rousseau argued, in order for a society to be truly “civil” it must 
ascribe to the standard he set forth. However, he did not say through which mechanism these ideas 
were to be fulfilled.17 He simply gave the ideas, and he left them open to one’s own interpretation. 

Evangelicals, shortly after the passing of the First Amendment, had growing concerns that 
society was headed on a downward spiral. This concern made them want a “second revolution.”18 
This revolution would be focused on spiritual matters, not governmental. The Second Great 
Awakening was a movement that aimed to make America socially Christian; that is, create 
converts who were not lukewarm in their faith but completely surrendered unto Christ. Christians 
also wanted to create true religious freedom—which was, according to their worldview, the ability 
to resist temptation.19 Furthermore, this Awakening was focused on making sure its converts 
experienced something real and true on an emotional level. For American Protestant Christians 
during this movement, the constitution was “cold and external, a shell for the pursuit of self-interest 
rather than a space for the exercise of free initiative in the public interest.”20  One may argue that 
the ideals of the American Christian and the ideals of Rousseau were at odds. One may also argue 
that both ideologies wanted to create virtuous citizens. Rousseau advocated for rewards for virtue 
and vice, that is, punishment for right and wrong; yet, American Protestant Christians were still 
unhappy with this dynamic wanting their movement to have a ‘concrete’ foundation—namely faith 
in God, and wanting to begin to make the nation Christian. One may make the argument that in its 
early stages civil religion itself may have been at odds with Christianity during the Second Great 
Awakening; however, it was the ideals of the revolution, which were influenced by civil religion, 
that were at odds with Christianity during this time.21 American Protestant Christians were focused 
on creating converts during this era, not necessarily debating philosophical ideas such as personal 
liberty or autonomy.  

The language that Rousseau expressed, in sharing the tenets of civil religion, was left up to 
each individual to decide. Perhaps theologians could argue that Christianity offered a stronger 
ability to unify the nation since it gave direct ideas and inputs rather than subjective language that 
was not purposefully explained or systematized.22 As previously shown by Rousseau, the terms 
were meant to be left as is—without comment or explanation. This, for Christians especially, is an 
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issue. They want something concrete, something they can dig deep into—which is precisely why 
the Second Great Awakening was focused on outdoor tent revivals, emotionalism, and eschatology 
instead of vague, incomplete, and non-systematized language.23 

One of the ways this conflict played itself out in the Second Great Awakening was the way 
in which theologians focused on eschatology, end-times theology.24 For example, the main tenet 
of eschatology during this era was post-millennialism, a belief  that in order for Jesus to return, 
people had to be witnessing to others, actively engaged in spreading the gospel to their neighbors, 
and if they did not do this, Jesus’ return would ultimately not happen.25 This ideology gave birth 
to groups, such as Seventh Day Adventists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Millerites, whose main goal 
was to create a society that was pious.26 Furthermore, this piety was not just meant to affect one’s 
religious life, but it sought to affect the entire society and its practices. Protestant Christians began 
to have views that shaped the way society was conducted. An example of this is the ideology 
known as Sabbatarianism, a belief that the Sabbath should be honored and revered.27 
Sabbatarianism did not just aim to apply to doctrinal ideology. Christians who held to this ideal 
wanted to change the way their towns and counties were ultimately run.28 For example, some 
Christians even advocated for businesses to close on Sundays as well as laws that prevented the 
mail from being ran.29 Thus, we see the Second Great Awakening as a response to the ideology 
that the Revolution was influenced by, namely enlightenment-based philosophies, and civil 
religion.30  

In addition to the drafting of the First Amendment and the Second Great Awakening, 
followers of civil religion and Christianity saw themselves in many smaller conflicts during 1800s 
which would manifest itself at large in the third major watershed moment. The Nativist Movement, 
particularly Anti-Catholicism, was the larger conflict in which civil religion, American politics, 
and Christianity found itself. While this issue focused more on Christianity itself rather than 
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American political thought,31 it is still a watershed moment in that it changed what the phrase 
“Christian” meant to some people; that is, it is the first way in which civil religion began directly 
affecting Christian denominations.32 During this era, Protestants were the main Christian 
denomination that had influence in the public schools33, and educators made sure their curriculum 
was strictly Protestant in nature. Protestant controls ran into major problems when “the influx of 
Catholic immigrant children after the 1830s led many educators to resist further secularization and 
to cling more closely to the Protestant character of their programs.”34 Underneath all of this was 
the issue of church and state as well as the past influence of civil religion, which one could argue 
that secularization stemmed from to a degree.35 How could have civil religion, which was left 
intentionally vague, led to secularization of schools? The reason why civil religion ultimately led 
to secularization in schools could have been the fact that the doctrines that Rousseau defined were 
meant to be subjective; that is, left up to the individual to decide and find meaning.36 Furthermore, 
it is important to note that the schools did not automatically become secularized in one day, this 
secularization lasted well into the twentieth century.37 The school controversy affected Christian 
denominations; it did so by bringing the Protestant/Catholic battle into America.38 The idea of 
what was truly Christian; that is, what beliefs one had to adhere to, began to change when Catholics 
began coming to America, and the idea of what was truly American began to change as well.39 
Protestants saw Catholics as un-loyal to the goal of the Second Great Awakening as well as the 
goal of America—to create a Christian society. Protestants argued that the loyalty of Catholics was 
not to God and country but to Rome.40 What it meant to create a Christian society differed from 
Protestant to Catholic churches; so much that, some Protestant public school texts began calling 
the pope the Anti-Christ.41 The way in which civil religion affected this movement was that the 
main goal of Rousseau’s civil religion was to create a society in which humans have “a single will 
which is concerned with their common preservation and general well-being.”42 The mechanism to 
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achieve this ideal, Rousseau proposed, was to ascribe to his doctrines within civil religion—
however, what is important for us to understand is that the ideals are to be left without explanation 
or commentary. They are not to be systematized.43 How this finds itself in the nativist movement 
is that the American political ideology, at least in the beginning, seemed to be largely in line with 
the Protestant way of thinking.44 A clear example of this thinking is seen in examining a speech 
given by President Grant in 1875, where he “equated the school question with the preservation of 
the republic before a group of Civil War veterans”45—however, Catholics were not in favor of this 
thinking, as they argued that “Grant’s speech was fulminated by his zeal against the Catholic 
Church.”46 However, this approach was soon argued against by James G. Blaine, a representative 
of Maine in the U.S. Senate from 1863 to 1876, who proposed a Constitutional Amendment in 
which stated the following: “No state shall make any law respecting an establishment of 
religion…for the support of the public schools…nor shall any money so raised ever be divided 
between religious sects or denominations.”47 

Thus, we easily see an early attempt at religious reconciliation in American government. 
However, attitudes toward this reconciliation varied. Despite varying attitudes, many saw Blaine’s 
amendment as purely political, not necessarily a true attempt to resolve the issue.48 Furthermore, 
columnist Samuel Spear suggested that “public school is the common property of the whole 
people”49, and that the “only solution was a purely secular system of education.”50 Nativism, 
wrapped in anti-Catholicism, and the way in which public schools should be run all manifested 
themselves as the culmination of indifference between American politics, civil religion, and 
Christianity.51 Underneath all of this is the fact that the society was failing to live up to Rousseau’s 
fifth tenant of civil religion, religious toleration. Protestants and Catholics were showing, through 
their hatred toward one another, an inability to live up the ideals that Rousseau defined. Even 
though the nativist movement is the third watershed movement, we see as a result of these issues, 
there is an even larger movement in which American political thought and religion become 
intertwined, which is the fourth movement we will discuss, abolitionism, slavery, and the Civil 
War. 

These three issues could each be discussed as separate moments in the history of civil 
religion, American politics, and Christianity; however, these three issues go hand-in-hand with 
one another with regard to the overall impact in which they shape political thought. What is 
important to note is these issues, abolitionism, slavery, and the Civil War, are largely religious at 
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their core.52 Christians who were pro-slavery were mainly located in the Southern part of the 
United States; whereas, Christians who were anti-slavery were located in the North.53 However, 
issues relating to slavery began to become overlaid with religious undertones; most notably when, 
denominations began using the Bible to argue both in favor and against the same institution (i.e. 
slavery). For example, Thomas Dew argued in 1852 that slavery was allowed, in which he said 
“there is no rule of conscience or revealed law of God which can condemn us”.54 He went on 
stating, “servants are even commanded in Scripture to be faithful and obedient to unkind 
masters.”55 An example of anti-slavery arguments using the Bible would be freedman Fredrick 
Douglas, a convert to Methodism, who began preaching against slavery.56 A key figure during this 
time would be William Lloyd Garrison who once stated that the Constitution was a “covenant with 
death, an agreement with hell.”57 

Furthermore, it is important to examine some of the issues that civil religion was facing, 
since slavery is now entering the equation. Civil religion had been able to adapt during the 
Protestant and Catholic debate; however, we can begin to see a clear problem of Rousseau’s 
ideology when we examine it more closely with the issue of slavery. For example, if Christians in 
the South were arguing that slavery is pro-Christian, and those from the North were arguing that 
slavery is anti-Christian, each group could argue that the other’s religion does not fall in line with 
Rousseau’s ideal of “civil”; that is, being for the betterment of society.58 If someone’s religion was 
viewed as false or immoral, could they still do as Rousseau wanted and create a great, and virtuous 
society? In addition to the doctrinal disagreements between pro-slavery Christians and anti-slavery 
Christians, civil religion itself faced a big problem when confronted with this issue. How could a 
subjective worldview, such as civil religion, be harmonious with the institution of slavery defended 
by a religious group that supposedly held to objective truth? Furthermore, if Rousseau believed in 
a deity that rewarded societies for their behaviors, how would this deity reward a society that 
treated its slaves harshly? Finally, how could the beliefs of civil religion, as a whole, be 
harmonious with slavery? Does Rousseau’s civil religion stand up to this test? 

It is important to note that the Civil War, its outcome, and Lincoln’s role therein was 
religious in nature. For example, Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address is seen as the moment where 
he calls the nation out on its sin of slavery.59 Although Lincoln struggled with religion throughout 
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most of his life, during this Address he was able to explicitly say that slavery and Christianity were 
incompatible where he says, “woe unto the world because of offences.”60 Furthermore, one must 
also see the new American myths that were being, due to this War, seen through a pluralistic civil 
religion lens during this era. For example, many preachers and pastors began using the War as a 
symbolic means in their churches; one example being Thomas Weld who used the abolitionist 
cause to convert many skeptics.61  

Prior to the Civil War, one aspect of American mythology was based on Calvinistic 
Protestant theology; that is, the idea of America being a city on a hill, a beacon to the world. If 
there would be any damage to that mythology, certainly the Civil War and the issues regarding 
slavery would damage the American identity.62 This brings us to our final watershed moment, the 
beginning of pluralism in American society and the challenges faced by the original American 
(Protestant) myth. Shortly after the War, there was a new myth, that one could argue, defined 
American society. This idea was that through the bloodshed of War and death of Abraham Lincoln 
there was a renewed nation, more specifically, new ideas surrounding freedom.63 Furthermore, this 
ideology is clearly seen in the infamous song “The Battle Hymn of the Republic”, which both 
symbolically and lyrically conveys the struggle with religious identity which Americans were 
facing. For example, the lines “I have seen him in the watchfires of a hundred camps”64 along 
with, “His day is marching on…He has sounded forth the trumpet that shall never call retreat”65, 
convey a strict combination of religious and government identities.66 The struggles that American 
society began to face after the War was a struggle that affected both its religious identity and its 
governmental identity. How would the renewed nation handle slavery being illegal? How would 
they treat incoming Catholics? These are all questions that American society had to face after the 
War. 

It is important to note that religious pluralism can also be defined as multiculturalism in 
this context—primarily because the way in which we are to understand this specific conflict is 
related to the different cultures that are coming to America. These cultures, with their own customs 
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and habits, were different from their fellow Americans, who had been here since the 1700s.67 One 
of the biggest changes to American culture during this time (the latter part of the nineteenth 
century) was the large amount of Irish immigrants who began to make their way overseas. The 
way that Irish immigrants caused societal issues is clearly seen in the New York Orange Riots in 
1870 and 1871.68 These riots were originally supposed to be a parade that was celebrated by Irish 
Protestants, celebrating the victory of the Battle of the Boyne of William III, and there ended up 
being a row by both Protestants and Catholics that culminated in the infamous riots, leading the 
parade to be banned by police commissioner James Kelso which also led to the downfall of boss 
William Tweed, and the deaths of over 50 people.69 Although this moment may be argued as 
strictly Protestant against Catholic, it is much deeper than simply a Protestant and Catholic divide. 
While influenced by that mindset, it pitted Irish against Irish. As stated earlier, this religious 
moment caused a political outcome; that is, William Tweed ultimately lost his sphere of influence, 
as this incident showed a lack of power.70 Thus, we can see religious pluralism, even between the 
same ethnic group, causing political issues in American society.  

It is important to note, not all religious pluralism made for negative outcomes, such as riots 
or city bosses losing power. In addition to different Christian groups and the challenges they were 
facing, such as church and state battles, there began to be a growth of different Jewish sects in 
America during the nineteenth century. For example, Reform Judaism began gaining ground in the 
1870s when Isaac Meyer Wise founded a rabbinical seminary, Hebrew Union College in 
Cincinnati, Ohio.71 The founding of this seminary caused a host of people to be trained in Reform 
Jewish thought, which places high importance on personal autonomy and free will, ideals that are 
in direct contrast to the ideal of predetermination, an ideal that was influenced by Christian 
teaching, which sovereignly declared America a city on a hill for all nations.72 As stated earlier, 
Protestant Christianity was facing many issues in the nineteenth century. With regard to religious 
pluralism, this manifested itself not only with other religions coming into America (such as 
Reformed Judaism, which began in Germany73), but primarily with the in-battles it faced with 
Catholicism.74 It would be quite reasonable for one to make the argument that the biggest challenge 
to the American myth of being a “city on a hill,” being able to share the gospel and become a 
beacon for the world, was not necessarily Judaism or any other religion rather Christianity itself. 
Protestants were extremely focused on having the largest sphere of political influence, especially 
in Washington, D.C.75 
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Catholics wanted to put a stone in the Washington monument, that was ultimately dubbed 
the “Pope’s Stone”, and Protestants were vehemently against this idea.76 Protestants across the 
aisle argued that having a Roman influence in Washington was “a catalyst widening the chasm 
between the perception of accepted political ideals and an imported ‘foreign’ theology”.77 What 
this means is that Protestants were scared of outside Roman influence in Washington—not seeing 
that wanting to insert Protestant influence was just as biased, perhaps even more, than the 
perceived Roman influence they were afraid that was going to happen. Eventually the stone was 
destroyed on March 6th, 1854, after many Protestant petitions and protests in the nation’s capital.  

This shows us a strange relationship between government and religion. Protestants have 
wanted to have an impact on government since the founding of Massachusetts Bay, arguing that 
any other outside influence is wrong while at the same time missing the clear fact that they 
themselves are asserting outside influence on a (secular) government.78 This double standard is 
what made this time frame (1760s-1890s) such an interesting era to study, regarding religious 
history. Civil religion and the language the Founders used with regard to this construct was 
purposefully left vague with the intention that each individual living in the newfound Republic 
could be included.79 Civil religion, at first, leaves no room for the non-religious; however, it has 
evolved in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries to include the non-religious or spiritual, now 
displayed as what could be called moralistic nationalism.80 One of the main problems that 
Rousseau had with his doctrine of civil religion was that it made people choose which idea they 
would be more accountable to: deity or state.81 This is clearly seen in that the state of 
Massachusetts waited until 1833 to do away with religious taxes, and as late as 1920 for oath 
requirement for public office.82  

The term civil religion is becoming more malleable, as shown clearly through the works of 
modern scholars such as Robert Bellah and Bart Ehrman; the former produced the work Habits of 
the Heart which focuses on religion’s connection to society, and the latter produced the work 
Misquoting Jesus which focuses on textual criticism in the New Testament.83 One of the main 
problems that civil religion caused for Christianity in America—with respect to the moral issues 
surrounding the Civil War—was the wedge it drove in Christianity, specifically between 
Protestants and Catholics. This wedge manifested itself in incidents such as the Nativist 
Movement, which culminated in Protestant Christians, who as Rousseau argued were occupied 
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“solely with heavenly things”84, forming a political party (the Know-Nothings), to insert their 
influence on earthly matters. The reason why a subjective ideology, such as civil religion, could 
affect such a large religious group, such as Christianity, goes back to the idea of why America was 
founded, the myth of America. Protestant American Christians have long believed that it was their 
duty to usher in the new Israel on Earth, and it would be located in the New World. What Rousseau 
was showing in his work Social Contract was that the virtuous society was such not because of 
one particular Christian worldview but because of a common standard and experience shared by 
the people; it may have looked somewhat like Christianity, but it was not necessarily itself 
Christian.85 Early American Christians mistakenly thought that the public piety being shown by 
the founders was Christianity; while it has been shown throughout much scholarship, many of the 
founders were largely deists or non-religious.86 The language they used seemed familiar because 
it was wrapped in the language of morality that Christians know all too well; nevertheless, this 
civil religion was not meant to be a new form of Christianity itself, rather a shared common goal, 
in both practice and principle.87 

Indeed, many Christian denominations were shaped by the cause of civil religion so much 
that even in the modern era American Christians began to have a desire to elect Presidents, such 
as Ronald Reagan, who promised to get amendments passed that would shape the way society 
acted and behaved.88 While this may have been just lip-service to get elected, it is important to see 
that despite this, the American government is deeply involved with what her people care about, 
and it has been shown throughout the decades that America is indeed a nation influenced by 
religion.89 Therefore, we see through the founding of America all the way to the beginning of the 
twentieth century, especially into the twenty-first century, that the language of civil religion, and 
its ability to create an American identity founded upon religiosity, as well as a standard for right 
and wrong, was purposefully vague—so that Americans could have a shared experience and a 
shared goal of creating a virtuous society. The original intent was that the interpretation of 
Rousseau’s tenets of civil religion would be left up to each individual to decide, yet we have seen 
through many watershed moments in American society that the subjectivity of this language was 
challenged. By examining the First Amendment of the Constitution the language clearly calls for 
a separation of church and state, yet this ideal was contested heavily by Protestants throughout the 
Second Great Awakening.90 After examining these two cases, the next two movements were the 
nativist movement in America, specifically anti-Catholicism, and how civil religion impacted 
American public education. The last two watershed moments were the Civil War and the 
beginnings of multiculturalism and religious pluralism in America. The former was influenced 
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heavily by religious undertones; while, the latter was more of a result of immigration, a movement 
that ultimately challenged the old American myth of America being a Protestant city on a hill. 
What was advocated for by civil religion was not a strict theocracy rather a shared United States 
in which many beliefs and customs are welcomed.91 Thus, civil religion faced challenges on each 
end of the spectrum, inter-denominational (Protestant/Catholic) as well as ethnic-denominational 
(Irish Protestant/Irish Catholic). The ability for civil religion to adapt to each challenge and revise 
itself throughout the decades show that morality, however one defines it, will most likely be a part 
of American government for many years to come. Finally, with the growth of nationalism, 
pluralism, and modernism, it is likely that civil religion will soon include a host of new religious 
and non-religious identities.92   
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