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Intellectual challenges contribute to the growth of knowledge. As
happens frequently in the academy—but never enough—students

challenge the professor to apply his or her learned perceptions to
particular theoretical and practical problems. I deeply appreciate the
many times that students in my classes in political philosophy have
challenged me to reflect upon the normative implications of classic
appraisals of the social and political character of the human condi-
tion. Reaping the Whirlwind finds its genesis in the inquisitiveness of
students who have become more attentive to and anxious about the
increasingly pronounced, even violent at times, turbulence of religion
and politics in the public square. They have challenged me to pro-
vide an argument to clarify the nature of this turbulence.
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classic arguments of political philosophy, particularly as they bear on
the religious question. I sincerely appreciate Charles Butterworth, Jo
Renée Formicola, Nelly Lahoud, Barbara McGraw, Roy Meek, and
Allan Spitz for their sage advice and critical insights regarding select
arguments that I have presented before professional conferences as
well as in peer-reviewed journal articles and book chapters. It is from
critical assessments of these endeavors that many of the claims and
assertions in Reaping the Whirlwind find their own geneses.
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Modern liberal democracies enshrine freedom of religion,
including freedom of religious association and expression.

Defending individual choice and tolerance, the secular state abides a
civil society rife with sectarianism. And the public square tolerates
the politicization of religion while resisting relentless demands of those
attempting to spiritually purify the state. In this way, liberal democ-
racy both encourages and restrains religious diversity and activism.
Inevitably, political and legal conflicts arise over the demarcation
between the legitimate and illegitimate mix of religion and politics. To
the extent that the resolution of these conflicts does not achieve a con-
sensus among the antagonists, the legitimacy of liberal democracy itself
becomes increasingly suspect.

Throughout civil society in the United States, an overwhelming
majority of citizens professes allegiance to religious values that shape
their outlook on life, including politics. As diverse in political persua-
sions as in religious convictions, many citizens question the intent of
public institutions and the motives of decision makers. Frequently,
Christian leaders, theologians, and activists assert that political insti-
tutions, particularly the federal courts, are biased against religion in the
public square. They recite case after case in which court decisions have
restricted religious expression, especially the public acknowledgment
of God. One of the more prominent legal issues is that of public dis-
play of the Ten Commandments. The nationally celebrated saga of

One
Religion and Politics

P A R T

7
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8 R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S

Roy S. Moore, the “Ten Commandments Judge,” reveals the complex
interplay of political and legal dynamics swirling around the issue of
public religious expression. Specifically, Moore’s case illustrates the
competition of conflicting worldviews in the public square. As a result
of political conflict and religious competition, flight from pluralism
has become appealing to an increasing number of the faithful. But
this flight is not necessarily indiscriminate or apolitical; it stems
from concrete observations of liberal democracy’s failure to maintain
a moral society. The flight from pluralism becomes a political cause:
to return America to the moral conditions of its past, to a Godly
state of affairs.

Many religious leaders attribute the moral decline of civil society
to the state’s legal bias against religion, and to the state’s increasingly
secular nature as it distances itself from its religious heritage. A grow-
ing number of religious activists call for a return to the predominance
of Christian values in public policy matters, even to the point of
reestablishing America as a Christian nation or commonwealth. Their
arguments appeal to history, invoking America’s Christian heritage
to justify their social agenda and political objectives. Although often
used to justify a privileged presence of religion in politics and govern-
ment, arguments based solely on an appeal to history contain a genetic
fallacy. To remove the fallacy and validate the argument, an additional
premise postulating the necessity of religious privilege in politics must
be supplied. Yet the resulting argument for religious privilege chal-
lenges the logic of liberal democracy, with regard to its understanding
of the role of religion in politics. Indeed, liberal democracy arose out
of reaction to previous attempts to construct a universal Christian
commonwealth.

The rise and fall of the universal Christian commonwealth during
the latter part of the medieval era prepared the way for the advent of
liberal democracy and its distinctive resolution of the religious question.
Western European realms had attempted to resolve this question after
the collapse of the Roman empire. Characteristic of their attempts, the
Spanish empire relied on complex arguments to justify a stable ten-
sion between the ecclesiastical and sacred demands of church and
the governmental and political demands of state. These arguments
incorporated both earlier Roman suppositions on natural law and
Christian convictions about the universal applicability of the gospel
of salvation. The resulting rapprochement between church and state
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R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S 9

assured the possibility of a morally virtuous commonwealth with sta-
ble political and religious institutions to coordinate and harmonize
the requirements of civic and spiritual virtue.

Yet, like contemporary arguments appealing to history, the late
medieval arguments also relied on the genetic fallacy. Their resolution
of the fallacy depended upon certain approaches to understanding
history, including distinctive accounts of the development of religious
and political institutions. The acceptance of medieval arguments jus-
tifying the universal Christian commonwealth collapsed as alternative
perspectives challenged medieval premises about history, religion,
and politics.
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In contemporary arenas of public opinion and the public square, dis-
quieting issues of religion and politics abound among private citizens

and public officials. Unresolved ethical issues, such as those regarding
embryonic stem-cell research, elective abortion, euthanasia, pornogra-
phy, same-sex marriage, and the public acknowledgment of God, have
inspired religious partisans to take to the streets. Failure to reach com-
mon agreement on these issues originates from incompatible cultural
values and religious convictions. A growing number of religious believ-
ers perceive the presence of religious pluralism in society as an indica-
tion of a preference by the liberal democratic state for the secular over
the sacred. For many believers, secularism has led to public discussions
and debates about previously unquestioned ethical positions. The very
fact of discussions and debates in turn indicates a rejection of univer-
sal moral standards. Absolute moral standards have been replaced by
emphasis on personal ethics in a democratic society, which has resulted
in moral confusion and relativism. Given widespread moral relativism,
believers perceive a decline in personal and public morality that will
only bring divine condemnation and ruination upon society.

Many of those seeking a greater influence of religion in American
public life attribute the country’s moral decline to the removal of God
from public life. Focused by references to deity on the national currency
and in the Pledge of Allegiance, and by the display of Christmas crèches
and the Decalogue in government facilities, legal challenges to the

11

1
Mixing Religion and Politics
The Case of the Ten Commandments
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public acknowledgment of God are stirring contentious debate
among citizens in workplaces, schools, and courtrooms. Because
interpretation of the original intent of the founding documents of
the republic has unofficially been delegated to the courts, legal disputes
and decisions have generated widespread attention. Indeed, many
religious critics argue that decisions of the courts have come to dominate
politics regarding the religious question. Moreover, they argue, court
decisions during the past four decades have increasingly trivialized,
expressed hostility toward, or unduly restrained public display of reli-
gious values and expressions. They maintain that the failure of recent
court decisions to realize the social benefit of state support of divinely
inspired moral standards has damaged the moral fabric of the nation.
Furthermore, the roots of judicial failure can be found in the flawed
ethos of liberal democracy, which has come to deny the divine basis
of society and morality. For some, a “war on Christians” is under way.1

As one religious warrior assesses the situation, the culture war centers
on the battle between “belief in God and nonbelief,” with myriad skir-
mishes being fought for the “minds, souls, and lives” of all citizens.2

The controversy over the public display of the Ten Commandments
provides one of the more visible and salient illustrations of the
volatile mix of religion and politics in the liberal democratic state.
Proponents such as Roy S. Moore, former chief justice of the Alabama
Supreme Court, assert that open display of the commandments of the
Decalogue amounts to public acknowledgment of God, which is cru-
cial to the maintenance of a moral culture and a good society. Never-
theless, the political and legal debate over public display strongly implies
the presence of mutually incompatible epistemologies. That is, certain
religious worldviews may be antithetical to the ethos and political insti-
tutions of liberal democracy. For advocates of the public display of the
Decalogue, the commandments represent essential moral instructions
for the well-being of individual and society, worth defending philo-
sophically and politically—even to the point of appealing to history as
justification, thus challenging the very foundation of liberal democracy.

The Moral Primacy of the Ten Commandments

Advocates of the public display of the Ten Commandments point to
a tide of moral relativism that, in their view, can only lead to social
collapse. They argue that renewed adherence to an ultimate standard

12 R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S
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M I X I N G  R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S 13

of value is necessary to stem this tide. The Decalogue reaches back to
ancient Israel, originating with the covenant between God and Israel
at Mt. Sinai; it formed the moral and practical basis of ancient Israelite
theology and society.3 Its moral authority has persisted through three
millennia as a core teaching in the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic
faiths. This covenant of obedience and promise set the Israelites, as
“God’s chosen people,” apart from other nations. Submission to
God’s will promised divine protection and assistance to the Hebrew
tribes, thus contributing to the creation of Israel as a unified nation.4

The Israelite nation was also instructed to serve as intermediary before
God for other nations. In this way, Israel was “charged to be God’s
covenant people for the sake of all nations, but organized as a state
rather than as a purely religious community.”5 The commandments
have provided a moral basis for political societies and communities of
faith throughout history, proponents maintain, and continue to pro-
vide such a basis even in the present.

The Ten Commandments have typically been interpreted as repre-
senting categories of behavior that are general rather than specific.6

Although specific instances are cited, the Decalogue serves as a general
prohibition of immoral behavior in all aspects of an individual’s per-
sonal relations with others, and of his or her spiritual life. Its prohi-
bitions encourage behavior not prohibited; thus it encourages doing
good while it admonishes against doing harm. The presupposition
behind these commandments is that a moral “way of life becomes
possible only in disciplined communities of faith.” Different groups
number the commandments differently, but believers revere the
commandments as offering timeless instruction on the proper rela-
tionship between God and man, and among members of society.7

Christianity and Islam would each later claim the mantle of “God’s
chosen people” as a result of perceived apostasy by a former covenant
partner, Israel and Christianity, respectively. Today the symbolism of
the Decalogue, both as God’s covenant with humankind and as an
ultimate measure of values, is seared deeply in the identities of the
three Abrahamic religions.

The ethos of the Ten Commandments, however, contrasts sharply
with that of liberal democracy. Although a set of moral obligations and
a set of personal rights may compliment each other within a particular
ethical framework, one set will tend to precede the other in importance.
The Decalogue commands “duties to God, family, and neighbors rather

10424-02_PT1-Ch01.qxd  6/1/07  10:49 AM  Page 13



than establishing protections for personal freedom.”8 It sets the tone
for the illiberal nature of the Mosaic code with its subsequent case or
casuistic laws, which prescribe specific penalties for identifiable acts of
disobedience.9 Thus the Decalogue initiates widespread application of
obligatory moral restraints, while liberalism arises from belief in a pri-
ori rights to enhance personal liberty. A society based on the covenant of
the Decalogue expects other-regarding behavior from its members, for
the benefit of all. A society founded on the preeminence of individual
rights expects self-regarding behavior, provided this does not interfere
with the rights of others. Covenant and contract offer contrary
approaches to the moral foundations and expectations of civil society.

In the public square, the contrary essences of biblical or Qur’anic
covenantal religion and liberal democratic contract theory have clashed,
igniting a firestorm over one icon of religious expression. During the
past four decades in the United States, legal battles over the public dis-
play of the Ten Commandments have become flashpoints where reli-
gious beliefs and essential political values have crossed paths. Tellingly,
these flashpoints have resulted from a volatile mix of religious activism
and political resistance. One illustration of this mix involved an effort
to display the Ten Commandments in a public place, and the ensuing
legal battle over public acknowledgment of God as the primary source
of morality and law.

During the sweltering days of August 2003, thousands of Christians
kept vigil outside the rotunda of the Alabama Judicial Building in
Montgomery. They had been drawn to the building to protect a repre-
sentation of a symbol of their faith. Affirming the Judeo-Christian foun-
dation of American law, Roy S. Moore, chief justice of the Alabama
Supreme Court, had placed in the rotunda of the building a two-and-
a-half ton, granite monument of the Ten Commandments. Intended
as a public acknowledgment of God and a symbolic representation of
the enduring moral claim of this ancient covenant, Moore’s monument
depicted the two stone tablets of the Decalogue. The first four com-
mandments, regarding the essential duties to God, were written on
one tablet; the other six commandments, regarding relations to fellow
human beings, were written on the other.10 Moore sought to enshrine
the covenantal relationship between God and humans, and between
religion and politics—and to advocate the restoration of this relation-
ship. He did so within a liberal democratic framework that leans in a
contrary direction.

14 R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S
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M I X I N G  R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S 15

Shortly after the monument was placed in public, a U.S. federal
court ruled that Moore’s public display of the monument in a gov-
ernment building was tantamount to state support of religion, and
thus violated both previous U.S. Supreme Court interpretations of the
Constitution and the separation of church and state.11 The court ordered
that the monument be removed from public display and set a deadline
for compliance. As the deadline approached, Christian protestors
gathered, held rallies, and maintained an around the clock vigil. They
read scriptures, prayed aloud, and sang hymns; they pleaded with state
officials to support Chief Justice Moore by resisting the judgment of
the federal court. Moore himself requested that the governor issue an
executive order enforced with Alabama National Guard troops to defend
the monument from removal, but the governor refused.12 In response,
nationally prominent evangelical Christian leaders and conservative
politicians attended the rallies to offer moral support and to encourage
the protestors.13 As the deadline for removal approached, determined
supporters of the chief justice continued to arrive from throughout
the country. U.S. federal marshals, Alabama state troopers, and offi-
cers of the Montgomery Police Department warily monitored the
gathering storm.

Moore’s odyssey to display the Ten Commandments reveals a com-
plex mix of religious passion, moral philosophy, legal arguments, and
democratic politics. Disentangling this mix will expose a stark contrast
among religious and political possibilities, a contrast challenging the
intent and logic of modern liberal democracy.

Moore’s Odyssey on the Road to 
Public Acknowledgment of God

Known locally as well as nationally as the “Ten Commandments
Judge,” Roy Moore began his legal career after graduating in 1969 from
the U.S. Military Academy at West Point.14 Upon graduation, he served
in the U.S. Army—first in Germany, and then in Vietnam as a company
commander of a military police unit—before returning to Alabama to
enter law school. After graduating from the University of Alabama
School of Law in 1977, Moore became the first full-time deputy district
attorney in Etowah County, Alabama, serving in that position until
1982. At the end of his term he ran unsuccessfully for election to a cir-
cuit court judgeship. Amid bitter disputes with his co-workers, Moore
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resigned his position with the district attorney’s office and left the
legal profession, seeking his fortune out of state and abroad, in other
endeavors.

After a few years, Moore returned to Alabama and reentered the legal
profession in private practice in the Etowah county seat of Gadsden. In
1986 he again entered politics and ran unsuccessfully for district attor-
ney. In 1992, however, he was appointed by the governor to fill a vacancy
on the court of the Sixteenth Judicial Circuit in Etowah County. In 1994,
Moore ran successfully as an incumbent, retaining his position on the
court. Committed to his Southern Baptist upbringing, Moore had devel-
oped a deep passion for acknowledging God in both private and public
settings. Of more importance, both politically and legally, he displayed
a hand-carved, wooden plaque of the Decalogue in his courtroom, and
began each day of judicial proceedings with a Christian prayer.

In 1995 the American Civil Liberties Union and the Alabama
Freethought Association sued Moore in Montgomery County District
Court for breaching the wall of separation between church and state.15

Although the Alabama Supreme Court ultimately dismissed the suit
in 1998 for lack of standing by the plaintiffs, the state of Alabama had
also brought suit, asking for a declaratory judgment in the case.16 In
1996, judging the display to be counter to previous U.S. Supreme Court
decisions, another state circuit court judge ordered Moore to remove
the plaque and to refrain from conducting prayers in the courtroom.
Moore, however, argued that as a state judge he was obligated to make
such acknowledgment by the Alabama Constitution. In his view,
adherence to the constitution overrode a contrary order of a state court,
thus he defiantly resisted the court’s order: “I consider it my duty to
acknowledge God. To take down the Ten Commandments would be a
violation of that duty. To stop prayer would be a violation of that duty.
I will not take down the Ten Commandments. I will not stop prayer.”17

In 1997, pending an appeal, the Alabama Supreme Court ordered a
stay of the lower court’s order. The high court finally dismissed the
second case as nonjusticiable on technical grounds and never ruled on
its merits—leaving Moore free to display the Ten Commandments in
his courtroom.

Public opinion, in Alabama as well as nationally, supported Moore’s
stance.18 With growing popular support, he campaigned in 2000 for
statewide political office on the theme of defending the public display
of the Ten Commandments and restoring the acknowledgment of

16 R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S
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M I X I N G  R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S 17

God to the public square. Accusing the federal and state judiciaries of
complicity in the decline of public morality during the past four
decades as a result of their removal of God from public life, Moore’s
appeal to voters was straightforward:

The removal of God from our public life corresponded directly with
an increase in school violence, homosexuality, and crime. Parents were
killing their children, and children were killing their parents. As we
drifted from God we were losing our sense of right and wrong. The
courts were imposing their own morality, which was actually immorality.
My campaign message was simple and direct: We must return God to
our public life and restore the moral foundation of our law.19

In November, with 54 percent of the vote, Moore was elected as chief
justice of the Alabama Supreme Court.

The Monument

In his newly elected position, Moore also served as the administrative
head of Alabama’s Unified Judicial System, which included responsi-
bility for the facilities of the Alabama Judicial Building.20 With this
authority, on the night of July 31, 2001, he placed in the building’s
rotunda a large, granite monument of the Ten Commandments that
he had designed and commissioned at personal expense. At the dedi-
catory service for the monument, Moore proclaimed:

Today, a mere forty years later, many judges and other government offi-
cials deny any higher law and forbid the teaching to our children that
they are created in the image of an Almighty God while they purport
that it is government—and not God—who gave us our rights. Not only
have they turned away from those absolute standards that serve as the
moral foundation of law and which form the basis of morality, but also
they have divorced our Constitution and Bill of Rights from these prin-
ciples. As they have sown the wind, so we have reaped the whirlwind
in our schools, in our homes, and in our work places.21

Moore’s placement and dedication of this religious monument in a
public building spurred fresh whirlwinds of public opinion, in the
form of lawsuits against public acknowledgment of God.

In October 2001, two lawsuits against Moore were filed in the U.S.
District Court for the Middle District of Alabama, one from the
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American Civil Liberties Union and the Americans United for Sepa-
ration of Church and State, and the other from the Southern Poverty
Law Center in Montgomery.22 The suits argued that the display of the Ten
Commandments monument in the rotunda of the Alabama Judicial
Building amounted to public endorsement of religion and thus vio-
lated the establishment clause of the First Amendment; the plaintiffs
asked that the monument be removed from public display. After a
seven-day trial in October 2002, federal district court judge Myron
Thompson ruled in November in favor of the plaintiffs, and ordered
Chief Justice Moore to remove the monument. Judge Thompson then
issued a stay of the injunction, pending Moore’s appeal to the U.S.
Court of Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit. Several faith-based organi-
zations then filed amicus curiae briefs on behalf of Moore, including
WallBuilders, Thomas More Law Center, Focus on the Family, Con-
cerned Women for America, and Toward Tradition.

In June 2003, a three-judge panel of the federal appeals court met
in Montgomery to hear Moore’s appeal. In July the panel upheld the
ruling of Judge Thompson, who then set a deadline of August 20 for
Moore’s compliance with his order to remove the monument. Moore
continued to refuse to acknowledge the authority of the federal
court to order the monument’s removal; after the deadline passed,
Judge Thompson held him in contempt of court. Two days later, in
response to the contempt finding, the Alabama Judicial Inquiry
Commission suspended Moore, with pay, from his position as chief
justice. In September Moore filed an appeal with the U.S. Supreme
Court to reverse the appellate court’s affirmation of the district court’s
order; in November the court declined to hear the appeal. Faced
with the prospect of severe fines imposed on the state of Alabama
for each day that the monument remained on public display, the
remaining eight associate justices of the Alabama Supreme Court
relied on a seldom-used provision in the Alabama legal code to
overrule Moore’s earlier decision to place the Ten Commandments
monument in the rotunda.23 The justices ordered the building man-
ager to remove the monument from public display and to place it out
of sight in a storage room.24 While the monument was removed from
the limelight, Moore’s antagonists were yet to be finished with the
pertinacious judge.

A complaint was filed formally with the Judicial Inquiry Commission,
arguing that Moore engaged in judicial misconduct by refusing to

18 R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S
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M I X I N G  R E L I G I O N  A N D  P O L I T I C S 19

carry out a court order. The commission determined that Moore had
violated the Alabama Canons of Judicial Ethics in his refusal to obey
the federal court order. The Alabama Court of the Judiciary held a
trial, found Moore guilty of breaching the canons, and removed him
permanently from his elected position. Moore appealed his removal
from office to the Alabama Supreme Court. Also following a require-
ment of the state canons, the associate justices recused themselves
from consideration of the appeal. The acting chief justice and the gov-
ernor of Alabama then selected seven retired judges to sit on a Special
Supreme Court to hear the appeal. In January 2004, led by the Alabama
attorney general, members of the special court heard arguments request-
ing that the court uphold the removal of Chief Justice Moore from the
Alabama Supreme Court; the court also heard arguments from Moore
and his attorneys for reinstatement to his elected, judicial position.
On April 30, 2004, the court decided unanimously to reject Moore’s
appeal to overturn the Court of the Judiciary’s decision. Moore appealed
the decision to the U.S. Supreme Court, which also rejected it, on
October 4, 2004.

Defenders of Moore, the Ten Commandments, and
Public Acknowledgment of God

Moore’s passionate and political quest to acknowledge God in a public
setting met legal resistance and ultimately failed. The legal resistance
arose from the precedents of previous federal court decisions that
finally prevailed over the legal depositions Moore had submitted in
defense of his actions. But many defenders of religious faith and activism
in the public square have taken issue with the court’s decisions,
including theologian Richard John Neuhaus, legal theorist Stephen
L. Carter, and religious philosopher Nancy R. Pearcey.

Richard John Neuhaus defends Moore’s efforts to return God to
the public square by displaying the Ten Commandments in a public
setting.25 Neuhaus contends that religion, including the centrality of
the covenant of the Decalogue, plays a special role in society by offer-
ing the public a set of “communal traditions of ultimate beliefs and
practices.”26 He argues that these traditions are necessary for the devel-
opment of a moral culture. A moral culture, in turn, assists liberal
democratic politics in identifying, achieving, and sustaining the public
good. In particular, Neuhaus calls attention to the significance of the
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Ten Commandments in American culture. He argues that the com-
mandments occupy a crucial “normative status” when they proclaim the
existence of transcendent values beyond “one’s subjective disposition.”27

Neuhaus is disappointed that U.S. courts increasingly bow to secular
considerations when they refuse to recognize the vital role of transcen-
dent values, as symbolized by the placement of the Ten Commandments
in public settings.

Stephen L. Carter also argues that the Ten Commandments repre-
sent the presence of a divine source from which moral obligation
originates. In contrast to the claims of liberal rationalism, Carter
asserts that an alternative source of moral truth is available: “divine
command.”28 He maintains that “morality is a matter of fact, not
opinion. Correct moral rules are established by God, not by man.
They are not human constructs, but facts that God has revealed about
himself and his order for the world.”29 In the United States, where the
secular culture increasingly exhibits dislike of ethical rules, Carter
defends the posting of the Decalogue in public buildings to stem
the moral decline of society.

Nancy R. Pearcey too deplores the decisions of the U.S. Supreme
Court concerning the public display of the commandments. Pearcey
contends that such decisions have undermined the possibility of
identifying a moral imperative necessary to achieve the public good.30

She further asserts that the loss of moral authority in law has deprived
the public policy process of any ability to engage in moral debate;
instead, the process is left to rely on utilitarian procedures of major-
ity rule alone. In the postmodern era, this forfeiture of the rule of
law—which necessitates a transcendent moral standard against
which to measure human laws—leaves only arbitrary human rule in
its place. Pearcey warns that arbitrary rule based on the tyranny of the
majority will result in the collapse of free government: “The post-
modernist assault on objective moral truth has put us on the road to
tyranny.”31

In the theory and practice of liberal democracy, the courts exercise
the primary adjudicative function. In consequence, disputes about the
public expressions of faith and the limits of religious participation in
the public square have been resolved by the courts. Furthermore, the
role of the national and state judiciaries in resolving such disputes has
grown in recent years. Neuhaus, Carter, and Pearcey perceive the judicial
courts as exercising inordinate power in political matters, and making
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decisions that exhibit an unjustifiable and dangerous bias against reli-
gion. The range of the biases extends from the trivialization of religion
in the public square, to state hostility toward religion, to the captivity
of religion by the secular culture.

Law, Culture, and Religion

The refusal of the courts to recognize transcendent values, according to
Carter, results from decisions that encourage liberal democracy to triv-
ialize religious voices in the public square and the presence of religion
in politics.32 Trivialization occurs primarily in judicial court decisions
and public policy debates where religious arguments are typically
dismissed as irrelevant. According to Carter, the U.S. Supreme Court
has increasingly reduced the significance of organized religion in pub-
lic life with decisions regarding government’s relations to religion. In
attempts to keep religion and politics separate, the decisions have
focused on the motivation underlying religious arguments rather than
on the arguments themselves. By focusing on religious motivation,
these decisions have erroneously implied that the religious arguments
represent an attempt to impose particular religious beliefs on the
public.33 By equating religious motivation with religious belief, Carter
argues, such decisions have relegated freedom of religion to the same
constitutional status as that of freedom of speech.34 That is, religious
individuals are deemed to have the same right to participate in the
public square as other individuals of various political persuasions,
with no more accommodation accorded them than members of non-
religious interest groups. Nevertheless, Carter declares, equating free-
dom of religion with freedom of speech has serious detrimental social
consequences.

Carter maintains that the prohibition of congressional recognition
of an established religion originally prevented only the federal govern-
ment from establishing a state religion at the national level. The orig-
inal intent of the clause recognized the states’ right to preferment of
certain religions over others, generally through taxation and appro-
priations.35 Although the original intent limited only the federal gov-
ernment’s support of a religious establishment, Carter nonetheless
agrees with recent Supreme Court decisions that religious establish-
ments should not be publicly supported at either the national or state
level.36 Indeed, he accepts as legitimate the incorporation doctrine,
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wherein the protection against any national religious establishment
has been extended to the states via the equal protection clause of the
Fourteenth Amendment. Nevertheless, the present trend in decisions
of the Supreme Court that trivialize religious presence in all aspects of
the public square is cause for alarm: “the Establishment Clause might
well end up not antiestablishment but antireligion.”37 As a result of
equating religious moral concerns with religious motivation, and reli-
gious institutions with other political interest groups in the public
square, Carter maintains, religion has been effectively trivialized and
rendered ineffective. In his judgment, this diminution of freedom of
religion enervates the original intent of the establishment clause of
the First Amendment.38

Carter also argues that, when faced with disputes regarding religion
and politics, the federal courts tend to exhibit a bias against minority
religions and conservative social positions, and in favor of the mainline
Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish denominations and their more lib-
eral public policy positions.39 He notes that there is even a tendency to
disrespect denominational self-determination in matters of doctrine,
membership, and practices.40 Increasingly, the courts are deciding
matters such as employment policies in religious organizations and
programs, and other economic issues, according to secular consider-
ations like racism and sexism, which ought to be the purview only of
secular society. Consequently, Carter argues, the public square eschews
independent moral voices, particularly those of religious faith, which
are perceived as irrational and divisive. He laments contemporary
judicial decisions and the laws influenced by them, which together
have reinterpreted the original role of freedom of religion. Rather than
encouraging religious activism as a moral check on democratic poli-
tics, liberal democracy merely tolerates religion’s presence in society.
In this way, the courts of secular society promote a bias toward the
trivialization of religion.

In addition to this trivialization, Neuhaus perceives court deci-
sions as reflecting a more disturbing trend: “Religion . . . [came to
be perceived as] radically individualized and privatized. [Conse-
quently,] religion became a synonym for conscience.”41 He perceives
a growing hostility toward religion by the courts as their decisions
leave the public square “naked” of consideration of religious perspec-
tives. He is alarmed at the implications of separating conscience
from politics, and public morality from public policy, as demanded
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by the secular state through its legal interpretation of the separation
of church and state.42

Neuhaus argues that the concept of separation of church and state
has come to be understood as separation of religion and religiously
based morality from the public square. That is, religiously grounded
values have now been ruled out of order in public discourse. Under
the prevailing interpretation of church and state, Neuhaus asserts that
legal and political institutions are forced to address questions of right
and wrong in a way that is not “contaminated” by religion. Moreover,
he argues that the exclusion of traditional religion as the moral basis of
law has created a moral vacuum.43 Neuhaus warns that other amoral
ideologies, primarily secularism, are filling the void left by deracinated
religion. This structural hostility to religion has far-reaching implica-
tions for the future of democracy: “Religion and politics are today
engaged in a struggle over culture definition and culture formation.”44

In fact, other observers point out that a focus on culture reveals deeper
and more disturbing implications for the relationship between religion
and politics, implications extending beyond trivialization by the
courts and political hostility.

Pearcey argues that beyond the present conditions of trivialization
and hostility, Christianity has become captured by the epistemological
bifurcation of American culture. That is, the moral and intellectual ethos
of the culture accepts and promulgates the classical liberal Enlighten-
ment view of a logical distinction between facts and values.45 Pearcey
maintains that the search for scientifically explained and empirically
corroborated facts of nature has been separated categorically from
the quest for a transcendent moral standard of universally applicable
principles. Furthermore, the former category of science is assumed to
exhibit naturally objective characteristics, while the latter category of
moral transcendence has been defined as offering only subjective or
private values. Within this fact–value dichotomy, she argues, the sacred
claims of religion in general and of Christianity in particular have
been confined by a secular culture within the category of subjectivity.
The culture is convinced that only scientific naturalism can objectively
identify and explain truth. Moreover, according to Pearcey, most Christ-
ian denominations and evangelicals have accepted this dichotomy
along with Christianity’s captivity within it. Consequently, she observes,
they have allowed the culture to shape their Christian outlooks, rather
than the reverse.46
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Religion and Politics

Carter, Neuhaus, and Pearcey argue that religion must reclaim its role of
public advocacy of a real, transcendent moral standard to serve as the
basis of public law. Carter argues that removal of religion from a priv-
ileged position in the state does not require removal of religion from the
public square. He believes that recent decisions indicate that the courts
fail to recognize the paramount role of religion: “the principal value
of religion to a democratic polity is its ability to preach resistance.”47 The
freedoms of conscience and association limit the reach of govern-
mental authority by allowing for the formation of religious beliefs and
organizations. With alternative allegiances, argues Carter, organized
denominations serve as intermediate institutions between the state
and the citizenry.48 By its promulgation of ethical values to guide per-
sonal behavior and critique public policy, religion serves as a moral
restraint to the overbearing democratic state. In this way, he says, religion
must be free to serve as a critic of the state—which can only be done
through active participation in the public square: “If the religions are to
retain the autonomy that they are guaranteed both by the Constitution
and by the liberal virtue of respect for individual conscience, then they
must remain free to reject [public policy] argument[s] on theological
grounds.”49 Carter argues that religion must not have an interest in
taking control of state apparatuses, if it wants to serve as a critic of the
state.50 If it does, it will lose its independence. His argument requires
that religious individuals and organizations be able to communicate
with other citizens of various religious and political persuasions.

In agreement with Carter, Neuhaus maintains that religion and pol-
itics do mix. Religious organizations may resist immoral policies of the
secular state by establishing alternative allegiances and advocating moral
critiques. Neuhaus wonders, “The question is whether we can devise
forms for that interaction which can revive rather than destroy the liberal
democracy that is required by a society that would be pluralistic and
free.”51 He is not encouraged by such prospects. One danger is that “a
religious community that no longer understands itself as an embattled
minority begins to think more about influence than about tolerance.”52

Insurgent religious movements may be motivated in part by “dreams
of power and glory,” because “these are very human dynamics, and
the churches are nothing if not human.”53 Neuhaus fears that politics
under these conditions could degenerate into religious warfare.54
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The problem of religion and politics, according to Neuhaus, is that
of maintaining civil discourse while allowing the two to mix in the
public square.55 When referring to recent religious insurgencies in
American politics, he states the problem succinctly:

[They want] to enter the political arena making public claims on the basis of
private truths. The integrity of politics itself requires that such a proposal
be resisted. Public decisions must be made by arguments that are
public in character. A public argument is transsubjective. It is not derived
from sources of revelation or disposition that are essentially private and
arbitrary. The perplexity of fundamentalism in public is that its self-
understanding is premised upon a view of religion that is emphatically
not public in character.56

To be effective in the public square, religious advocates must not build
their own “wall of strict separationism between faith and reason.”57

Neuhaus warns that attempts to create a secular society devoid of
religious political participation will lead to removal of the only source
of legitimation of the actions of the state. Because under current con-
ditions there is no agreed upon moral authority higher than the com-
munity itself, the way is open for secular totalitarianism.58 The present
transition of court decisions from the disestablishment of church from
state to the disestablishment of religion from the polity, he believes, will
result in the establishment of the secular state as the only “church.” In
fact, many of those in power who are pushing an agenda hostile toward
religion use both the law and the media to impose repugnant values
on Americans, who resent both the imposition and the immorality.59

Neuhaus warns that a public square devoid of religious discourse and
the presence of religion “is a dangerous place.” By excluding religious
transcendence from the public square, he maintains, religious militants
will aspire to transcendent authority intent on establishing a theocracy.60

The absence of religion, then, is worse than allowing religion and pol-
itics to mix.

Conflicting Epistemologies

Carter and Pearcey both argue that Christianity’s covenantal religion
based on the Ten Commandments and liberal democracy’s social con-
tract based on a priori rights embrace contrary presuppositions and
objectives, which result in fundamentally incompatible religious and
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secular epistemologies. The two epistemologies’ initial assumptions
regarding the nature and source of moral authority are in conflict. In
fact, agrees Neuhaus, it is this conflict that drives the culture wars of
modern society.61 Beyond disagreements of practical problem solving
in the formation of public policy, conflict over the transcendence of
moral authority reveals the dynamics of incompatible worldviews and
epistemologies.

Carter realizes that religious and theological arguments justifying
moral positions on public policy matters provide a predicament for
public dialogue in a democracy: “What is often less noted, but no
less true, is that just as we may not share common starting points, we
may not share common reasoning methods either.”62 Relying on the
Enlightenment heritage of liberal democracy, the public square
requires that claims of religious moral knowledge be subjected to
rational and empirical analysis, which religion frequently cannot sustain
because of its alternative epistemological assumptions. Carter maintains
that the secular and the religious frameworks for ascertaining factual
knowledge have different ways of knowing moral truth. The initial
starting points of rational empiricism and revelation can lead to dif-
ferent conclusions; religious and liberal epistemologies are simply
incompatible.63 These distinct epistemologies result from the imposi-
tion of the fact–value dichotomy described by Pearcey, with its cate-
gories of objectivity and subjectivity.

Pearcey argues that the Christian gospel, entrapped in the category
of subjective or privatized values, has lost its popular credibility and is
prevented from influencing the public square: “only by recovering
a holistic view of total truth can we set the gospel free to become a
redemptive force across all of life.”64 To be liberated from its captivity,
a critique of classical liberalism is necessary “to expose its [flawed] epis-
temology.”65 She believes the primary flaw of the fact–value dichotomy
can be traced to the incorporation of the social contract theory of
liberalism in the development of American political thought.66

Pearcey argues that classical Christianity posits God as the sole
source of moral authority, which must be the basis of law.67 Once the
ethos of the Enlightenment, including the fact–value dichotomy and
the social contract theory, denied the reality of divine creation and rev-
elation, the moral basis of law eroded, leaving only experience and
reason as bases for legal codes. This erosion left secular society without
transcendent moral guidance, and moral skepticism set in. According
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to Pearcey, “the consequences of this are shaking the very foundations
of our government and society today.”68 In particular, she argues, the
U.S. Supreme Court decisions mandating the removal of the Ten
Commandments from public places has resulted in moral chaos.69

Their removal has left government charged with simply protecting
individual autonomy, regardless of moral considerations. She maintains
that the decisions have dissolved the restraints on individual behavior
of common morality held by traditional religion, with devastating
social consequences.

Furthermore, Pearcey argues, with its rejection of a transcendent
moral standard, social contract theory has become the primary engine
of secularization and the ideology of secularism in America. She calls
for the rejuvenation of Christian philosophy to refute secularism: “If we
aspire to engage the battle where it is really being fought, we must find
ways to overcome the dichotomy between sacred and secular, public and
private, fact and value—demonstrating to the world that a Christian
worldview alone offers a whole and integral truth. It is true not about
only a limited aspect of reality but about total reality. It is total truth.”70

Pearcey believes that this can be done by “translating” the theological
claims of Christianity into secular language and then comparing the
Christian worldview to secular and other worldviews to demonstrate
the superiority of Christianity in offering “a more consistent and com-
prehensive account of reality.”71

Neuhaus suggests that this translation process may already be pres-
ent in American society. Because the values of the American people are
deeply rooted in religion, he argues, religious values are necessary in
the public square for the political process to be viewed as democratically
and morally legitimate72: “moral legitimation means providing a mean-
ing and a purpose, and therefore a framework within which the vio-
lation of that meaning and purpose can be criticized.”73 He maintains
that religion shapes the essence of culture through its moral judgments
about the world; in turn culture influences the nature of civil society
and its politics. Because politics derives from those moral judgments,
the political process alone cannot produce an evaluative framework
for moral criticism. In fact, he argues, religious institutions are already
capable of performing a necessary democratic function by serving as
mediating structures of society.74 Because the law must inevitably
engage beliefs about right and wrong, the presence of religious dis-
course in the public square is a necessary condition for democratic
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governance and moral public policies. The liberal democratic state
must be convinced to permit the return of religion to the public
square.

In the absence of a common epistemological framework, Neuhaus
calls for public recognition of America’s religious heritage as a tem-
porary replacement. With liberal democracy’s promulgation of limited
government, the nurturing of moral values and culture can still be
found in civil society. In fact, contemporary civil society derives its
moral basis from the Judeo-Christian tradition. Throughout American
history, he argues, civil society’s acceptance of America as a Christian
nation provided the moral foundation of the liberal democratic polity.75

Historically, decisions regarding public policy matters have occurred
through discussion and debate among members of society who hold
Christian values.76 According to Neuhaus, the heritage of Christianity
in the United States offers sufficient justification for religious moral
claims to be heard and given a privileged position in contemporary
public policy discussions.

Religion in the Public Square

The legal and political conflicts over the Ten Commandments in
Alabama ironically suggest that the critiques of liberal democracy’s
apparent bias against religion in general and Christianity in particular
reflect a certain artificiality with regard to religion and the public
square. That is, the critiques claim the ability of the state or culture to
trivialize, to act with hostility toward, or to confine the role of religion
and religious values in public discourse. Yet, while attitudes of trivi-
alization, hostility, and confinement certainly find their way into pol-
itics, religious expression is not such a well-defined whole that it can
be easily controlled or restricted; in fact, in the United States, religion
permeates civil society.

According to the 2000 census, approximately 83 percent of Americans
consider themselves Christians; Jews comprise 2 percent.77 Other reli-
gious affiliations comprise 6 percent, and 9 percent consider them-
selves either atheist or agnostic. These data reveal that 85 percent of
Americans identify themselves with a religious perspective that embraces
Judeo-Christian moral values. Religious values can hardly be said to be
absent or quiet in politics; the volume of their presence depends only
on the religious beliefs and convictions of adherents. The cacophony
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of religious and political voices is assured; only the political resources
and objectives of those religious voices are in question.

Supporters of religious expression in the public square represent an
alarmed and growing segment of the U.S. population. Welling up from
deep-seated, emotional convictions, defense of the public acknowl-
edgment of God is often expressed in impassioned yet ostensibly rea-
sonable claims. Advocates of greater religious influence in society and
politics often appeal to the religious heritage of the nation to justify
their social and political objectives. Regardless of logical validity or
soundness of premises, their arguments rely on Christianity’s histori-
cal influence on the formation of the republic as sufficient justifica-
tion for Christianity’s continued presence and predominance in
American politics. Defense of the public display of the Ten Com-
mandments resonates with millions of Americans who believe that
their religious values ought to be recognized for the historic role
they played in the formation of the American republic. Yet they per-
ceive political antagonism, as state and national courts increasingly
limit the display of symbols of religious faith and values accepted
by the majority of citizens.

Moore’s attempt to place and defend a permanent monument
of the Ten Commandments in the rotunda of the Alabama Judicial
Building fell short of his objective. The federal appeals court upheld
the ruling of the district court’s decision, and the U.S. Supreme Court
refused to hear Moore’s appeal. When the associate justices of the
Alabama Supreme Court ordered the Ten Commandments monu-
ment to be removed from public display in November 2003, enraged
Christians swarmed the rotunda to block its removal. Arrested by state
troopers and police officers, the angry demonstrators were forced to
end their passionate protest, but not their larger crusade. Motivated by
the state’s assault on their faith, believers organized to swell the pres-
ence of conservative evangelical Christians in politics.

An Alabama group advocating a more active religious voice in state
and national politics organized the League of Christian Voters, to aid
Christians running for political office who pledge to support the public
acknowledgment of God.78 In another Alabama county courtroom,
another judge—a supporter of Roy Moore—now dons judicial robes
with the Ten Commandments sewn on the front.79 Inspired by Moore’s
example, the Constitution Party courted Moore for a potential run
for the U.S. presidency in 2004. Moore has promised to continue his
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fight to uphold the right of public officials to acknowledge God; he
established the Foundation for Moral Law to promote religion in the
public square, and unsuccessfully sought the Alabama Republican
Party’s nomination as candidate for governor in 2006.

Appeal to History

Throughout U.S. history, Neuhaus recounts, mainline Protestant reli-
gions cultivated individual and communal virtue to maintain a sense
of national purpose. He argues that biblical religion has provided the
public philosophy that is democratically legitimate for America. The
alternative, a secularized society and state, would leave the American
polity as “a skeleton devoid of substantive beliefs about personal
and public good.”80 Carter makes a more specific case that the Ten
Commandments “are also an important foundational document for
understanding American history and culture.”81 He emphasizes that
the historical recognition of “divine moral authority” must not be
abandoned in the public square, but acknowledged in public places as
part of U.S. history. Until the epistemological battles have been won
in favor of Christianity, Carter too argues for reliance on religious
history, primarily the Christian heritage of America, to justify the pres-
ence and privilege of religious voices in politics.

The development of Christianity, particularly its moral and social
teachings, has played a crucial role in Western political philosophy.
In fact, the heritage of liberal political thinking, with its significant
religious content, may serve as intellectual justification for religious
activism in politics. A rediscovery of the moral foundation of the
United States—or “America’s sacred ground”—could offer significant
justification to encourage religious participation in the search for the
common good.82 Nevertheless, contemporary defenses of religious
activism in politics, such as those of Moore, Carter, Neuhaus, and
Pearcey, generally appeal to the heritage of Christianity in the United
States, rather than considering the historic Christian contributions to
political philosophy. That is, they appeal to history itself, as an instru-
ment or even weapon of debate to defend a privileged position for
Christianity.

Today the Ten Commandments’ historic role in the development of
religious teachings and in the formation of Western culture looms
large in debates about its symbolic placement in the public square.
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For many advocates of moral and social responsibility, the Decalogue
represents the permanent source of moral authority required by all
societies. But for liberal democratic theory, comprehensive imple-
mentation of the Decalogue’s moral instructions in society threatens
to erase the distinction between private and public, a distinction that
has permitted freedom of conscience and religion, maintaining a relative
distance between church and state and upholding peace and order.

The logic of both historic arguments requires careful scrutiny. To
resolve the problem of conflicting epistemologies, advocates of a
greater political presence of religion in the public square appeal to his-
tory, particularly the Christian origins of U.S. society. The appeal to
history raises the issue of how history is to be interpreted, and how
historical events should be used to support particular arguments.
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At the annual meeting of the Southern Baptist Pastors in 2005, for-
mer chief justice Roy S. Moore proclaimed, “We’ve been deceived

by a government that tells us we cannot worship God—contradictory
to history, contradictory to law, and contradictory to logic.”1 This
proclamation epitomizes Moore’s claim that history, law, and logic
intersect to support his cause. While he had appealed to higher courts
to uphold his courtroom prerogatives, Moore had also appealed to
history to defend his legal argument: “All history supports the acknowl-
edgment of God.”2 But he admits that his defense must also withstand
appeals to law and logic.

In an appeal to history, arguments of a particular era may indeed be
timeless and thus may shed light on concepts and assumptions to
clarify philosophical disputes. For example, historical arguments may
reveal the original intent of legislation to ensure proper interpretations
of the constitutional limits of public policy matters. Reliance on his-
torical evidence alone is, however, an insufficient (if necessary) con-
dition to justify contemporary policy preferences. That is, while an
argument may legitimately appeal to historical and empirical evidence
to explain and support a policy preference, the logical structure of
the argument must also be valid and sound. When a normative argu-
ment is based solely on an appeal to history, it displays certain charac-
teristics. Upon analysis, such an argument is discovered to contain a flaw
rendering it logically fallacious. It may be revised as a valid argument

2
Religion, History, and Logic
The Genetic Fallacy
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by inserting a normative premise with the premise about historical
fact. The historical or genetic fallacy is thus avoided, but the additional
premise of religious preference raises the question of soundness.

The logical structure of Moore’s argument regarding the public
acknowledgment of God exhibits the characteristics of an empirical
appeal to history alone. His appeal to America’s Christian heritage to
defend religious presence in the public square involves a genetic fallacy.
The argument may be reconstructed to remove this fallacy, but only by
the insertion of a premise that challenges the logic of the liberal dem-
ocratic state regarding the religious question.

Original Intent of the Doctrine of Separation

In his conflict with the American Civil Liberties Union and with the
courts regarding the public acknowledgment of God, Moore argued
that public officials have both a right and an obligation under their
judicial oath of office to acknowledge God as the moral source and
foundation of American law.3 Moore’s emphasis on historical evidence
to identify the proper relationship between church and state is essen-
tial to his argument. He considers the original intent of the founders
of the American republic and the framers of the U.S. Constitution to
be a binding historical precedent and defends his position on the
roles of church and state by reference to that original intent. Moore’s
understanding of the historical meaning of the “doctrine of separation
between church and state” is crucial.

Moore maintains that the doctrine of separation between church and
state was advocated by the nation’s founders to prevent one Christian
sect from using political means to gain advantage over another sect.4

He defends his argument with references to Thomas Jefferson’s letter
to the Danbury Baptist Association in 1802, the origin of the phrase,
“wall of separation between church and state.” He also employs a claim
found in James Madison’s Memorial and Remonstrance against Religious
Assessments of 1785, which argued against funding a religious estab-
lishment through individual tax assessments by the state of Virginia.
According to Moore’s understanding of the opinions expressed in
these two historic documents, Jefferson and Madison advocated the
protection of religion from politics, not the elimination of religion
from the public square. The wall of separation was intended only to
prevent government from interfering with the public acknowledg-
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ment of God, not to prevent the acknowledgment of God in the
public square.

In fact, Moore believes that the two authors’ advocacy of the doctrine
of separation was itself based on an earlier argument in John Locke’s
A Letter Concerning Toleration of 1689: “Herein lies the true meaning of
separation of church and state.”5 According to Moore, Locke argued
against government’s right to dictate forms of worship and confessions
of faith, with the corollary that individuals must be free to worship
without governmental interference. He maintains that Jefferson and
Madison were influenced by Locke and understood that “the duty of
government was to encourage public professions of faith,” not to dis-
courage them.

Moore asserts that Madison advocated the establishment clause of
the First Amendment as proposed in 1789 in order to “restrict the fed-
eral government’s power over the states, not to restrict the states from
doing what the federal government can do.”6 Even today, Moore points
out, in a variety of settings the federal government is constitutionally
permitted to invoke references to God, such as initiating each session
of Congress with a prayer by a paid chaplain and commencing each
term of the U.S. Supreme Court with the marshal’s cry of “God save
the United States and this honorable Court!” According to Moore,
“Although the words separation of church and state are not found in
the Constitution, the concept is implicit in the First Amendment and
the law, which we all must uphold.”7 He believes that if officials of the
federal government are permitted to acknowledge God in the public
square, state officials should also be permitted to do the same.

In support of his interpretation that the purpose of the doctrine of
separation was not only to prevent government restrictions on religion
but also to encourage religious activity, Moore refers to the nineteenth-
century legal commentaries of a prominent associate justice of the
U.S. Supreme Court. In his Commentaries on the Constitution of the
United States of 1833, Justice Joseph Story asserted that “it is impossible
for those, who believe in the truth of Christianity, as a divine revelation,
to doubt, that it is the especial duty of government to foster, and
encourage it among all the citizens and subjects.”8 For Story, faith in
God, especially as promulgated by Christianity, is the basis of civilized
society; therefore the government, as the guarantor of civilized society,
is responsible to promote religious activity in the public square. Citing
Story’s commentary, Moore concludes that “our forefathers clearly
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intended to base our government on a belief in God and [furthermore]
believed that schools were the proper place to encourage religious and
moral development.”9 Moore then asks a question:

If it be true that the First Amendment was never meant by our founding
fathers to preclude the acknowledgment of God in schools, public
institutions, and other facets of public life, and if the doctrine of sepa-
ration of church and state has been twisted and wrongfully applied to
deny the very freedom of conscience that doctrine was meant to preserve,
then what motivates the courts to act with utter disregard to our history,
our heritage, and the meaning, intent, and purpose of the First Amend-
ment to the Constitution?10

Moore’s answer is that during the past half-century the U.S. federal
courts have given the doctrine of separation an erroneous interpretation.
Beginning with Everson v. Board of Education (1947) and subsequent
cases (including Engel v. Vitale [1962], Abington v. Schempp [1963], and
Wallace v. Jaffree [1985]), opinions defending the decisions of the
Supreme Court have failed to recognize the distinction in the intent
and meaning between the terms “religion” and “religious activity.”11

Prior to the Everson case, according to Moore, the courts had con-
sistently relied on Madison’s definition of religion: “the duty which
we owe to our Creator, and the manner of discharging it.”12 Relying on
this definition, the courts typically interpreted the establishment and
free exercise clauses as prohibiting the federal government from either
prescribing particular religious duties for all citizens or prohibiting
otherwise lawful ways of understanding and carrying out such duties.
For example, Moore maintains that praying and reading the Bible are
religious activities, yet they do not in themselves constitute religion.
During the first 150 years of the republic, Bible reading and prayer were
generally accepted by communities and judicial courts as endeavors
that could legitimately be organized by public institutions and con-
ducted in public places, including schools. Thus, says Moore, official
government promotion and facilitation of religious activities were
correctly adjudged by the courts as not constituting an endorsement
of religion by the government.

Today, the federal courts have strayed from the interpretive path of
their nineteenth- and early twentieth-century judicial predecessors.
Now, Moore argues, they erroneously interpret any display of religious
activity by the state in a public setting as establishment of religion. He
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maintains that the courts fail to distinguish between religion and a
religious activity: “Acknowledging God is not the same as establishing
a religion. The establishment of a religion means setting up a church
or state-supported church bureaucracy.”13 Referring to his own battle
over placement of the monument of the Ten Commandments in the
Alabama Judicial Building, Moore claims that his action was an exam-
ple of a legitimate religious activity, but not an act of religion: “We
would tell the federal courts that I was not Congress making a law (judges
can’t make law), that the monument was not an establishment of any-
thing, and most importantly that the monument (and any acknowl-
edgment of God) was not religion, as defined by the founding fathers and
even [in nineteenth-century decisions of] the Supreme Court.”14 The
federal courts’ disagreement with Moore’s reasoning simply confirmed
for him that their contemporary decisions contravene the original
doctrine of separation of church and state.

Moore’s activism is fueled by his passionate drive to restore God
to the public square. He appeals to history to justify public acknowl-
edgment of God; his political activism is directed toward that end.
Moore intends to take historical writings seriously. This approach is
appropriate to determining the truth of oral and written narratives,
philosophical claims, and legal arguments. The original intent of state-
ments and assertions of a particular author, family, community, or
nation is central to resolving disputes over prior interpretations, and
to developing normative frameworks for the formation and implemen-
tation of public policy. Careful and responsible scrutiny of historical
arguments favoring one interpretation over another is essential to
such debate. Nevertheless, identifying proper historical interpretations
does not settle the question of why the interpretations should continue
to be ethically preeminent. A logical structure is necessary to unite his-
tory and ethics.

The Genetic Fallacy

The interpretive problem includes not only determination of the
veracity and relevance of historical arguments, but consideration of the
historical context within which those arguments were originally used.
In dealing with the validity and soundness of logical arguments, appre-
ciation of the historical context is vital. However, in deploying specific
historical claims and interpretations to justify a particular conclusion
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to his legal argument, Moore invites closer examination of his argu-
ment. Analysis of the argument reveals a flaw in its logical structure,
independent of the intent and nobility of its cause. An analysis of the
logical validity of the argument reveals a tendentious claim in Moore’s
position, which has implications for those who rely on the heritage of
Christianity to justify religious participation in the public square and
to sway the direction of public policy.

Moore appeals to the historical context that contains arguments
bolstering his position of the proper understanding of the separation
between church and state and of the free acknowledgment of God in the
public square. References to the earlier practices, including Christian
practices, that shaped the values and expectations of the American
republic are historical claims; as such, they are empirically verifiable.
Nonetheless, to argue that current public policy ought to be identical
to that of the past simply because past policy can be historically verified
is to make a suspect argument. It is to infer a normative, prescriptive
conclusion directly from a single premise referring only to empirical,
descriptive data. The essence of Moore’s inference is as follows:

P R E M I S E : Christianity formed the original basis of American
culture.

C O N C L U S I O N : Therefore, American law ought to reflect
Christianity.

Standing alone, this deduction from the historical evidence of
America’s Christian heritage involves a logical fallacy. According to
logicians Morris R. Cohen and Ernest Nagel, “One form of this fallacy
takes a logical for a temporal order. . . . The converse error is the sup-
position that an actual history of any science, art, or social institution
can take the place of a logical analysis of its structure.”15 According to
Cohen and Nagel, this type of fallacious argument relies on the his-
torical origins or genesis of a desired social institution as sufficient to
justify its continued existence; logical analysis to justify the assertion
is unnecessary. More specifically, Moore’s error assumes that evidence
about religious heritage can by itself satisfy the logical requirements of
an argument demonstrating the necessity of a return to a Christian
America. By appealing only to the historical statements and opinions
of renowned jurists, philosophers, and statesmen, Moore illogically
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equates empirical claims with normative presuppositions to justify his
inference.

In a standard form, categorical syllogism—the logical structure nec-
essary to justify Moore’s inference—the historical evidence alone is
insufficient to justify the conclusion. The syllogism’s conclusion must
be deduced from two premises. The conclusion must contain both
descriptive and prescriptive terms, which must also be found in the
syllogism’s premises. As depicted above, Moore’s argument before the
courts has only one premise, limited to descriptive, historical evidence.
Without an additional premise containing an ethical, moral, or nor-
mative imperative, Moore’s conclusion cannot be validly deduced from
his observations and descriptions of the historical significance and her-
itage of Christianity. Moore’s reliance on the historical origins of a soci-
ety as sufficient justification for their reestablishment or continuance
is a mistake in reasoning; Cohen and Nagel refer to this mistake as the
genetic fallacy.

The genetic fallacy appears as a result of arriving at a conclusion
based solely on an appeal to historical origins. This common paralogism
occurs when advocates refer, often nostalgically, to the social conditions
of the past as the sole premise justifying their demand for continuation
or renewal of those conditions. In other words, to derive an obligatory
conclusion from historical evidence alone is to equate empirical evi-
dence with a normative claim—a mistake in logic.

Moore’s argumentation before the courts may only appear to
exhibit a genetic fallacy, however. The structure of Moore’s reasoning,
as displayed in his public arguments and writings, is open to another
interpretation. It may be better understood as an enthymeme. As an
incomplete form of syllogistic reasoning, the enthymeme suggests the
tacit presence of an additional premise that is not expressed.16 In other
words, an enthymeme is a properly constructed, standard form syllo-
gism, but with one of the two premises left unstated. Moore’s argument,
thus understood, avoids the genetic fallacy; if Moore presumes the
presence of a second premise that contains a normative claim, the
validity of the underlying syllogism can be tested.

To be logically valid, the second, unstated, premise of Moore’s argu-
ment must assert that American law ought to recognize and be guided
by the heritage and values found in the origins of American culture.
Once this normative premise is coupled with the first premise contain-
ing historically accurate, empirical data, the conclusion then logically
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follows that, since Christianity influenced the formation of the American
republic, its values ought to continue to influence contemporary social
values, and in turn these values ought to influence the direction of
political decision making, public policy formation, and law. Moving
away from expression of the argument as an enthymeme, the syllogism
can be stated explicitly as follows:

F I R S T P R E M I S E : Christianity formed the original basis of
American culture.

S E C O N D P R E M I S E : American law ought to reflect the 
original basis of American culture.

C O N C L U S I O N : Therefore, American law ought to reflect
Christianity.

With the revelation of the enthymeme’s syllogistic structure, the
genetic fallacy is avoided and the argument is logically valid. Yet Moore
does not make this second, normative premise explicit; in contrast
with this logically valid syllogism, Moore appeals only to history to
defend his position about the link between Christian heritage and
public law. This form of argument insinuates something more than
taking the historical evidence seriously.

With the disclosure of the second premise, the logical construction
now presents a valid argument for the conclusion that American law
ought to reflect Christian values. Yet, the advent of this premise reveals
a particular religious bias. To bring this bias into focus, the normative
contention of the second premise—that American law ought to reflect
the original basis of American culture, with obvious references to its
Christian heritage—must be defended. For this premise to be persuasive,
as it must be for Moore’s argument to be accepted, another syllogism
is necessary, one that resides in the penumbra of the first. Moreover,
Moore is not unmindful of the necessity of revealing both the hidden
premise of his original enthymeme and the necessity of a second, sup-
porting syllogism.

The Privileged Position of Christianity

Moore’s appeal to history is not limited to the evidence of America’s
founding period. In his judgment, recent court decisions have not
only misinterpreted the doctrine of separation between church and
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state, and the establishment and free exercise clauses; they have also
aided and abetted the nation’s cultural slide away from Christianity and
its social virtues toward secularism and its moral perversions. Moore
believes that America is in the midst of a culture war, “a war between
good and evil, between right and wrong. For 40 years we have wandered
like the children of Israel. In homes and schools across our land, it’s
time for Christians to take a stand. This is not a nation established on
the principles of Buddha or Hinduism. Our faith is not Islam. What
we follow is not the Koran but the Bible. This is a Christian nation.”
He maintains that “the United States was founded as a Christian
nation” and that Christians should “take back our land.”17

To defend the privileged position of Christianity, Moore reaches
back to the medieval era for additional historical evidence, citing
Henry de Bracton, often referred to as the father of English common
law.18 In the thirteenth century, Bracton clarified the close relationship
between political government and the Christian religion in decisions
of the English courts. His writings influenced subsequent English legal
scholars, including Sir Edward Coke and Sir William Blackstone, whose
writings in turn had an impact on legal thinking in colonial America.
Relying on this select lineage, Moore seeks to bolster his argument
that because Christianity has occupied a historically privileged posi-
tion in the United States, it must continue to do so.19 In other words,
Christianity is the preferred religion.

When Moore argues from the empirical fact that America was
founded by Christians who embraced the arguments of Bracton, Coke,
and Blackstone to the claim that America ought to continue to follow
the Christian path as they understood it, he appears to present
another enthymeme—if not an argument with a genetic fallacy.
Expanding the insight of Cohen and Nagel, historian David Hackett
Fischer argues that the genetic fallacy frequently involves the problem
of “ethical historicism.”20 According to Fischer, this fallacy involves a
claim that the mere fact that a particular system of ethical beliefs
and related institutions has historical relevance and lineage is suffi-
cient reason to accept it without logical analysis. Moore again draws
an ethical conclusion from a single premise involving historical evi-
dence. At best, according to Fischer, such an inference is relevant only
to the historical era from which it originated. The only way to avoid the
error of ethical historicism is to universalize the ethical system across
time and place.
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To defend his second argument, and thus validly support its nor-
mative conclusion that America today ought to acknowledge prefer-
ence for Christianity and reinstate its heritage to become once more
a Christian nation, Moore must construct a logically valid syllogism.
This requires inserting a second premise that contains a universal nor-
mative claim. While the first premise contains the empirical claim that
Christianity is preferred to all other religious and moral frameworks,
the second premise must assert that American law and policy ought to
reflect the preferred heritage of Christian teachings and beliefs. Once
this premise is coupled with the first premise, the conclusion logically
follows that, since the Christian religion is to be preferred to all oth-
ers, its moral beliefs ought to form the foundation for cultural values
and these values ought to be merged with and thus determine the
direction of political decision making and public policy formation.
The second completed syllogism is as follows:

F I R S T P R E M I S E : Christianity is the preferred religion.

S E C O N D P R E M I S E : America ought to follow the preferred
religion.

C O N C L U S I O N : Therefore, America ought to follow
Christianity.

With the completion of this syllogism, the genetic fallacy is again
avoided and the argument is logically valid. The structure and conclu-
sion of the second syllogism provide substantial support to the thrust
and momentum of the first syllogism.

Arraying the two syllogisms in tandem provides a powerful argu-
ment for Moore and his supporters to justify the contention that con-
temporary American law and public policy ought to be predicated
upon Christian values:

First Syllogism:

F I R S T P R E M I S E : Christianity formed the original basis of
American culture.

S E C O N D P R E M I S E :  American law ought to reflect the
original basis of American culture.

C O N C L U S I O N : Therefore, American law ought to reflect
Christianity.
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Second Syllogism:

F I R S T P R E M I S E : Christianity is the preferred religion.

S E C O N D P R E M I S E : America ought to follow the preferred
religion.

C O N C L U S I O N : Therefore, America ought to follow
Christianity.

With these explicit constructions, both syllogisms demonstrate logically
valid conclusions that avoid the mistake of the genetic fallacy.

For many who seek to restore a belief in a transcendent moral stan-
dard to the public square, the importance of a privileged position for
religion in general, and for Christianity in particular, cannot be under-
estimated. They argue that the demarcation between state and society
cannot be preserved when one addresses moral and religious values.
According to Neuhaus, it is not possible to maintain simultaneously a
secular state and a non-secular society21: “religion is the heart of culture
and culture is the form of religion. . . . On this view, then, politics is
a function of culture and culture, in turn, is reflective of (if not a function
of) religion.”22 As a comprehensive belief system, Neuhaus declares,
religion addresses the human condition in all its aspects, including
government.23 He argues that, for law and laws to be legitimate, they
must be related to basic presuppositions about right and wrong, good
and evil.24 A public ethic to serve as the basis of moral criticism cannot
be maintained without being informed by religiously grounded values.
Thus, only religion provides the transcendence of moral authority
needed to judge the praiseworthiness of temporal political institutions
and policies. Given this view, the arguments and conclusions of the
two syllogisms regarding religion and Christianity must remain coupled.

Religious Pluralism and Liberal Democracy

While the reconstructed pair of syllogisms in defense of Moore’s legal
objectives are logically valid, the soundness of their premises is
nonetheless open to inquiry. The assertion of a privileged position for
Christianity resolves the purely logical problem, but this resolution
appears contrary to the ethos of liberal democracy with respect to reli-
gion. Institutional guarantees of freedom of religion, speech, and asso-
ciation have stimulated the proliferation of alternative worldviews
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throughout civil society and the public square. Arguments supporting
these worldviews engage in increasingly bitter competition to influ-
ence the political direction of contemporary liberal democracies. The
state thus presents itself with the challenge of finding a way that all
religious and other moral arguments, not just those defending and
promoting Christianity, may contribute to a public conversation on
the nature of and search for the good society.

Civil society provides legitimacy for freedom of conscience and of
religious belief, as well as for voluntary participation in religious organi-
zations and institutions. From quietly living out one’s faith, to active
proselytization to bring in new converts to a particular denomination,
to participation in politics, personal religious practices are protected and
promoted, as are public expressions of moral concerns. Civil society
values the protection limited government affords to individual free-
doms, including freedom of religion; yet simultaneously, this protection
encourages a proliferation of groups whose beliefs, theologies, and
practices may undermine the rationale of civil society itself. Contrary
to claims that it treats religion in a trivial, hostile, or captive fashion,
the state’s protection and promotion of religious and political freedom
have given rise to social dynamics that often test the limits of liberal
democracy.

When fundamentally opposed epistemologies conflict, however,
the erratic promulgation of theological and philosophical arguments
foreshadows fractious religious politics, straining the intent of civil
society. By encouraging tolerance and pluralism, liberal democracy sows
diverse religious winds, and confronts a whirlwind of its own making.
Ironically, liberal democracy developed as a response to medieval
arguments granting a privileged position to Christianity, arguments
that are now regaining popularity.
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Founded on flawed logic, the universal Christian commonwealth
of the medieval era collapsed, bringing suspicion on the effi-

cacy of the medieval worldview. From the Scientific Revolution to the
Protestant Reformation and the advent of liberal politics, doubts
brought about a new axial period in history. The 350 years from the
mid-sixteenth to the late nineteenth century produced critical com-
mitments. Following the historical development of the ancient and
Christian axes with regard to matters of faith, the commitments of this
third or religious axis have shaped the character of contemporary lib-
eral democracy, particularly as it wrestles with the religious question.

The religious axis involves three commitments—epistemological,
axiological, and political—that justify the modern approach to defining
the role of religion in politics. The axis’s commitments to reason and
empiricism, individual conscience and personal ethics, and religious
liberty over religious toleration are embedded deeply within the theo-
retical foundation of liberal democracy. As a unified whole, these com-
mitments encourage fermentation of religious ideas and movements;
simultaneously, their unity powerfully resists attempts to reinstate or
impose any religious commonwealth.

With the commitments of the religious axis incorporated in its
foundation, the liberal democratic state is structured as a market econ-
omy driven by scientific and technological efficiency, a civil society
permitting freedom of conscience and religious expression, and a

Two
The Foundation and Structure

of the Modern State
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public square encouraging religious participation in politics. Espe-
cially in the United States, the constitutional framework of political
institutions impedes the powerful threat of factional control, a threat
ironically unleashed by that framework’s endorsement of religious
pluralism and sectarianism. In this way, the constitutional structure of
the liberal democratic state has the potential to contain the whirlwind
of religious sectarianism.
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Historic periods and events are often used to defend or criticize
the cultural values and politics of subsequent eras. In this way,

the founding of a country and its national identity—including its
religious heritage—serve as a standard of worthiness against which
subsequent political decisions are measured. Nevertheless, those who
reason from the fact of a religious heritage to an imperative to maintain
that heritage as the foundation of public law have committed a genetic
fallacy in their reasoning. They have derived an ethical conclusion
solely from an empirical claim. To resolve the genetic fallacy, the religion
of heritage must be granted preeminent status. Resolution of the logical
fallacy by the equation of religious heritage with religious superiority
focuses attention on approaches to the understanding of history,
human nature, and ideas.

The realist philosophies of Augustine and Thomas Hobbes have
warned that, to be successful, the founders and leaders of political
regimes must take human nature into account when contriving social
arrangements. Both philosophers recognized that individuals are
motivated primarily by desires to enhance their personal interests; both
saw this as the foundation for understanding the dynamics of human
history. Given the primacy of self-interest, history will reveal a dis-
tinctive relationship between the development of socially accepted
ideas and corresponding social institutions. Dominant worldviews
produce prevailing institutions.

3
Axes of History
Abandoning the Universal 
Christian Commonwealth
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Philosopher Karl Jaspers developed this approach further, focus-
ing on the importance of particular worldviews that have transformed
society. According to Jaspers, two historical or axial periods ushered in
new perspectives that have shaped the development of the Western
worldview. Eight centuries before the beginning of the Christian era, the
first worldwide axial period initiated an innovative approach to eval-
uating the place of humankind in the cosmos. Less than a millennium
later, a second axial period initiated the wide-ranging influence of
Christianity in Europe.

From these key insights of Augustine, Hobbes, and Jaspers, a frame-
work emerges that explains the evolution and dominance of crucial
ideas, and the significance of the revolutionary changes they wrought
in society. This framework provides the starting point for explaining
the transition from the medieval era to the modern era by focusing on
each era’s understanding of the relation between religion and politics.
The evolution and establishment of a symbiosis of church and state
during the medieval era contributed to the emergence of the Christian
commonwealth in Europe. The internal contradictions in the logic of
that commonwealth prepared the intellectual, moral, and religious
conditions for the emergence of modernity and a third axial period.
Those contradictions were epitomized by the Spanish empire in the New
World, and clearly exemplified in the contrary views of the conquistador
Hernando de Soto and the priest Bartolomé de las Casas.

Understanding History

One of the least understood but crucial disagreements at the heart of
contemporary debates about religion and politics is a methodological
dispute: should history be approached as static or as dynamic? That is,
history may be understood as a collection of merely static events; or,
in addition, it may be understood as revealing a particular dynamic that
explains changes over time. Moreover, to be compelling, a historical
interpretation of the interplay between religion and politics must also
take into account ultimate concerns, transcendent values, and human
nature.

As one of the more astute observers of the human condition, Aurelius
Augustinus, early Christian church father and bishop of Hippo, wres-
tled with the question of history. In his letters, confessions, philo-
sophical commentaries, and theological treatises, Augustine offered
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solace to grieving souls, insights on individual behavior, and an inter-
pretation of the meaning of history. He observed that the pursuit and
nurture of spiritual souls has historically been concomitant with the
pursuit and maintenance of social stability. In attempts to replace
social instability with peace, he noted that war would often ensue:

The whole point of victory is to bring opponents to their knees—this
done, peace ensues. Peace, then, is the purpose of waging war. . . . And
even when men are plotting to disturb the peace, it is merely to fashion
a new peace nearer to the heart’s desire; it is not because they dislike
peace as such. It is not that they love peace less, but that they love their
kind of peace more. . . . Thus it is that all men want peace in their own
society, and all want it in their own way.1

Religious and political pursuits to convert nonbelievers and control
subjects, then, are frequently met with resistance and conflict, often
resulting in war. So while “all men want peace in their own society,”
observed Augustine, they “want it in their own way.”

Furthermore, Augustine discovered that the conditions and conse-
quences of conflict reveal a dynamic historical progression, regardless
of the military, political, or cultural nature of the conflict, or the specific
type of peace sought. In his interpretation of history, progression occurs
in stages of development or specific dispensations of time, beginning
with the Garden of Eden and culminating with the eschaton, or end
of history.2 In this nascent philosophy of history, empires rise and
fall with divine approval, testing and shepherding believers—the elect
members of the “city of God”—through the temptations of earthly
life. Augustine viewed political history as the search for political ideas
and institutions that can achieve and maintain peace, particularly for
the benefit of devout believers.

In the modern era, the search for peace continues in the face of reli-
gious and political strife. Reflection on the evolution and future of the
relationship between religion and politics, particularly in contemporary
society, may be assisted by heeding two warning signs suggested by
Augustine. First, he advised, remember that history is not only a col-
lection of static occurrences, but a dynamic progression of seminal
events with meaning and direction. If the meaning and direction of
history can be detected, explanations can then clarify or perhaps defend
particular social and political arrangements. Second, Augustine cau-
tioned, recognize that men desire peace—but on their own terms,
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with a willingness to go to war to obtain it. A proper understanding of
human nature suggests that conflict is inevitable, although peace is
possible. Obeying these warning signs permits insight into the history
of relations between church and state.

Warning Signs

Any methodological approach to understanding history, when coupled
with religious motives and political aspirations, will have enormous
implications for the development of society. Augustine warned against
views of history as a static collection of occurrences rather than a
dynamic progression of seminal events. An approach that assumes
history to be static permits the observer to perceive and select events
worthy of recall according to a particular ideological or religious bias.
Consequently, the observer accords some events more normative
importance than others. In this way, understanding history as a closed
collection of select occurrences provides examples that can be claimed
to validate a particular ideological or religious objective, rather than
being open to vistas of new possibilities of understanding the human
condition.

Under the static approach, instead of using historical studies as a
means to understand the evolution of ideas and institutions, restrictive
interpretations of history are used to justify a specific political objective.
Nevertheless, an argument that relies solely on historic events to justify
a political objective commits a genetic fallacy. Furthermore, correction
of the fallacy by inserting a normative premise requires an additional
argument to support and justify the premise. The additional premise and
supporting argument then are used to defend the privileged position
of a particular religious faith in the affairs of state. But policies based
on the inserted premise and argument often result in considerable
social and political upheaval, as members of other religious faiths
reject the self-serving premise and actively oppose its advocates. Thus,
as assumptions about how to understand history influence the devel-
opment of historical arguments, the arguments directly influence
political action taken at the behest of those arguments.

The fallacious reliance on select events from history to justify reli-
gious interpretation inverts the proper relationship between theory
and facts. Proper theoretical constructs provide meaning to ground
facts, as opposed to supposedly autonomous facts justifying a particu-
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lar theory. In the fifth century, Augustine defended Christianity against
this static approach to history, when Christians were accused of hav-
ing weakened Rome, precipitating the collapse of the empire.3 He
claimed that history must be understood as a holistic, dynamic pro-
gression of events, collectively revealing a divine meaning and purpose.
Historical events or ideas may be rightly interpreted as revealing the
grace and redemption of God, mediated over time and through human
behavior and social institutions. But when using this approach, he
warned, the hope for temporal peace will be ephemeral and partial
at best.

Both approaches to interpreting the significance of history—static
and dynamic—find underlying if vague presence in contemporary dis-
putes regarding the role of transcendent moral standards in public
policy debates. In the relation between religion and politics, these two
approaches to the understanding of history often prove to be incom-
patible. The static, or even circular, understanding of history frequently
serves as a weapon in the culture wars to reach a preconceived peace.
The warriors use a select historic event or era, such as Christian heritage,
to override alternative arguments of their opponents. Whether in debate
or through political intrigue, conflict ensues, although with peace
always as a goal. As asserted in Augustine’s second warning, however,
peace will be defined only by the victors: “When they go to war what
they want is to make, if they can, their enemies their own, and then
to impose on them the victor’s will and call it peace.”4

This politicization of history, then, often results in social disorder.
In addition, revealing logical fallacies and then attempting to correct
them often leads to greater intellectual conflict over final objectives, even
if clearer thinking about those objectives is also achieved. According
to philosopher Karl Jaspers, “the way in which we look at history is no
longer harmless. The meaning of our own lives is determined by the
manner in which we know ourselves in the whole and obtain from
this whole an historical fundament and goal. . . . Wherever we find
ourselves on the way to historical absolutisation, fallacy will one day
be revealed and the painful recoil of nihilism will set us free for fresh
original thinking.”5 As Jaspers suggested, it may well be the case that
“history is no longer harmless.” But more promising, he asserted, are
the intellectual consequences of nihilism, unleashed as a result of
the revelation of fallacious arguments based solely on appeals to his-
tory. Once the arguments founded on fallacious or select appeals to an
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understanding of history as static are destroyed, the alternative under-
standing of history as dynamic can prevail.

A refinement of Augustine’s philosophy of history provides an
alternative to the static view relying on select historical events to jus-
tify the victors of war. To rise above the epistemological nihilism that
results from revealing the fallacious nature of politicized history, Jaspers
proposed an approach that focuses on a pivotal moment or “axis” of
history. Jasper’s axis of history brings revolutionary change in under-
standing of nature and society. Echoing the critical dispensations of
Augustine’s dynamic philosophy of history, Jaspers observed two axes
that prepared the way for the emergence of the modern era, the logic
of liberal democracy, and the relation between religion and politics.
When studied and understood holistically as a dynamic of events, his-
tory reveals a particular logic that explains the emergence of and jus-
tification for particular social arrangements. More specifically, it is
possible to identify the rationale underpinning the evolution of liberal
democracy as it grapples with the question of religion.

The Axes of History

Jaspers argued that the first historical axis of 800–200 BCE centered
on 500 BCE, when eminent intellectuals made major breakthroughs in
their contemplation of the place of man in the universe.6 During this
axial period, in China, India, and the Mediterranean region, various
sages and philosophers, including Confucius, Lao-tse, Mo-ti, Chuang-
tse, Lieh-tsu, Zarathustra, Homer, Parmenides, Heraclitus, Plato, Bud-
dha, Jeremiah, and Isaiah, argued that the human condition ought to
be understood as bounded by existential limits, even though individ-
uals tend to long for a personal sense of transcendence. Prior to this
axial period, myths had been the norm to provide partial explanations
that seemed to justify the moral unevenness of civilization. That is,
the myths generally excused the diversity in moral behavior among
humans by ascribing the same behavior to the diverse deities.

Advocates in these geographic regions of the world were not nec-
essarily known to each other. Their counterarguments encouraged a
revolutionary shift away from mythological explanations to those of
introspection and reflection. They offered philosophical and religious
reflections that departed radically from earlier reliance on the possi-
bility of man transcending his mortal existence. But the proponents of
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existential and tragic limits, according to Jaspers, engaged in novel
speculations that set in motion profound changes in the course of world
religious history: “In this age were born the fundamental categories
within which we still think today, and the beginnings of the world
religions, by which human beings still live, were created.”7

The second axial period occurred later, centered on the birth and
life of Jesus of Nazareth (c. 6 BCE–30 CE). Jaspers maintains that this
axis derived from arguments inherited from Jewish and Greek thinkers
of the first axial period. Under Roman rule, these arguments in turn
were syncretized with theories containing “the mastery of reality from
the Romans.”8 In the West, the intellectual consequences of the new
Christian axis solidified its breakthroughs regarding the aseity of God
and the possibility of eternal salvation. The philosophical and religious
outlook of this second axis overshadowed many of the arguments of
the thinkers of the first axial period. According to Jaspers, early church
fathers and other religious thinkers favored the writings of such indi-
viduals as Caesar, Augustus, Virgil, and Augustine over those of Solon,
Pericles, Homer, and Plato. Diverse Christian reflections on the impor-
tance and relationship of each soul to God resulted in an explosion
of arguments about individuality and spiritualism. Over time these new
arguments developed in sophistication, spawning assorted schools
of thought around technical issues of philosophy and religion. Many
ancient religious myths and communal traditions were abandoned
during and after this second axial period, replaced by more intellectual
explanations and individual pursuits. Within a century, however, reli-
gious pluralism confronted political hegemonism, as the Roman
empire established its peace over the conquered and vanquished.

Consequences of the Christian Axis

With the rise of imperial Rome, prior to the advent of the Christian
axis, a relative dampening of religious enthusiasm had already begun
to set in. This dampening resulted primarily from state imposition of
order, frequently through the development and promulgation of a
particular religious and political orthodoxy. Augustus Caesar, the first
emperor of Rome (27 BCE–14 CE), attempted to revitalize the image of
the Romans as “the most scrupulously pious of mankind.”9 He revived
old religious practices and introduced new ones, refurbished old temples
and built new ones, held ostentatious religious festivals, and reinstituted
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ancient holy priesthoods, including taking for himself the title of Chief
Pontiff of the many Roman priesthoods. Although other philosophies
and religions were more or less tolerated, the Roman government
encouraged and sponsored worship of the deities approved by the state,
with the cult of Augustus gaining in popularity.10 The status of privileged
deities coupled to a popular cult suggested the existence of universal
values and the possibility of developing a universal worldview.

In the second century, during the height of the Pax Romana or Roman
peace, the Roman jurist Gaius produced the Institutionis (Institutes),
compilations of the statutes of Roman civil law under Caesar and
other rulers from throughout the empire.11 His Institutes contributed to
the development of the concept of ius gentium (law of nations), which
led to the idea of ius naturale (natural law); in fact, Gaius believed the
two were identical. Progress toward a universal legal code applicable
throughout the empire neatly corresponded with advances in the con-
cept of natural law. The efforts of Caesar in encouraging a common
religious cult, and of Gaius in providing the basis for natural law, laid
the practical and philosophical foundation for the later emergence
of the universal Christian commonwealth.

The Roman peace continued through the fourth-century reign of
Constantine (306–337 CE), but not without frequent breaches of reli-
gious toleration, including state persecution of Christians. With his
purported divine epiphany and consequent military success at the
Battle of the Malvian Bridge, leading to the occupation of Rome in 312,
Constantine replaced the Roman religious cults with Christianity as
the empire’s preferred faith, although he did not make it an official
state religion.12 Indeed, in a letter addressed to a colleague, popularly
known as the Edict of Milan, Constantine reaffirmed an earlier edict by
Emperor Galerius. In 311 Galerius had ended the persecution of Chris-
tians and formally extended “a pardon even to these men [i.e., perse-
cuted Christians] and permit them once more to become Christians
and reestablish their places of meeting; in such manner, however, that
they shall in no way offend against good order.”13 By ending the per-
secution, the way was prepared for Christianity to occupy a privileged
position in society.

By the close of the fifth century, the Roman empire in western Europe
had disintegrated; Germanic and other invaders had broken the military
and political hegemony of Rome; and Christianity had become the
predominant faith, displacing the popularity of Rome’s pagan reli-
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gions.14 The question regarding the relation between church and state
took on renewed urgency, as the church was left with the challenge
of developing a worldview that could provide the basis for a Christian
commonwealth.

The Universal Christian Commonwealth

In 494 a doctrinal explanation justifying the political role of the
church and delineating the religious responsibilities of the state cir-
culated throughout the empire. Pope Gelasius I promulgated the doc-
trine of the “two authorities” or “two swords” in a letter to Anastasius
I, emperor of the eastern Roman (or Byzantine) empire, and patriarch
of Constantinople: “Two [swords] there are . . . by which this world
is chiefly ruled, the sacred authority of the priesthood [auctoritas sacrata
pontificum] and the royal power [regalis potestas]. Of these the respon-
sibility of the priests is more weighty in so far as they will answer for
the kings of men themselves at the divine judgement.”15 Gelasius
argued that Christendom is a single community that encompasses both
eastern and western empires but with two ends, spiritual and tempo-
ral. The auctoritas (authority) of the sacerdotium (church administration)
may wield its own sword in disciplining ecclesiastical officials and
members of the clergy and in determining the social expectations for
salvific rituals of penance; the potestas (power) of the regalis or
imperium (secular government) may wield its own sword in maintain-
ing public order and enforcing Christian religious practices and social
ethics. Sacerdotium and imperium were to form a unified whole.

While Gelasius understood the sacerdotal and imperial swords to
be ordained of God, independent, and equal in their spiritual and
temporal jurisdictions, he also asserted that the church is superior in
dignity:

You know, most clement son [i.e., Emperor Anastasius], that, although
you take precedence over all mankind in dignity, nevertheless you
piously bow the neck to those who have charge of divine affairs and
seek from them the means of your salvation, and hence you realize that,
in the order of religion, in matters concerning the reception and right
administration of the heavenly sacraments, you ought to submit yourself
rather than rule, and that in these matters you should depend on their
judgement rather than seek to bend them to your will.16
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Thus, within the unified whole, the auctoritas of the sacerdotium
appears to enjoy a more favored status than that of the potestas of the
imperium—and the Christian church appears to occupy a superior
role to that of the state. Moreover, the intent of Gelasius’s letter sug-
gested a privileged position in the state for Christianity to that of
other faiths.

For the next several centuries, scholars debated the relationship of
the terms auctoritas and potestas.17 They considered whether Gelasius’s
statement merely described how church authorities and political rulers
actually related to each other, or prescribed a particular relationship that
ought to obtain between church and state. Ecclesiastical officials would
gradually use interpretations that supported their finding of the politi-
cal superiority of the church, when conflict arose between church and
state regarding questions of temporal jurisdiction and authority. Even
so, the evolution toward the universal Christian commonwealth was
centuries in the making.

In the wake of the Roman empire’s political demise, the rise of
the Roman Catholic Church filled the political vacuum, beginning
to perform many of the functions of civil government. As medieval
thinking about the nature of a Christian society developed, the
church’s teachings and obligations reached into all aspects of soci-
ety, economy, and state. The role of the church became more politi-
cized, even as it changed the role of civil government with regard
to religious expectations. A crucial role was to provide the correct
interpretation of scriptures; preach the gospel of faith, repentance,
and redemption; and perform the sacraments necessary for per-
sonal salvation. Thus the mission of the church required a substan-
tial hierarchical organization composed of ecclesiastical officials,
theologians, clerics, and other administrative and regulatory sup-
port personnel.

By the eleventh century, the Investiture Conflict between the German
monarch Henry IV and Pope Gregory VII resulted in a solution that
confirmed the church’s superior position to that of the state.18 Proper
understanding of the Christian faith and widespread participation in
salvific rituals became crucial to the development of a universal Chris-
tian commonwealth. To this end, reliance on earlier compilations of
Roman legal writings suggesting the possibility of natural law provided
the basis for the development of canon law, and the universal appli-
cation of legal and moral expectations.
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Justifying the Universal Christian Commonwealth

In the early sixth century, the Emperor Justinian had complied the
Codex Justinianus (the Justinian Code, known later as the Corpus Juris
Civilis), which contained the statutes of previous Roman emperors; it
was based on Gaius’s earlier compilation, the Institutes.19 In addition
to Roman law, the sixth century code expressed religious teachings
and the political concerns of the Christian faith, affirming the privi-
leged position of Christianity in the empire and prescribing punish-
ment for religious dissenters and heretics. The code was lost for
centuries after the collapse of the Western Empire, but recovered in the
late eleventh century in northern Italy.

Early in the thirteenth century, Azo of Bologna, an influential Italian
jurist, wrote a commentary on the civil law of the Justinian Code.20 This
commentary formed the basis of Azo’s more influential works, the
Summa Institutionis (Treatise on Institutes) and the Summa Codicis (Treatise
on Codes or Collection of Statutes); these works in turn provided the basis
for governmental jurisprudence and canon law in the late medieval
era. Considered the foremost expert on canon and Roman law, Azo
lectured before European jurists, including common law judges from
England.21 By the thirteenth century, the unity of church and state,
undergirded by the unity of canon and civil law, had come to domi-
nate Western Europe, including the British isles.

The relationship between church and state in Great Britain and its
colonies embraced the universal Christian commonwealth before its
eventual slide toward religious toleration. Bede, an eighth-century monk
and chronicler of English history, described key events that would pro-
vide the basis for a strong alliance between temporal and spiritual power.
He assigned 156 CE as the year of Christianity’s arrival in Britain, when
King Lucius petitioned Rome that he be made a Christian. Bede writes
that this “pious request was quickly granted, and the Britons received the
faith and held it peacefully in all its purity and fullness. . . .”22 Not all of
the tribes and clans received Christianity, however. Bede attributes the
ultimate conversion of all British peoples to the efforts of another monk,
Augustine. In 582, Pope Gregory I sent Augustine to evangelize the
British Isles.23 His efforts met with widespread success, such that “the
English had accepted the Faith of Christ,” including the powerful
Kentish king Ethelbert; as a result, Augustine was consecrated the first
bishop of Canterbury. Bede also notes that in the early seventh century
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King Ethelbert, upon his conversion to Christianity, introduced the
Roman civil code as the basis of his jurisprudence.24 Over the next five
hundred years, this code served as the foundation of English law, par-
ticularly with regard to the unity of church and state.

Between 1250 and 1256, the English jurist and ecclesiastical admin-
istrator Henry de Bracton sought to defend this unity by compiling De
legibus et consuetudinibus Angliae (On the Laws and Customs of England).
Bracton relied extensively on the writings of Azo to provide a legal
framework for the development of English legal philosophy. Thus
his writings evince the influence of theories of universal law that
underpinned Roman jurisprudence, while avoiding incorporation of
Roman absolutism, and Christian canon law.25 In addition, Bracton
incorporated royal court decisions from more than six hundred legal
cases, laying the foundation for the development of English common
law. His authoritative collection influenced the later legal writings of
renowned British jurists, including Sir Edward Coke in the seven-
teenth century and Sir William Blackstone in the eighteenth century.
Bracton’s efforts provided one of the medieval era’s more important
legal defenses of the unity of church and state.

The Consolidation of Auctoritas and Potestas

To defend the authority and rule of law, Bracton asserted that those
in positions of governance represent the divine intent of the highest
temporal ruler or king: “[They sit] on the very seat of the king, on the
throne of God, so to speak, judging tribes and nations, plaintiffs and
defendants, in lordly order, in the place of the king, as though in the
place of Jesus Christ, since the king is God’s vicar. For judgments are
not made by man but by God, which is why the heart of a king who
rules well is said to be in the hand of God.”26 Temporally, he argued,
“The king has no equal within his realm. . . . The king must not be
under man but under God and under the law, because law makes the
king.”27 While the king is not subject to the whims of politics (much
less democratic politics), he is limited by the moral authority of God and
the temporal rule of law. Inasmuch as the king participates in the for-
mation of temporal law, according to Bracton, he cannot be prosecuted
for legal abuses; he can, however, be petitioned by citizens to correct
any ethically questionable policies: “It is punishment enough for him
that he awaits God’s vengeance. No one may presume to question
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his acts, much less contravene them.”28 More important, being under
divine obligation, the king serves as God’s “vicegerent on earth . . . to
destroy the devil’s work” through the administration of both spiritual
and temporal justice.

With regard to temporal justice, Bracton argued that “jurisprudence
is the knowledge of things divine and human, the science of the just
and the unjust.”29 The amalgamation of divine and human knowledge
provides the basis for dispensing justice. Justice originates with God
and is given to sanction man, he argued, for “ordering virtue and pro-
hibiting its opposite” through temporal laws.30 Temporal laws must
reflect the moral content of natural law, which originates with God.31

Consequently, in order to assist virtuous living, public laws must
address matters of religion, “for it is in the interest of the res publica
[common welfare or commonwealth] that it have churches.”32 Given
this foundation, Bracton recognizes that individual freedom has no a
priori or independent ontological standing, but exists only as a function
of the temporal law of the commonwealth, which may be emended
according to the prerogative of the ruler.33

Religion’s role in society evolved during the medieval era, under the
influence of Gaius, Galerius, Azo, and Bracton, toward solution in an
intricate relationship between Christianity and the political regimes of
the states and kingdoms of Europe. Toward the end of that era, church
and state were intertwined in complex arrangements involving political
power, economic issues, family arrangements, religious devotion, and
moral instruction. Given its focus on matters of salvation, the church
developed a teleological theology as a foundation for a systematic
ethics to guide each individual’s actions.34 As Thomas Aquinas stipulated
in his Summa Theologiae (Treatise on Theology, 1266–72), positive law
ought to reflect natural law, which is a subset of God’s eternal law.35

Religious instruction sponsored by the state played a crucial role. It
was structured so that the positive laws of the state would be obeyed,
encouraging individual behavior to coincide with the expectations
of natural law, as premised upon eternal and divine law. A completed
circle, then, enclosed medieval thought and behavior. The medieval
worldview brought spiritual and temporal beliefs, values, and expec-
tations into a unified whole that sought personal salvation, social
peace, and political stability.

To preserve political stability, the Christian commonwealths of the
medieval era had to maintain a tension among rival temporal interests.
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They eventually secured the tension by balancing the contending inter-
ests of church and state, each proclaiming a legitimate yet frequently
competitive role in society. This achievement was only secured by
accepting the assumption that organized society ought to reflect Chris-
tianity as the preferred religion, since Christian beliefs and values
formed the religious basis of Western culture. This assumption was pred-
icated on religion’s tendency to advocate confessional homogeneity of
believers as a necessary condition for temporal justice in society. Simi-
larly, secular authorities recognized the necessity of common cultural
values to sustain a state strong enough to meet its political objectives.
The preservation of a universal Christian commonwealth in medieval
society reflected a balanced tension between church and state, enabling
a social stability that both found mutually beneficial. Both church and
state were interested in the promulgation of a unified Christian com-
monwealth characterized by religious and political harmony. This
commonwealth would maintain the interrelationship between religious
and social practices as preparation for salvation.

Toward the end of the medieval era, a resurgence of European empires
reached around the world. These empires established colonies that
transplanted church–state arrangements reflecting modified versions of
the two swords doctrine developed in Europe. As the empires extended
their reach, their political actions came to be perceived as challenging
ethical limits and often breaching them, particularly as they employed
force to compel unwilling indigenous populations into the Christian
fold. Increasing revulsion to the use of coercion by both church and state
authorities forced a reevaluation by religious and political thinkers
of church–state relations. As illustrated by the experience of the Spanish
empire in the New World, the application and demise of the universal
Christian commonwealth prepared the way for the emergence of a
third axial period.

Church and State in the New World

The rapprochement between the two swords of church and state
revealed inherent difficulties when extended to the Western hemisphere.
Since the early sixteenth century, Spain’s monarchy and the Roman
Catholic Church supported conquistadores who embarked on vigorous
programs of imperial conquest in the pursuit of wealth and religious
converts in the New World. In North America the Spanish monarchy
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sought to replicate the successful conquests of the conquistadores who
had amassed considerable wealth for the crown and assisted in wide-
spread conversions of indigenous peoples under the church in Peru
and Mexico. From Florida to the Pacific coast, the Spanish government
established extensive networks of colonies to protect its territorial
claims and wealth from the encroaching threats of other European
empires. To defend the northern frontier of its empire and pacify the
indigenous populations for defensive and economic purposes, the
government enacted specific Indian policies. In exchange for financial
support and military protection of the state to defend its religious
interests, the pope granted to the Spanish monarchy control over
ecclesiastical affairs, to be administered by colonial authorities. In
the southwestern area of the present-day United States, a series of mis-
sions was established to spread the Christian faith among the pagan
Indians. The missions were charged with preparing the indigenous
population for the spiritual requirements of salvation as well as the
temporal obligations of imperial citizenship.36

Unlike their counterparts in the sparsely populated Southwest,
Spanish adventurers and conquistadores in the Southeast and the
Caribbean encountered thriving, indigenous populations. In 1511, to
protect its recently acquired territory and colonies in this region,
Spain instituted the encomienda (patronage) system, whereby large
land trusts were awarded to Spaniards who would develop produc-
tive settlements. The system required local Indians to provide labor
for the colonists, who in turn were to pay the Indians and incorporate
them into the Christian faith and Hispanic culture.37 In 1605 Garcilaso
de la Vega, a Peruvian Inca who had converted to Christianity and
become a chronicler of Spain’s empire in the New World, endorsed
the alliance between church and state as crucial to the Christian con-
version of the Indians:

For it is only right that these people not remain in oblivion, since
captains and soldiers, as well as priests, monks and friars died in the
service of Christ Our Lord, both having gone out with the same zeal
to disseminate His holy gospel—the cavaliers to force the infidels with
arms to subject themselves and enter to hear and obey the Christian
doctrine, and the priests and religious to oblige and compel them by
their virtuous life and example to believe in the faith and to imitate
them in Christianity.38
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Nevertheless, many of the overseers or encomenderos used their posi-
tions to enslave the Indians under brutal working and living conditions.
The Spanish rulers and church leaders justified the harsh methods of the
encomenderos by relying on religious arguments based on Aristotelian
ethical principles of natural inequality.

In need of further economic development and pacification of its
New World territories, the Spanish empire focused special attention
on Florida. Attempts at development and pacification revealed fre-
quent ethical breaches, both in conquest and in the encomienda sys-
tem. Hernando de Soto’s exploration of Alabama, begun in 1540 in
search of gold and silver mines and appropriate sites for settlement,
provides a graphic illustration of the moral failings of the Christian
commonwealth.39

Moral Failings

In 1537 the Spanish monarchy appointed Hernando de Soto to serve
as governor of the Florida territory, and authorized him to explore its
interior regions. De Soto, who had participated in the Spanish conquests
of the Inca in Peru and the Maya in Nicaragua, arrived in 1538 at a
base in Santiago de Cuba to prepare for his expedition. Under the polit-
ical and moral guidance of government and religious authorities, he
left the following year with approximately 1,000 soldiers, settlers, and
clergy to explore Florida, which included most of the area that is now
the southeastern United States.40

Although usually welcomed by Indian tribes in Alabama—if only
to engage in petty trade to avoid conflict—de Soto frequently used
coercive and violent methods to demand that the indigenous popu-
lation reveal the secret locations of its irreal wealth.41 With no secret
location to reveal, a decisive conflict occurred with the Tuskaluza Indi-
ans in Maubila, north of present-day Mobile. The three-day battle
resulted in thousands of casualties for the indigenous warriors, and a
decimated and demoralized Spanish military force. Disenchanted
with the possibility of replicating Peruvian glories, and with his war-
ravaged expedition plotting to desert to Mexico, de Soto and his expe-
dition left Alabama to explore regions further west. Although still
failing to discover any significant wealth, de Soto did discover for Spain
the Mississippi River in 1542, whereupon he contracted a fever and
died. His struggling expedition then reversed course and traveled down
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the river, reaching Mexico in 1543. To contemporaneous observers,
de Soto’s travails in Alabama were emblematic of the moral failings of
the medieval Spanish empire.

Bartolomé de las Casas, a Dominican priest, served before the Span-
ish government as Priest-Procurator of the Indies. The first priest to be
ordained in the New World, las Casas was an outspoken critic of the
encomiendas and an advocate for the decent treatment of the Indians.
In response to criticisms of the encomienda system, in 1513 the govern-
ment developed and promulgated the Requerimiento (notification),
which required the encomenderos to explain to the Indians under their
control that the pope was both the spiritual and political leader of the
world. In addition, the Indians were required to submit themselves to
the demands of the Spanish crown and convert to the Christian faith
or face enslavement. Refusal to abide by the Requerimiento, participate in
the encomiendas, and convert to Christianity was rarely tolerated.42 Still
dissatisfied, las Casas criticized the Requerimiento for its failure to respect
the human dignity of the Indians and to support attempts at peaceful
conversion through persuasion. In his writings, including Brevísima
Relación de la Destruyción de las Indias (Brief Account of the Destruction of
the Indies) in 1552 and Historia de las Indias (History of the Indies) in 1561,
las Casas presented accounts of widespread abuses in the encomiendas. In
his writings, he called special attention to the cruelty of de Soto during
his ill-fated expedition through Alabama.

In 1572, influenced by the moral criticisms raised by las Casas, the
Franciscan religious order established a new mission system in Spanish
Florida, one that declined to use harsh tactics of conversion.43 The sys-
tem flourished with thirty-one missions in three regions, including
Apalache, which comprised western Florida, southern Georgia, and
Alabama. Indeed, the Franciscan system of missions came to serve as
the mainstay of Spanish imperial power in the Southeast. In 1670,
however, Spanish power began to wane as British settlers from the
Carolinas moved into Florida. With the establishment of the Anglican
Church as the predominant expression of Christianity, the newer
settlers commenced dismantling the Catholic church’s missions. By
early nineteenth century, the Spanish-controlled systems of pacifica-
tion and religious conversion in North America had reached their
completion and then been largely abandoned, after converting, anni-
hilating, or expelling from their territories most members of the
diverse Indian tribes.
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The medieval worldview, through its attempts to realize the universal
Christian commonwealth, particularly in the New World, had domi-
nated the debate and resolved questions of church–state relations that
had evolved from the Christian axis. Under the collusion of church
and state in Spain’s encomienda and mission systems, there had been
only brief, sporadic periods of religious toleration. But change was
on the way—in fact, revolutionary upheaval.

Toward a Third Axial Period

With the triumph of Christianity, despite Roman attempts to extirpate
the subversive cult, the Christian axis provided an impetus to discern the
proper relation between church and state. In this search, the Spanish
and other European states and empires, given their unique relation-
ship with the Christian religion, were able to develop and maintain a
stable accord between church and state. By the sixteenth century, the
medieval era offered a solution to the question of religion’s role in
organized society: settlements and colonies under European law ought
to reflect Christianity as the preferred religion, since Christian beliefs
and values formed the religious basis of European culture. Despite the
argument’s reliance on a genetic fallacy, its acceptance permitted the
medieval worldview to justify particular public policies and religiously
motivated actions. These arguments would nevertheless encounter
ethical confrontations during the modern era.

By the seventeenth century, the medieval European solution to the
question of the proper relation between church and state was facing
violent dissolution. Ironically, the cause of the dissolution arose from
the very source of pacification promoted by the medieval worldview:
universal religious orthodoxy. Henry de Bracton’s call in thirteenth
century England to leave questions of “the knowledge of things divine
and human” to the king encountered increasing resistance during the
next four hundred years. That resistance transmuted into a “plague”
that began to scourge the religious countryside. Reminiscent of Augus-
tine’s second warning about human nature, war, and peace, the
philosopher Thomas Hobbes observed:

It was now A.D. 1640, when an amazing plague swept through the
land, as a result of which countless of our learned men later per-
ished. Whoever was infested by this plague thought that he alone had
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discovered divine and human right. And now war was in readiness. . . .
As soon as I sniffed the odor of civil war and saw that the winds had
stirred the fickle populace, I sought a more suitable place for my
studies and my life.44

The plague of religious pluralism plunged seventeenth-century England
into decades of civil war; Hobbes fled to Paris.

During the transition from religious orthodoxy to pluralism, Hobbes
feared the socially destructive effects of the religious wars in his home-
land. Contemplating the causes of individual, social, and political
behavior, Hobbes chanced upon an insight of human psychology that
would define the modern era:

Hereby it is manifest, that during the time men live without a common
power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called
war; and such a war, as is of every man against every man . . . and which
is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life
of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. . . . And thus much for
the ill condition, which man by mere nature is actually placed in; though
with a possibility to come out of it, consisting partly in the passions,
partly in his reason.45

Hobbes realized that the individual’s proclaimed “divine and human
right” to his or her own religious and political orientation generates
passionate demands, especially when particular interests are threat-
ened. Furthermore, he recognized that these orientations also gener-
ate rational calculations to protect and advance their interests. With
this insight about individual passion and reason as the prime moti-
vators of human behavior, Hobbes insisted upon the development of
a new political framework that would attempt to secure the peace by
placing the plague of religious pluralism into quarantine.

In the modern era, religious pluralism finds its most dynamic
expressions in the quarantine of civil society, whose existence is pro-
tected and defended by the values and institutions of liberal democracy.
Nevertheless, according to Hobbes, the “winds” of religious self-interest,
whether individual or organizational, will attempt to stir “the fickle
populace” to seize political control of the state, plunging society into
a war of “every man against every man”—a precarious dynamic that
civil society must simultaneously encourage and restrain. Thus Hobbes
warned of the unrestrained winds that preached of the individual’s
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divine and human right to personal religious interpretation and polit-
ical benefits.

Yet religious storms were what Hobbes was trying to end. Through
careful observations of religious quarrels in his own society, he realized
that the very sources of conflict—passion and reason—ironically provide
the basis for the resolution of religious and political conflict. However
apparently improbable, Hobbes maintained, it is possible to flee or
avoid hostilities or even war through the simultaneous promptings of
passion and reason. A passionate desire for peace when coupled with
reasoned calculations, he asserted, reveals a logic of restraint that, if
implemented, can lead to political order and stability, as well as a
moral society.46 Over time, the theory of liberal democracy would
evolve, and political institutions based on Hobbes’s philosophical
foundation emerge.

The development of modern liberal democracies during the six-
teenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries may be understood as the
product of a third axial period. Perspectives on nature, human behavior,
morals, religious beliefs, and politics began to shift dramatically, often
diametrically, from the crucial assumptions of the second axial period—
especially those regarding church and state. This reevaluation began
to unravel the medieval worldview that emerged from the Christian axis,
and to prepare the way for the emergence of a new axial period. The
construction of any new worldview, with a new disposition of the reli-
gious question, would nevertheless have to confront and overcome the
previous worldview—and the universal Christian commonwealth had
been based on close church–state relations.

This third axis, around which modernity would emerge, involved
a unique set of critical philosophical commitments. These critical
commitments now serve as premises in the logical structure of liberal
democracy, justifying its peculiar admixture of religion and politics,
whirling about a pole like a frenetic planet rotating on its fragile axis.
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Governments and societies based on liberal democratic values and
institutions vary in important ways. One of the more critical ele-

ments affecting the dynamics of liberal democratic regimes involves
the expectations of and limits upon the role of religion in politics. The
question of whether religion should be relegated to civil society or ele-
vated to a privileged position in the state has sparked speculation,
debate, and social turmoil. Speculation, debate, and even turmoil are
the hallmarks of a vibrant liberal democracy, as civil society and the
public square find common ground for the public expression of reli-
gious values and political activism.

Extending Karl Jaspers’s schema of two historical or axial periods
that shaped previous worldviews, a third axial period in the develop-
ment of Western political thinking formed the liberal democratic out-
look on the role of religion in society. In reaction to the moral and
political excesses that emerged from the medieval development of the
Christian axis, this third axial period inaugurated the modern era and
its solution to the religious question.

The Religious Axis

As with Jaspers’s Christian axis arising out of the events and ideas of the
first axial period, another confluence of perspectives began to surface
toward the end of the medieval era, shaped by the second, Christian
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axial period. From the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries, innovative
empirical, theological, and analytical arguments emerged and co-
alesced, instigating a new axial period. During this period, decisive
historical events and revolutionary thinking occurred. Together, these
events and ideas gave rise to a newly urgent sense that the medieval
methodologies and cosmologies that had defined the role of religion
in politics must be reevaluated.1 The events of this third, religious
axial period contributed to a devastating critique of the privileged
position of the Christian church.

Three pivotal events, each giving rise to a corresponding normative
commitment, comprise the religious axis. The Scientific Revolution,
begun in the sixteenth century, emphasized the epistemological com-
mitment to the unfettered pursuit of knowledge and truth guided by
rational and empirical analyses. In addition to modern science, the
epistemological commitment includes higher biblical criticism and
philosophical hermeneutics. The Protestant Reformation of the six-
teenth century provided the impetus for the axiological commitment to
individual conscience as the basis of religious belief. The axiological
commitment includes reflection on private moral and ethical develop-
ment, including advances in personal theologies. And the liberal revo-
lutions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries affirmed the political
commitment to religious liberty over religious toleration. The political
commitment directly affects contemporary institutional arrangements
that maintain a formal distance between church and state. These com-
mitments undermined the medieval worldview and consequently
destabilized the medieval tension that had developed between ecclesi-
astical aspirations and governmental objectives. They now serve as core
components of the philosophy of modern liberal democracy.

Medieval political arrangements were premised on the necessity of
maintaining a tension between the competing interests of church and
state. To this end, the establishment of a universal Christian common-
wealth was deemed necessary. With the dissolution and dismantling of
the medieval worldview, the commitments of the religious axis insti-
gated reexamination of the religious question, and elucidated the
volatile dynamics inherent in the interplay between faith and politics.
The religious axis offered a new answer: the theoretical foundation and
superstructure of the modern relationship between church and state.

As it challenged the medieval worldview, the religious axis por-
tended momentous implications for the relationship between religion
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and politics in the modern era. Ironically, the rationale and justifica-
tion of the three commitments of the religious axis originated in
anomalies encased in the medieval era’s own church–state configura-
tion. The first part of the tripartite configuration of the religious axis—
the epistemological commitment to reliance on rational and empirical
analyses—resulted from the emergence of the New Science, arising
from dissatisfaction with the explanations offered by Western medieval
science.

The Limits of Medieval Science

Medieval assumptions concerning natural phenomena and human-
kind’s place in nature were defended by deductive theological argu-
ments and promulgated by the authority of the state. The assumptions
provided the framework for understanding the structure of the universe,
which included an elaborate model to describe, explain, and predict
astronomical observations. With proponents from Aristotle to Thomas
Aquinas, the Ptolemaic model depicted the universe as a static sys-
tem of divine order.2 It placed the earth at the center of the universe,
stationary and perfectly spherical in shape, with the sun, moon, and
“moving stars” or planetas (planets) revolving around it, all within a
framework of fixed stars. Yet anomalies existed in the geocentric
account, such as regarding the change in the brightness of celestial bod-
ies and the apparent retrograde motion of planets.3 To account for these
anomalies, further elaborations of the Ptolemaic model included addi-
tional spheres, numerous epicycles, equants, and deferents—generally
adding complexity upon complexity. Nevertheless, the classical model
of the universe operated successfully enough that premodern practi-
tioners were able to predict astronomical phenomena with relative
accuracy.

In coordination with classical physics, the theological conse-
quences of the Christian axis placed the world at the center of the
moral as well as the physical universe. According to medieval Chris-
tian teachings, God placed humankind on the perfectly spherical
and stationary earth, at the center of the divinely created and
ordered universe. God’s natural and moral laws were seen as har-
monious and absolute, never changing or moving, like his creation;
humankind’s salvation could come only by obedience to his immutable
laws.4 Furthermore, it was imperative that the positive law of the
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state reflect the moral content of the natural law of God’s universe.
Because positive law was aimed at all aspects of human existence,
formal education was charged with explaining and supporting all
aspects of social life. This centralization and coordination of reli-
gion, politics, and education not only maintained the social ten-
sion between individual and community necessary for the
development of personal virtue—it set the context for further scien-
tific investigations.5

In the twelfth century, Hugh of St. Victor identified the seven lib-
eral arts necessary to prepare “the mind for the full knowledge of
philosophical truth.”6 He grouped the arts into two levels, each con-
taining numerous paths or “roads” of preparation for the more
essential and elevated studies of scholarship: the trivium (road of
three) and quadrivium (road of four). As the first road of prepara-
tion, the trivium consisted of study in the disciplines of grammar,
rhetoric, and logic. Once this road was mastered, the next road of
preparation, the quadrivium, was composed of the disciplines 
of arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy. With the mastery
of the disciplines of the second road, the scholarly individual was
prepared to study the traditional higher faculties: medicine, law, and
theology.7 Moreover, the structure of medieval education made the
disciplines of the quadrivium subordinate to theology. And in the
quadrivium, the structure segregated mathematics from geometry
and geometry from astronomy.8 In terms of medieval educational
hierarchy, mastery of the disciplines in the trivium and the quadriv-
ium was of importance only to assist in the explanation and defense
of findings resulting from the three faculties at the apex of formal
education. Thus the lower disciplines of the two roads, such as
mathematics, geometry, astronomy, and logic, served and defended
theological propositions.

Theology concerned itself with systematic interpretation and har-
monization of absolute and immutable teachings of scriptural reve-
lations for political and religious leaders. It also set the standards for
philosophic investigations of nature. The purview of natural philoso-
phy was limited by the factual assertions of scripture. For example, the
scriptures imply that the sun revolves around the earth and that the
mathematical constant of the ratio of a circle’s circumference to its
diameter (π) is 3.00.9 Within the hierarchy of medieval education,
these scriptural implications were given plenary authority over all
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other claims. The merely descriptive statements and observations of
mathematics, geometry, and astronomy had to be supportive of the
teachings of scripture in its accepted interpretation, as well as the
empirical claims of earlier observers.

Toward the end of the medieval era, however, the developing
analytical capabilities of natural philosophers frequently presented
sophisticated studies that contained findings at odds with theolog-
ical assertions and religious teachings. The growing accumulation
of perceived anomalies in the narrow purview of medieval science
pressured the inert and calcified educational system to the point of
collapse. In fact, the experiment with the universal Christian common-
wealth was in its final stages, as the old empire confronted a new
science.

While he attempted to explore and colonize Alabama in 1543,
Hernando de Soto’s political and religious expectations were based on
the medieval worldview (with its genetic fallacy), which attempted
to define the proper institutional relations between heaven and earth.
While de Soto fought the Tuskaluza Indians, Nicolas Copernicus con-
templated heaven and earth, and published his alternative thesis
regarding the natural structure of the two. In his seminal work De Rev-
olutionibus Orbium Caelestium (Concerning the Revolutions of Heavenly
Spheres), Copernicus used a new methodological approach, putting
forward an explanation of celestial phenomena at odds with that of
medieval theologians, who relied on Aristotelian physics and the
Ptolemaic system.10 Copernicus, Galileo Galilei, and other observers
began to study the mechanics of the heavens from a new perspective,
and discovered that in fact the earth moves.

Copernicus’s challenge to the reigning scientific assumptions of
planetary movements had set in motion a scientific revolution that
culminated in the development of a new scientific paradigm. Yet these
and other supporters of the New Science had intended only to liber-
ate mathematics from its subordination to theology, and to integrate
it with geometry and astronomy to explain the dynamics of the heav-
ens better and more elegantly than the Ptolemaic model. Neverthe-
less, toward the conclusion of the medieval era, these two contrary
paradigms—medieval science and the New Science of modernity—
raced toward confrontation. Their catastrophic collision resulted in
the demise of medieval science and its replacement with a science
founded on the first commitment of the religious axis.
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The Epistemological Commitment: 
Reason, Empiricism, and the New Science

For nearly 150 years, between the publication of Copernicus’s De Rev-
olutionibus in 1543 and Isaac Newton’s Philosophiae Naturalis Principia
Mathematica (Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy) in 1687,
perceived incongruities and irregularities in the medieval worldview
generated revolutionary thinking in natural philosophy or science.
Observers of natural phenomena found disturbing anomalies in the
traditionally accepted teachings of the church and state concerning
the physical structure of the natural world and its place in the 
universe. Not until geometrical relationships were used to explain
anomalies in the standard explanation of the movement of heavenly
spheres, and not until mathematics was merged with geometry to
explain geometrical complexities themselves, could an alternative
physical model of the universe be substantiated. It was then possible
to devise alternative explanations that were not only logically valid
but suggested sounder premises concerning the movement of heav-
enly spheres.

As mathematical theory developed and was applied to solving
problems in scientific observations, many practitioners realized that
their explanations had greater value than simple curiosity about
observed patterns in nature and resolution of their perceived anom-
alies. If the dynamics of nature could be understood, they could be
predicted and in principle ultimately controlled. With this inspira-
tion, Francis Bacon wrote Novum Organum (New Organon: True Direc-
tions concerning the Interpretation of Nature) in 1620 to encourage the
fusion of critical thinking with experimentation as the best way to
develop the New Science. Bacon set forth the conditions necessary to
attempt an objective assessment of natural phenomena. He would
still have to convince some influential doubters, however.

In an effort to overcome medieval resistance, Bacon decried four
“idols of the mind” that provide individuals with a false or distorted
perception of the world, impeding their ability to engage in objective
and rational scientific investigation.11 These idols are reliance on non-
reflective interpretations of personal experiences, uncritical accept-
ance of popular beliefs as a result of cultural conditioning, the use and
manipulation of words and language without an interest in their
proper meanings or the accurate depiction of reality, and adoption
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of philosophical frameworks that unwisely include inaccurate descrip-
tions of the world found in popular superstitions and theologies.
These idols share the intentional avoidance of critical thinking, which
is, however, necessary to question the teachings and pronouncements
of ecclesiastical and governmental authorities. According to Bacon,
modern science must be free of these four impediments and permit-
ted to proceed in investigations devoid of any “unwholesome mixture
of things human and divine.”12

The Epistemological Commitment and Nature

Bacon opposed the deductive methodology and scholastic theorizing
of the medieval approach to science, which relied on Aristotelian phi-
losophy but had yielded no new knowledge of nature. He argued that
only inductive reasoning and continual interaction with concrete
problems would lead to new insights about the structure and laws of
nature.13 Bacon asserted that a rigorous scientific methodology must be
employed, beginning with natural perceptions through the five physi-
cal senses. Using empirical observations derived through perceptions
of the senses, hypothetical categories can be created, from which
axioms may then be derived. In turn, these axioms may suggest more
comprehensive theorems.14 Bacon maintained that this methodologi-
cal approach would yield more than the simple classification of obser-
vations that had been produced by the ancient Greek philosophers:

In establishing axioms, another form of induction must be devised
than has hitherto been employed; and it must be used for proving and
discovering not first principles (as they are called) only, but also the
lesser axioms, and the middle, and indeed all. For the induction which
proceeds by simple enumeration is childish; its conclusions are pre-
carious, and exposed to peril from a contradictory instance; and it gen-
erally decides on too small a number of facts, and on those only which
are at hand.15

For Bacon, only an approach that involved a method of falsification—
allowing the investigator to “analyze nature by proper rejections and
exclusions”—could suffice to understand natural phenomena and
“the kingdom of man.”16 His methodology contributed to the mod-
ern era’s acceptance of a philosophical dichotomy between facts and
values, which would be further refined by René Descartes.
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Following Bacon’s project to supplant the natural philosophy of
Aristotle, Descartes developed a similar method of reasoning to con-
struct a new system of knowledge that could be used to understand
and master nature.17 In the process, he maintained that a method-
ological distinction is necessary between the grounding in reason of
empirical claims or facts and the development of a code of morals or
ethical values.18 While it was possible for him to analyze abstract facts
of nature with mathematical precision, Descartes maintained that per-
sonal ethical values could only be known and adopted “in accordance
with those with whom I had to live.”19 The philosophical implications
of the Cartesian dualism between facts and values dissolved the fusion
between the two that had been the mainstay of medieval natural and
biblical theology. In the same way that the universal Christian com-
monwealth assumed a common (if minimal) set of objectives between
church and state, medieval science assumed common origins of nature
and religion. Cartesian dualism called into question the legitimacy
of the medieval worldview’s foundational assumptions regarding
church, state, religious teachings, and natural philosophy.

Wholesale adoption of these alternative epistemologies was blocked,
at first, by theological as well as classical scientific inertia. When con-
verts to the New Science posed an alternative scientific hypothesis,
much more was at stake than the resolution of a relatively narrow
set of questions about celestial phenomena. The medieval expla-
nations and their normative assumptions encompassed concerns of
the moral and spiritual dimension, not merely observations of nature.20

Medieval cosmological explanations of the structure of the universe
attempted to deal with all facets of human existence. In fact, the prob-
lem ultimately was less theological or scientific and more political.
The impetus for intellectual realignment begun by the Scientific Rev-
olution, however, did not stop at questioning natural phenomena and
proposing alternative explanations. The cosmology that had for cen-
turies placed a stationary earth at the center of a divinely inspired,
well-ordered universe was itself shaken to its very foundations.21 The
liberation of mathematics, geometry, and astronomy—foundational
elements of modern empiricism—from the strictures of medieval edu-
cation had spill-over effects. The theological perspective of the Chris-
tian commonwealth, which had influenced or controlled virtually
every area of individual and social life of the medieval era, began to
unravel.22
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With the restraints of the medieval worldview lifted, the findings
of the New Science could also be applied to practical problems of
technology. Technological solutions, in turn, would reinvigorate an
economy newly freed from mercantilist strictures imposed by the
medieval state. This was the socioeconomic promise of the Scientific
Revolution: domination of nature by humankind could, if it were
complete enough, allow individuals in civil society to determine their
own destiny for the first time, instead of being subject to the unpre-
dictable, if not capricious, and destructive forces of nature. Nature
could be tamed and utilized to provide benefits for those who
understood its secrets.

A dialectic also developed between the New Science and the emerg-
ing philosophy of classical liberalism. These two effectively challenged
the worldview underlying the traditional medieval state, with its near-
monopoly on ethical values. Their dialectic ultimately provided for
the emergence of capitalism and the bourgeois revolutions that
restructured the political community. Instead of the stable tension
between church and state of the medieval era, the modern community
would be based on a new tension among self-interested and compet-
ing individuals and groups. This new community or civil society per-
mitted the unlimited use of scientific investigation, which resulted in
the use of scientific rationality as a tool of powerful interests in soci-
ety. Yet in the liberal democratic state, the tools themselves, by defin-
ing what was possible, metamorphosed into guides to what was
rationally expedient according to their own internal logic. Thus, in the
absence of universally accepted or imposed normative critiques, un-
deterred scientific rationality became the masterless guide of its own
definition and construction of the future.

The repercussions of the collision between science and religion cul-
minated in the Enlightenment, which encouraged reconsideration of
all aspects of life through rational and empirical investigations. As the
spiritual mission of the Roman Catholic Church gradually disentan-
gled itself from science, serious questions emerged concerning the abil-
ity of the church to assure the salvation of the soul, as well as the
propriety of its political role in society. In an effort to effect religious
reformation alongside scientific reformation, the second commitment
of the religious axis emerged: the axiological commitment to individ-
ual conscience as the basis for religious belief and matters of personal
salvation.
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The Axiological Commitment: 
Religion and Individual Salvation

The medieval era taught the importance of submerging the individ-
ual’s passionate ego to reason, and of submerging the individual’s
interests to those of the community, for purposes of moral and virtu-
ous development. In fact, the medieval tension that maintained social
stability by balancing the competing interests of church and state
extended its impetus to society by maintaining a tension between the
private interests of the individual and the public good of the com-
munity. The stable tension between the two provided an opportunity
for the individual to become virtuous over a lifetime, thereby attain-
ing true happiness and helping the community, and thus others, at 
the same time.23 But the transition in natural philosophy that led to
the New Science undermined the coherence of this tension. Even as the
church began to reassess its role in limiting and steering the direc-
tion of scientific investigations, questions arose regarding individual
salvation. As a religious matter, the doctrine of salvation was also
entangled with ecclesiastical requirements and practices, which were
increasingly viewed with suspicion.

From the nailing of the Ninety-five Theses on the door of the Castle
Church in Wittenberg in 1517 to the ecclesiastical stalemate between
Protestants and Roman Catholics in the 1550s, Martin Luther’s theo-
logical writings dominated attempts to reform the universal Christ-
ian church.24 Luther was highly critical of the church’s scholastic
theology, which incorporated and applied Aristotelian analytical 
categories and logic to produce a synthesis of reason and faith as a
basis for moral theology and practical ethics. This synthesis left the
church in the position of seeming to promote good works through
religious rituals as necessary for salvation. So understood, such prac-
tices would be at odds with the Christian doctrine of salvation by
grace alone. Regarding the reception of divine grace, Luther argued
that God does not punish and reward individuals based on the mer-
its of their actions, but “justifies” them according to their faith—
which is itself a gift from God.25 Consequently, there would be no
necessity for the temporal practices of the church, such as the sale of
indulgences, to assist Christians in obtaining forgiveness for their sins.

Furthermore, in his abandonment of papal and ecclesiastical infal-
libility, Luther maintained that the reality of the Christian church

76 T H E  F O U N D AT I O N  A N D  S T R U C T U R E  O F  T H E  M O D E R N  S TAT E

10424-05_Ch04.qxd  6/1/07  10:50 AM  Page 76



T H E  R E L I G I O U S  A X I S 77

should not be understood as an earthly and formal hierarchical struc-
ture. He maintained that the church is the communion of those who
accept the Word of Christ, as the priesthood of all believers. Luther’s
concept of priesthood moved the believer away from spiritual reliance
on the formal ecclesiastical structure of the church toward individual
personal responsibility for salvation—and thus toward the necessity
of religious liberty:

Neither pope nor bishop nor any other man has the right to impose a
single syllable of law upon a Christian man without his consent; if he
does, it is done in the spirit of tyranny. Therefore the prayers, fasts,
donations and whatever else the pope ordains and demands in all of
his decrees, as numerous as they are iniquitous, he demands and
ordains without any right whatever; and he sins against the liberty of
the church whenever he attempts any such thing. . . . I lift my voice sim-
ply on behalf of liberty and conscience, and I confidently cry: No law,
whether of men or of angels, may rightfully be imposed upon Chris-
tians without their consent, for we are free of all laws.26

The shift from a clerical priesthood to a lay priesthood further under-
mined the authoritative role of the church’s personnel. The political
philosophical implications of these two theological positions—rejection
of ecclesiastical infallibility and acceptance of the priesthood of all
believers—led Luther to break with the two swords doctrine of the
medieval era, which would have far-reaching consequences for modern
relations between religion and the secular state.

Luther made a sharp distinction between the intent of human gov-
ernment and its law, and the gospel of Christ and its expectations.
He maintained that the former is founded on the concept of retribu-
tive justice to maintain public order, the latter on the belief in for-
giveness of sin based on individual conscience: “And so God has
ordained the two governments, the spiritual government which fash-
ions true Christians and just persons through the Holy Spirit under
Christ, and the secular government which holds the Unchristian and
wicked in check and forces them to keep the peace outwardly and be
still, like it or not.”27 Although there are two governments—spiritual
and secular—Luther asserted that only the secular government should
have authority to punish those who disrupt social order: “And if all
the world were true Christians, that is, if everyone truly believed, there
would be neither need nor use for princes, kings, lords, the Sword or
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law.”28 Furthermore, he argued, “where secular government takes upon
itself to legislate for the soul, it trespasses on what belongs to God’s
government, and merely seduces and ruins souls.”29 Consequently,
Luther maintained that “secular obedience and power extend only to
taxes, duties, honor, fear, outward things. . . . The soul is not subject to
the emperor’s power.”30 The secular sword cannot serve at the behest
or on behalf of the spiritual sword. The church, he believed, must
reform its understanding of the relations between church and state
as well as individual salvation.

In 1563 John Foxe, a participant in and chronicler of the Protes-
tant Reformation, stated that Luther “desired none other of them,
than a reformation according to the sacred Word of God, and conso-
nancy of Holy Scriptures.”31 Yet, however unintended, the historical
impact of Luther’s ideas broke the religious hegemony of the Roman
Catholic Church over matters of personal salvation. The Reformation
advocated the primary authority of the Word, as opposed to scholas-
tic theology; salvific justification by faith alone, as opposed to the
necessity of the performance of religious rituals; and the priesthood of
all believers, as opposed to the ecclesiastical authorities. These posi-
tions resulted in the advent of radical individualism in the religious
sphere. Although Luther’s protest of church practices and his attempt
at ecclesiastical reform were essentially a religious cause, significant
political consequences soon followed. The appeal of religious reform-
ers had undermined the hierarchical authority of the church’s clergy
in interpreting the gospel, which resulted in widespread relativizing of
religious conscience. Furthermore, it diminished the church’s political
influence in regulating social behavior.32

As with the demise of the Roman empire, the decline of the medieval
states and empires—and, with them, of the symbiotic relationship
between the interests of the church and concerns of the state—left
another vacuum, this time axiological. Instead of reforming the beliefs
and practices of the Christian church to carry out its spiritual respon-
sibilities, Luther, as well as Philipp Melanchthon, John Calvin, and
other Protestant reformers, started an entropic wave of religious diver-
sity that left the individual as the final authority regarding religious
beliefs, personal salvation, and individual ethics.

The faltering relationship between church and state also left many
medieval governments without religious justification for their politi-
cal agendas. Moreover, the lack of a religious foundation highlighted
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the need for an alternative moral basis for society. By the middle of
the seventeenth century, religious diversity and the uncontrolled and
unpredictable effects of religious competition left the state independ-
ent and preeminent but needing to bring order out of political and
theological chaos. In its myriad permutations, Christianity would
once again be left with the auxiliary role of providing moral support
to the policies of the state. Political philosophical arguments com-
peted to justify the state’s new relationship with the church and to
deal with the religious disputes that threatened social stability.

The Axiological Commitment, 
Political Sovereignty, and Virtue

Witnessing the aftermath of a century of religious freedom and dissent
incited by Luther and others during the Protestant Reformation,
Thomas Hobbes observed the failure of the religious wars of England
to achieve either religious homogeneity or social stability. In search of
a universal moral argument to end the problem of war, Hobbes studied
the nature of religious beliefs and diversity. He observed that the seeds
of religious discord were to be found in human nature itself. The phe-
nomenon of religion originates only in humans, stemming from their
fear of the unknown and their desire to allay anxieties about the
future.33

Hobbes identified four interrelated concerns that have given rise
to the development of religion. First, an inquiry into the source or
cause of movement of all objects in nature, including individual
behavior, leads philosophical speculation to posit the existence of
“one First Mover; that is, a First, and an Eternal cause of all things;
which is that which men mean by the name of God.”34 Then after
positing the existence of one or more gods, says Hobbes, individuals
tend to affirm belief in another existential claim: individuals have
souls, and deities are likewise also composed of incorporeal, invisible,
or spiritual substances. Individuals desire the comfort of believing in
a god who is related spiritually to them. Furthermore, according to
Hobbes, religion frequently broadens its appeal with the practice of
ceremonies and rituals to reverence and worship the invisible gods.
Finally, he argues, religion arises from the development of beliefs
and ethics based on the social consequences of individual behavior, as
a prediction of what to expect in the future. Given the origins and
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diversity of religious beliefs and interests, then, it is not surprising that
the religious state of nature characterized by Luther’s radical individ-
ualism becomes a state of religious war. Hobbes concludes that only a
strong political sovereign can resolve the religious question and end
religious warfare.

Hobbes laid the theoretical foundation for the modern state, which
is based on recognition of radical individualism, and is not controlled
by any religious institution. His defense of the state relies on the
establishment of a powerful sovereign to provide social stability and
protection against the possibility of individuals being thrust into a
state of nature, which necessarily becomes a state of war.35 The estab-
lishment of a legitimate sovereign may occur through forced imposi-
tion by those who are stronger, or may result from a social contract
among individuals who voluntarily wish to leave the ruinous state of
nature and ally with each other. In the latter situation, an opportu-
nity for leaving occurs when each individual’s instrumental use of rea-
son and personal passions coincides to reveal the necessity of creating
a civil society of peace, order, and stability.36 Individuals discover
through reason, in conjunction with a passionate desire to live cou-
pled with a fear of violent death, fourteen laws of nature, of which
the first three are crucial for the construction of civil society.37 To con-
struct and sustain civil society, these three laws require that individu-
als seek peace; that they forfeit nearly all of their natural rights,
including religious freedom, by entering into a mutual agreement or
contract; and that they keep their promise to obey the contract. Given
human nature’s proclivity toward self-destructive behavior, the social
contract requires a powerful sovereign for enforcement.

In the state of nature, which ultimately leads to a state of war, per-
sonal desires form the basis of individual standards of morality. But in
civil society, through the rule of law, Hobbes’s sovereign establishes
social ethics, “to declare what is Equity, what is Justice, and what is
moral Virtue.”38 In this way, social ethics is imposed by the sovereign
to displace the individual’s personal ethics. This authority of imposi-
tion is one of the sovereign’s twelve rights, including the absolute
authority to judge the public worthiness of any religious doctrine.39

Through civil law, the sovereign restores personal religious freedom,
as long as religious expressions are not harmful to society. According
to Hobbes, however, the sovereign ought to teach the subjects of the
commonwealth a secular version of the moral content of the Ten
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Commandments.40 So while he defends the religious pluralism of
the Protestant Reformation, Hobbes’s preference for the state’s imple-
mentation of the Ten Commandments raises the possibility of a
return to the medieval worldview in support of a universal Christian
commonwealth. Nonetheless, his application of the two swords doc-
trine favors the state over the church.

The commonwealth’s social ethics may be based on the sovereign’s
understanding of God’s moral teachings, according to Hobbes. In fact,
the sovereign can discover the moral basis of law through reason, rev-
elation, or the teachings of the prophets.41 Hobbes nevertheless cau-
tions that a genuine example of a religious commonwealth has occurred
only once in recorded history. After the Israelites received the first writ-
ten law of God in the Ten Commandments and the subsequent moral
teachings from Moses and other prophets, the melding of church and
state resulted in the only historically authentic religious common-
wealth.42 While many religious citizens may desire the establishment
of a Christian commonwealth in the modern era, Hobbes believes
that the conditions necessary for such an undertaking cannot be
achieved. One condition exhibited by the Israelites and absent in the
modern era was that of homogeneity in religious beliefs and public
worship. The modern state’s recognition, defense, and advocacy of
religious pluralism, he asserts, undercuts the possibility of establish-
ing a Christian commonwealth: “And therefore, where many sorts of
Worship be allowed, proceeding from the different Religions of Pri-
vate men, it cannot be said there is any Public Worship, nor that the
Commonwealth is of any Religion at all.”43

Other proponents of modernity attempted to adapt Hobbes’s
framework for civil society to improve its preservation and protec-
tion of religious liberty. They also began to move the locus of respon-
sibility for the promulgation of moral teachings away from the
political sovereign, as proposed by Hobbes, and back to the individ-
ual citizen.

The Axiological Commitment and the Marketplace

John Locke also took the self-interested individual in a state of nature
as the point of departure for entering a civil society, and offered emen-
dations of Hobbes’s arguments. According to Locke, responsibility
for moral instruction should be shifted from the sovereign or the state
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to the family. Parents, not the sovereign, have the responsibility of eth-
ical and religious instruction; children are to be taught proper moral
values according to natural law, which is reason.44 And the process 
of reasoning reveals that “no one ought to harm another in his 
life, health, liberty, or possessions.”45 Furthermore, citizens who are
encouraged to use reason to search for moral truths will more likely
encounter God’s will regarding the common good.46 Locke’s modifi-
cations contributed to the development of modern constitutional-
ism in the form of a government limited to protecting individual
liberty, including freedom of conscience and religion as well as allo-
dial property rights.

Relying on the social contract formed by individuals who freely
come together for mutual advantage and individual benefit, moder-
nity affirms that the state must be reconstituted along lines respecting
individual moral autonomy and personal freedom. A marketplace
of ideas, goods, and services is a necessary element in the logical edi-
fice that defends the modern state. A market economy assumes that
individual participants as producers and consumers are free to make
choices, and that adequate, if imperfect, information exists for
rational decision making and effective use of natural resources.
According to Adam Smith, the existence of consumer uncertainty in
the marketplace motivates producers to compete for consumer atten-
tion and thus to provide goods and services of reasonable quality at
an affordable price.47 This efficiency price is by definition ethically
just, since both buyer and seller, consumer and producer, voluntar-
ily agree.

In addition, there are no natural obligations for one individual to
assist another in the exercise of his or her rights. An individual is only
morally prohibited from interfering with the rights of others. The only
artificial obligations are those defined by contract when two or more
parties freely agree to abide by its terms; under these conditions, the
contract must be enforced by the state. In fact, Smith believes that
the common good will be served as each individual engages in eco-
nomic activity with only his or her own interest in mind, as though an
“invisible hand” were exploiting and allocating economic resources
efficiently to enhance the wealth of the nation or commonwealth.48 In
fact, the argument for private property and a market economy, partic-
ularly as advanced by Smith, would itself contribute to the religious
axis’s preference for religious liberty over religious toleration.
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In the same way that natural philosophers from Copernicus to
Newton had broken the tension between mathematics and traditional
science,49 so the writings of moral philosophers, especially Luther,
Hobbes, Locke, and Smith, broke the tension between the egoistic
individual and the medieval Christian commonwealth. After the
medieval era, the classical state, predicated on the idea of a universal
Christian commonwealth maintaining a tension between the needs
and passions of the individual and the common good of the com-
munity, was replaced by the modern state, based on the primacy of
the rights of the individual and his or her contractual agreements with
others.

In the modern era, the state is understood as an artificial creation
dependent upon the individual members of society. Each member is
perceived as having entered into a contract with every other member to
obey the rules and laws of the community, as long as life, liberty, and
estate are recognized as inherent property rights protected by govern-
ment. Furthermore, the government is understood to use power and to
formulate laws only by the direct or indirect consent of the majority
of citizens. According to liberal theory, limitations on state authority by
majority rule under democratic or republican governments and a rel-
atively free market economy will provide maximum freedom of the
individual. This freedom will be limited only as the government threat-
ens to use coercion to protect those who may be harmed by any indi-
vidual who ignores the contract.50 Thus the new state provides for the
safety, convenience, and prosperity of its members.

The first two commitments of the religious axis, then, liberate the
state and economy from control by the church. Furthermore, these
commitments contribute to the modern argument for an open and
free marketplace of ideas. Regarding religious beliefs and practices,
Hobbes argues that Luther’s position of radical individualism and reli-
gious toleration must be respected. Yet Hobbes and Locke also argue
that the state must retain the right to act as the sole source of moral
virtue, particularly in Hobbes’s argument, or as the final source of
coercion, as in Locke’s argument, for civil society. Religious pluralism
appears to be tolerated, but not encouraged, although sectarian peace
is more likely than religious warfare. Smith laid the theoretical foun-
dation for a marketplace of religious ideas. But the transition from the
medieval era to modernity is still incomplete with regard to solving
the religious question. A practical framework is necessary for adapting
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the third commitment of the religious axis: political commitment to
religious liberty over religious toleration.

The Political Commitment: Religious Liberty over
Religious Toleration

Locke abhorred the ethos of the universal Christian commonwealth.
He rejected the argument of Pope Gelasius I that defined the relations
between church and state for the medieval era: “This is the unhappy
agreement that we see between the church and state. Whereas if each of
them would contain itself within its own bounds, the one attending
to the worldly welfare of the commonwealth, the other to the salvation
of souls, it is impossible that any discord should ever have happened
between them.”51 In fact, Locke believes that the church is more likely
than the state to be influenced by the politics of the other: “As the mag-
istrate has no power to impose by his laws the use of any rites and cer-
emonies in any church, so neither has he any power to forbid the use
of such rites and ceremonies as are already received, approved, and
practiced by any church; because if he did so, he would destroy the
church itself.”52 In Locke’s view, since civil authorities ought not to be
permitted to force conformity in matters of religion, keeping church
and state separate protects freedom of religion.

Locke argues that the purpose of the commonwealth of civil society
is to protect the life, liberty, health, and possessions of its members.
A monopoly on force is held by the civil authorities, who may extend
their reach only to the social behavior of citizens with regard to the
peace of the commonwealth. According to Locke, God has not given
civil authorities power to care for the salvation of an individual’s
soul.53 The salvation of souls properly belongs only to the church,
which is limited to the use of moral suasion, not coercion. Inasmuch
as any church is “a free and voluntary society,” he argues, no individ-
ual is naturally bound to adhere to or remain within a particular reli-
gious congregation.54 Locke maintains that neither the church nor
the state may use the force of civil authority to discriminate against
heretical positions within the religious congregation or unorthodox
beliefs of citizens of the commonwealth. Furthermore, religious
authority extends only to the excommunication of erring congregants;
civil authority focuses only on matters of behavior that affect life and
estate, not unconventional beliefs or religious practices.55
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Locke argued that the state must tolerate all religious professions of
faith; civil authority may be used only to prohibit those religious prac-
tices that are harmful to the other members of the commonwealth.
According to Locke, “there is absolutely no such thing, under the
Gospel, as a Christian Commonwealth. . . . Christ . . . instituted no
commonwealth. He prescribed unto his followers no new and pecu-
liar form of government; nor put he the sword into any magistrate’s
hand, with commission to make use of it forcing men to forsake their
former religion, and receive his.”56 In agreement with Hobbes, Locke
argued that only the commonwealth of the ancient Israelites was a
true theocracy. But even so, he pointed out, the civil sanctions pre-
scribed by the law of Moses were binding only for Israelites, not for
unbelievers who lived within Israelite society. Accordingly, he
asserted, the law of Moses, and by extension the establishment of a
Hebrew commonwealth, “is not obligatory to us Christians.”

In his conception of the modern commonwealth, Locke, along
with Hobbes, placed the state in a position superior to the church
with regard to civil authority. That is, the state has an obligation to
protect citizens in their estates, lives, and liberties. As one of the civil
liberties, freedom of religion affords to each individual the freedom of
conscience and worship, as long as others are permitted the same, and
no one is harmed. Yet the question of harm was vexing for Locke, as
it suggested the presence of limits to the toleration of religious choice.
Some religious beliefs and teachings may be subversive of good polit-
ical order, or the toleration of religious diversity may itself produce
forces that threaten social stability.

Locke realized that religious toleration will encourage diverse points
of view leading to a plethora of religious sects. But in contrast to those
who believe that religious pluralism will destabilize the common-
wealth, Locke argued that toleration of religious diversity will diminish
the likelihood of religious civil wars.57 In fact, he asserted, the lack of
religious toleration and the presence of oppression “gathers people
into seditious commotion.”58 Nevertheless, Locke’s position still leaves
the state in the precarious position of sorting out the complex nexus
between religious liberty and religious toleration.

In Locke’s view, the church is prohibited from using civil authority
to enforce public conformity with its teachings and practices. The state,
however, is not prohibited from using civil authority to proscribe reli-
gious beliefs and other opinions deemed by the state as harmful to
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the commonwealth.59 Locke affirmed the state’s prerogative to restrict
religious teachings deemed subversive of civil authority, or that may
lead to the imposition of another political sovereign. He saw this as a
real possibility in the cases of Catholics and Muslims, with their polit-
ical allegiances to the pope in Rome and “the mufti of Constantino-
ple,” respectively.60 He argued for toleration of Catholicism and of
Islam, but only so long as their adherents vow political allegiance to
the host commonwealth. But atheism should not be tolerated, in
Locke’s view, as it denies belief in a divine source of all morality—a
belief necessary to achieve the public good. Locke asserted that by per-
mitting atheists to deny publicly the value of religion, public accep-
tance of atheism might occur, which would lead to religious intolerance,
and thus result in a politically oppressive commonwealth.

Locke’s advocacy of state restrictions regarding Catholics, Muslims,
and atheists reveals his option for religious toleration over religious
liberty, implying a privileged position of a particular sect to define the
standards of toleration. Religious liberty brooks no restraints on reli-
gious expression, other than infliction of harm; religious toleration,
on the other hand, acknowledges a standard to which all forms of reli-
gious expression must conform. Thus, under religious toleration, the
state is entitled to exclude religious expressions in both civil society
and the public square for reasons other than danger of physical harm;
unorthodox or unpopular religious beliefs may be reason enough for
exclusion. By permitting the state to have control over the limits of
religious acceptability regarding beliefs, teachings, and practices,
Locke’s argument allows the state to determine which religions will be
tolerated and which will be proscribed. When religious liberty is thus
restricted, a marketplace of religious ideas is thereby precluded.

The modern state, however, would eventually embrace the idea of a
marketplace of religious ideas along with religious liberty. Ironically,
Locke’s argument in favor of economic liberty, as refined by Smith,
served as the model for the concept of religious liberty. In addition
to arguing for a market economy over mercantilism, Smith argued
for restricting the reach of the state with regard to non-economic
issues, which contributed to the emergence of a market society. He
applied the logic of his argument to all matters of individual choice,
including personal religious faith. Indeed, he foresaw the politically
destructive effects of religious toleration, which results in the privi-
leged position of a particular sect allied with the state.
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The Political Commitment to Religious Liberty

Smith argued that a government establishment of religion, especially
when the state supports religious instruction, is harmful both to reli-
gious institutions and to personal religious expectations, as well as
harmful to the state.61 With a religious establishment, he maintained,
the economic security of an established denomination’s clergy would
eventually result in diminution of the clergy’s interest in meeting the
spiritual needs of the “common people.” Such clergy would also be
less likely to engage in a theological defense of its religious beliefs and
practices. In turn, the established clergy’s withdrawal from public life
would leave a vacuum to be filled by the emergence of other sects
demonstrating more public zeal and presenting attractive if unortho-
dox religious teachings. Alarmed by the growing pluralism of religious
sects, the ecclesiastical authorities of the established religion would
then “call upon the civil magistrate to persecute, destroy, or drive out
their adversaries, as disturbers of the peace.”62 Smith denounces this
use of civil authority by the church as “against the liberty, reason,
and happiness of mankind.”63 Furthermore, he says, the appeal of and
competition from other sects would force the clergy of the established
religion to develop its own novel doctrines, which would likely be full
of superstition, to regain the loyalty of its previous adherents.

In addition, during times of religious and political crises, Smith
asserts that political factions would ally themselves with particular
religious sects to gain advantage over their rivals. But the winning
faction would then be beholden to the leaders of their religious col-
laborators. This indebtedness would leave the religious sect in a posi-
tion “powerful enough to over-awe the chiefs and leaders of their own
party, and to oblige the civil magistrate to respect their [religious]
opinions and inclinations.”64 The triumphant religious faction would
then use its political influence in the victorious political party, he
argued, to instruct the state to silence opposing sects and to establish
itself as the official state religion. Consequently, in opposition to the
usual justifications of collusion between religious sects and political
factions, Smith advocated the separation of church and political party:

But if politics had never called in the aid of religion, had the conquer-
ing party never adopted the tenets of one sect more than those of
another, when it had gained the victory, it would probably have dealt
equally and impartially with all the different sects, and have allowed
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every man to chuse his own priest and his own religion as he thought
proper. There would in this case, no doubt, have been a great multitude
of religious sects.65

In addition to opposing a privileged position in society for a particular
religious sect, Smith believed that a twofold advantage would accrue
from encouraging religious liberty and pluralism.

Initially, according to Smith, religious pluralism would likely lead
to a multiplicity of religious sects competing for adherents, with no
single sect having sufficient political advantage over another to insti-
gate coercive public policies. In this situation, he maintained, the
sects would have considerable incentive to develop “candor and
moderation” in their dealings with each other.66 Religious modera-
tion would then reduce sectarian apprehensions that typically lead
to social conflict. In addition, without the threat and use of civil
authority to gain adherents, Smith maintains that the religious sects
would have to compete peacefully with each other by relying solely
on each potential adherent’s consideration of the varying religious
tenets and their theological justifications. Under such a marketplace
of religious ideas, he believes, the sectarian purveyors of religious
commodities would constantly have to make “concessions” to each
other as they competed for religious consumers. According to Smith,
the religious peddlers over time would “reduce the doctrine of the
greater part of them to that pure and rational religion, free from every
mixture of absurdity, imposture, or fanaticism, [and] . . . popular
superstition.”67

Smith argued that any arrangement or relationship with an organi-
zation or denomination, entered into by an individual freely and
without fraud or deceit, is ethically just. In fact, engagement in reli-
gious discussions and activities is itself an enterprise whose purpose
and goals are to be dictated only by the individuals and organiza-
tions involved. Ideally, there should be no state control or imposed
goals for the common good regarding religion, as there had been
under the universal Christian commonwealth of the medieval era.
Smith’s argument in favor of religious liberty severs the last tie to the
medieval ideal by rejecting Locke’s retention of religious toleration,
thus releasing the fortunes of religion from all reliance on the gov-
ernment. In this way, both church and state have been liberated from
potential control and abuse by the other.
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To further reduce the possibility of sectarian social upheaval, Smith
also advocated education by the government of all professional
instructors in science and philosophy: “science is the great antidote
to the poison of enthusiasm and superstition.”68 Citizens educated
in the proper use of reason and science would be less likely to accept
uncritically erroneous beliefs propagated by various sects in the market-
place of religious ideas. An educated citizenry that can distinguish
between irrational superstitions and reasonable beliefs will likely
reduce the theological distance among as well as the number of com-
peting sects, though acrimony among these sects will likely increase,
as each claims rightful authority to preach his or her version of the
gospel and disputes the claims of others.

Toward Constitutional Protection

As though precariously perched on the ends of a heavenly axis, the
writings of Pope Gelasius I and of John Locke, as emended by Adam
Smith, symbolize opposite and incompatible ways of understanding
the relationship between organized religion and political community.
Gelasius embraced the Roman empire’s conflation of the auctoritas of
the church and the potestas of the state; Locke subverted any coalition
between the two by arguing that church and state must keep within
their own bounds. As the modern era unfolded, the Roman ethos
receded; the ideas of Gelasius eventually gave way to those of Locke—
in the New World as well as the Old World.

In the transition to the modern era, two epistemological para-
digms competed, and proved ultimately incompatible; they may be
represented by the logic of the argument of medieval Spain and
other Western principalities regarding the affinity between church
and state, and the logic of Copernicus’s argument regarding the bet-
ter explanation of the movement of heavenly spheres. The former
defended deductive demonstrations of the veracity of theological
certitudes as the basis for understanding the nature of the universe,
while the latter advocated the reliability of inductive rationality and
empirical investigations of nature. This collision of epistemologies
initiated a third, religious axis of history, launching the emergence of
the modern era with its unique approach to political determination
of the religious question. Emerging from the second great axial
period, this third axis spun the effects of open religious expression
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throughout modernity—effects that continue to unfurl in the con-
temporary era.

The modern era, then, is distinguished by the crucial advent of the
religious axis with its three normative commitments. The epistemolog-
ical commitment to reliance on intellectual pursuits incorporating
empirical analysis freed scientific investigations from the restrictive doc-
trinal expectations of medieval education, which required teleological
explanations of nature as they relate to and support theological articles
of faith. Freed from theological dominance, the New Science merged its
discoveries with technological innovations in an attempt to solve social
and economic problems, as well as expand its discoveries and applica-
tions. Moreover, the empirical claims of religion were opened to
rational analysis and personal investigation.

The axiological commitment to individual conscience as the basis
for religious belief and moral values encouraged radical explanations
of and solutions to personal spiritual issues. This shift undermined the
need for ecclesiastical institutions to mediate questions of salvation.
The diminished role of the church was accompanied by an enhanced
authority of the state, and an altered relationship between the indi-
vidual and the community. The political commitment to the preemi-
nence of religious liberty over religious toleration reconfigured the
relationship between church and state, including freedom of religion,
liberating the church from state control, and the state from church con-
trol. The commitments of the religious axis have shaped contemporary
interactions between ecclesiastical institutions and secular govern-
ments, affecting the roles of religion and politics in actual and poten-
tial liberal democracies of the twenty-first century.

Liberal democracy’s approach to the role of religion in society and
politics is at odds with the argument for a privileged position for reli-
gion; an examination of the logic underlying this approach throws the
differences, and their implications, into sharp relief. The argument for
a privileged position presents a fundamental challenge to the essence
of liberal democracy, specifically to the three normative commitments
comprising the religious axis. Furthermore, the history and logic of
these commitments reveals the necessity for and crucial role of civil
society in the modern state.

Civil society serves as both the source of and restraint upon reli-
gious dynamics that otherwise threaten liberal democracy. Ideally,
through civil society, liberal values of radical individualism in pur-
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suit of self-interest find equal expression with democratic values of
majority rule in pursuit of the common good. Indeed, these contrary
and competing sets of values must be maintained in tension with each
other to avoid extreme consequences, as exhibited in the English civil
wars of the seventeenth century.69 In this way, civil society provides a
nonpolitical arena for individual and communal expressions of
diverse religious beliefs and rituals, voluntary associations and organ-
izations, and moral advocacy and prophetic admonitions. The main-
tenance of this tension is crucial to social stability and peace.

Located within civil society’s tension between the two sets of values
are the three commitments of the religious axis. To succeed, the tension
must encourage recognition and defense of the commitments to ration-
ality, religious conscience, and religious liberty. Rejection of any one
of them reveals the interdependent relationship of these three com-
mitments. Like the sides of an equilateral triangle formed by line seg-
ments connecting three equidistant points, the three equally critical
commitments form “walls” that give the axis its philosophical resilience.
The tough resilience of the three walls together defends diverse expres-
sions of religious faith in the modern era, and repels assaults on lib-
eral democracy. However, the resilience of the axis rapidly disintegrates
if one of the walls collapses. Threats to one or more of these commit-
ments may come from the political dynamics of factions within civil
society or from assault from without by the state.

Liberal theory argues that individual rights delimit the state and
thus protect the individual from political persecution, while the pur-
suit of the common good by the state justifies restrictions on those
rights when they result in socially destructive behavior. One of the
more vexing problems is that of identifying the legitimate boundary
between individual liberty and the public interest.70 The degree of
political fragility of any liberal democratic regime directly influences
its government’s ability to defend and conform to the three commit-
ments of the religious axis.71 To shore up the walls that give the axis
its toughness, liberal democracies require a constitutional structure
that encourages the dynamics and imperatives of voluntary factions
within civil society. Simultaneously and paradoxically, the structure of
both protects yet threatens religious liberty.
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To stand firm in the face of arguments for strong church–state rela-
tions based on flawed but emotionally powerful appeals to history,

the three commitments of the religious axis require the cultural and
institutional protection of liberal democracy. The culture of civil soci-
ety inculcates and maintains in tension the competing values of indi-
vidualism and the common good. The political institutions eschew
any privileged position for a particular religion or religious denomi-
nation. The arrangement of political institutions is determined by 
constitutionally prescribed governmental functions and authorized
procedures for making public policy decisions. Furthermore, the con-
stitutional arrangement recognizes the role and limits of civil society.
Under these conditions, the fragile combination of the commitments
can survive the dynamics it has itself unleashed. Historically, though,
in the Old and New Worlds during the beginning of the modern era,
the pace of constructing a new political order had yet to catch up with
the promise of the commitments of the religious axis.

In the early eighteenth century, church–state relations in the New
World were only beginning to feel the centrifugal forces of religious
factionalism generated by the commitments of the religious axis.
While the commitment to the free pursuit of scientific and other
empirical investigations had encountered little resistance, the com-
mitments to freedom of conscience and to religious liberty over reli-
gious toleration had hardly been afforded legal safeguards in the

5
Constitutional Protection
America, Religious Liberty, and the
Factional Imperative
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greater part of the British colonies in North America. Between 1639
and 1787, however, American colonial society underwent a dramatic
transformation regarding expectations of the proper relations between
church and state. In an evolutionary transition from “religious regu-
lation” to “religious competition” to “religious freedom,” the American
colonies and later states completed a transition from the widely
accepted and formal union of church and state to relative separation
between the two.1

With its adoption by most of the thirteen newly independent states
in 1788, the U.S. Constitution provided protection for the religious
axis’s commitments to freedom of conscience and religious liberty, at
least at the national level. In addition to protecting the commitments
of the religious axis, the constitutional framework recognized a fac-
tional imperative. Together, these commitments and the factional
imperative opened the door to religious pluralism in civil society,
and to sectarian activism in the public square.

A Christian Nation

Parallel to the emergence of modernity from the philosophical and
practical problems of the medieval era, the Constitution too emerged
from the uneven character of American experience with religious
establishment as well as with religious diversity. The dynamics of
Christian culture in America had forced the debate on the religious
question, which ultimately resulted in the revolutionary attempt to
protect the freedom yet check the political clout of organized religion.
Nevertheless, the ethos of the three commitments that forced reeval-
uation of religious regulation in the colonies and consideration of
religious competition encountered considerable defiance.

Prior to the American Revolution (1775–1783), 85 percent of
Americans lived in colonies with an establishment of religion.2 Con-
gregational churches were established in Massachusetts, Connecticut,
and New Hampshire; the Church of England or Anglican Church was
the established church in Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, North 
Carolina, South Carolina, and to a certain extent New York. In the
colonies of New Jersey and Rhode Island, religious sects coexisted,
and the Quakers held sway in Pennsylvania.3 The American colonists
and later citizens of the United States considered themselves members
of a biblical nation, in the sense that biblical themes permeated the
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cultural and political fabric of society.4 Events of the settling and
founding of America were frequently used in sermons to highlight as
well as demonstrate the veracity of biblical teachings. Narratives of the
Bible used in public settings more often came from the Old Testa-
ment.5 Stories with references to Israel and its travails were used by
preachers, politicians, merchants, and others to describe and justify
the appearance in world history of the new American nation. In par-
ticular, New England Puritans used extensively the Old Testament
theme of the Exodus as the model for colonial liberation from Great
Britain, and of Moses as the great lawgiver for the American people.
With the overwhelming majority of Americans adhering to a particu-
lar confession of the Christian faith, the possibility of an American
Christian commonwealth appeared reasonable, possible, and divinely
obligatory.

Nearly eighty years after Hernando de Soto attempted to extend the
universal Christian commonwealth by means of the Spanish empire
into the Florida territory, religious dissenters from the British empire
sought refuge in North America. As with de Soto, they also anticipated
establishing a Christian commonwealth. Most notably, members of
the Puritan sect pursued their “dream of America as a Christian
nation” and exercised profound influence on the later development
and character of American culture and politics.6 In fact, their early
agreements of association served as precursors to the written consti-
tution that later unified the independent states under a new national
government. The intent of the agreements, however, was contrary to
the commitments of the religious axis, as the Puritans sought to repli-
cate the universal Christian commonwealth of the medieval era.

Toward a Political Theology of an 
American Christian Commonwealth

During the seventeenth century Congregational Puritanism came to
predominate in the northeastern British colonies in America. Having
failed to “purify” the teachings of the Church of England, Puritan
dissenters had become separatists as they searched for lands of safe
refuge to plant their ideal of a faith-based society. Many Puritan sep-
aratists left the turmoil of Europe for the New World and landed
along the coast of Massachusetts. Evincing their theocratic ethos in the
Mayflower Compact of 1620, the first Puritans stated the objectives
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of their pilgrimage: “Having undertaken, for the glory of God, and
advancement of the Christian faith, and honor of our king and
country . . . do by these presents solemnly and mutually in the pres-
ence of God, and one of another, covenant and combine our selves
together into a civil body politic, for our better ordering and preser-
vation and furtherance of the ends aforesaid.”7 This compact clearly
expressed the medieval commitment to the identity between religious
and civil communities. As religious warfare intensified in England,
more Puritans soon followed the Mayflower, bringing with them their
social contracts and dreams of establishing a Christian commonwealth.

While guiding another group of pilgrims to the New World in
1640, Puritan leader John Winthrop stated that a close relationship
between church and state would be necessary to achieve the spiritual
and temporal objectives of his group:

For the work we have in hand, it is by a mutual consent through a spe-
cial 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.
In such cases as this the care of the public must over sway all private
respects, by which not only conscience, but mere civil policy doth bind
us; for it is a true rule that particular estates cannot subsist in the ruin of
the public.8

Strict adherence to their religious teachings, according to Winthrop,
would allow them to control their “carnal intentions” and “keep the
unity of the spirit in the bond of peace.” If successful, the establish-
ment of a Christian commonwealth in New England would then serve
as a model for the moral aspirations of all other communities: “for we
must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill, the eyes of all peo-
ple are upon us.”9

In addition to the agreements of association, the first written con-
stitution in the New World appeared in 1639: the Fundamental
Orders of Connecticut. The Orders provided a comprehensive civil
and ecclesiastical framework for the establishment of a Christian com-
monwealth based on Puritan theology. According to the preamble,

And well knowing a people are gathered together the word of God
requires that to maintain the peace and union of such a people there
should be an orderly and decent government established according to
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God, to order and dispose of the affairs of the people at all seasons as
occasion shall require; do therefore associate and conjoin our selves to
be as one public state or commonwealth; and do, for our selves and our
successors and such as shall be adjoined to us at any time hereafter,
enter into combination and confederation together, to maintain and
preserve the liberty and purity of the gospel of our Lord Jesus which
we now profess, as also the discipline of the churches, which accord-
ing to the truth of the said gospel is now practiced amongst us; as also
in our civil affairs to be guided and governed according to such laws,
rules, orders and decrees.10

Under the Orders, the equivalence between social norms and religious
expectations of Puritanism provided the formal basis upon which to
establish close church–state relations.

The privileged position of the Puritan faith in the affairs of state,
however, diminished the possibility of religious liberty by opting
instead for limited religious toleration. Furthermore, given that Puri-
tan theology claimed to be the only proper understanding of the
Christian faith, Congregational Puritanism deemed itself as the only
“true” church.11 Understanding their faith as the only legitimate inter-
pretation or expression of the Christian faith, Puritans accordingly
understood religious freedom in terms of freedom from error, not
freedom to choose. Thus, given their covenantal status with God, they
deemed that it was necessary, even mandatory, for religious intoler-
ance to be enforced by civil authorities.12

In 1649 the Platform of Church Discipline was drawn up and
adopted by Puritan ecclesiastical authorities as a formal document to
establish proper procedures of church decision making, including
the church’s relation to the state. Similar to the two swords doctrine
promulgated by Pope Gelasius I in medieval Europe, the Platform rec-
ognized the existence of two governments, one ecclesiastical, the other
civil: “As it is unlawful for church-officers to meddle with the sword of
the magistrate, . . . so it is unlawful for the magistrate to meddle with
the work proper to church-officers.”13 While it denied the right of civil
authority to force individuals outside of the Puritan faith to believe
and attend to its religious services, the Platform expected all individ-
uals regardless of personal confessions of faith to adhere to Puri-
tanism’s moral strictures and social duties: “it is the duty of the
magistrate to take care of matters of religion, and to improve his civil
authority for the observing of the duties commanded in the first, as
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well as for observing the duties commanded in the second table. They
are called gods.”14 Referring metaphorically to the two tablets of the
Decalogue as deities, the Platform stipulated that civil authority is
subservient to these “gods.” More specifically, the state must apply its
political power to punish individuals whose outward behavior does
not comport with the moral exhortations of the Ten Command-
ments.15 Indeed, in 1651 the eminent Puritan theologian Thomas
Hooker argued that those who violated the Ten Commandments
would not “have any right or title to the Lord Jesus and the promises
of God revealed in the Church.”16

As with the Spanish empire of the previous century, the Christian
commonwealth of the Puritans asserted the necessity of identifying
and adopting a common ground between moral practice and good
citizenship. In 1636, arguing in favor of a Puritan theocracy over a
religiously diverse democracy, Boston Puritan minister John Cotton
asserted that a distinction exists between “men fearing God” and
those conducting themselves according to a “covenant of works.”17

Cotton feared that adherents to the latter position, if allowed to hold
political office, would eventually become a majority and would use
democratic government to “turn the edge of all [civil] authority and
laws against the church.”18 Consequently, he demanded that the
holding of political office be restricted to those individuals “who are
fit materials for church fellowship” in one of the Puritan Congrega-
tional churches. To ensure that only members of the Congregational
church were involved in politics, Cotton advocated religious tests for
public office.

Toleration under Church and State

The transplantation of the Church of England into the New World,
and Virginia in particular, also provided the conditions for an experi-
ment with a Christian commonwealth. The plague of religious plu-
ralism and strife in Europe worried Virginia’s clergymen.19 They
believed that the authority of scripture must serve as the foundation of
public law to assure that a moral society could exist and civil strife be
avoided. Moral teachings of the church provided the basis for civil laws,
which were enacted to achieve spiritual and social peace. Furthermore,
they argued that there was a need to preach and legislate against reli-
gious pluralism.
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While the Anglican Church occupied a privileged position in Virginia
politics, the government of Virginia nevertheless professed respect,
albeit limited, for religious toleration. The government permitted free-
dom of conscience regarding religion, but without “liberty to promote
beliefs and practices in public that would undermine the one estab-
lished faith.”20 Rather than disestablish the church, permit religious
liberty, and enforce the peace when conflict erupted, the Christian
commonwealth opted instead to avoid conflict through harsh reli-
gious strictures and minimal religious toleration.

Religious institutions in the colonies exercised considerable influ-
ence in the writing and enforcement of morals legislation, from sinful
social behavior to compulsory attendance at Sabbath worship ser-
vices. The legal bond of the institutions also came to reflect British
practices of the relations between church and state. Sir William Black-
stone, the renowned British jurist in the eighteenth century, exercised
considerable influence on legal thinking in the American colonies
regarding church–state relations. Incorporating the medieval thinking
of Henry de Bracton, Blackstone stipulated in his Commentaries on
the Laws of England of 1765–69 that Christianity comprised an integral
element of the laws of England.21 Given the vital role of religion in
society, he argued, it was necessary and proper that civil laws reflect
and reinforce Christian moral teachings. During the century following
the first arrival of Puritans in Massachusetts, however, social condi-
tions in America diverged dramatically from those in England.22

Although Blackstone’s Commentaries continued to be influential in the
development of American colonial jurisprudence, the colonists had
also begun to reconsider the advisability of a close relationship between
Christianity and the state.

While many colonial governments experimented with religious
establishment during the seventeenth century, by the late-eighteenth
century the spread of religious pluralism throughout North America
raised the question of disestablishment. The relationship between
church and state began to vary considerably among the colonies along
a continuum of possibilities, from preferences for “state religion” on
one end to “pure voluntarism” on the other.23 Public taxation or
assessments were enacted in some colonies to support the clergy in
preferred denominations; in others, affiliation with certain sects was
proscribed by law. On the eve of the American Revolution—and the
cusp of the transition in the New World from medieval thinking to the
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Enlightenment—a growing sentiment toward disestablishment was
winding its way through American society. Practical experience with
diversity of religious expression as well as varying degrees of respect
for religious liberty and toleration in the colonies compelled the
founders of the American republic to consider church–state relations
on a more rational basis.

Secular Influence

The intellectual commitments of the Enlightenment, including those
of the religious axis, were avidly discussed and debated in the Ameri-
can colonies. Alongside advocacy of Christianity as the proper moral
basis of legislation, belief in liberal rights of freedom of conscience
and speech, including those of religious belief and expression, had
spread throughout the colonies. For the dream of an American Christian
commonwealth to coexist with advocacy of American liberal theory,
the two apparently contrary ideals sought common ground. The nexus
between the two emerged in the colonial concept of Christian liberties,
which contended that the theory of individual liberties originated
with Christianity itself. And thus, since the teachings of Christianity
are universally applicable, all individuals are entitled to basic liberties,
regardless of personal commitment to any particular religious faith.
Even after the American Revolution and well into the Second Great
Awakening (1820s–1830s), arguments in defense of the Christian
foundation of individual liberties were generally held throughout
society. Many religious leaders continued to advocate the moral
imperative of defending Christianity as the foundation of modern
civil, legal, and political institutions.

Leaders of diverse Christian denominations urged their congrega-
tions to defend Christianity as the proper and moral basis of public
law, and the only way to have a moral and free society. Samuel Kendal,
a Congregational Puritan pastor in Massachusetts in 1804, argued that
government ought to establish its laws and policies on a firm foun-
dation of Christianity, while maintaining freedom of religion for the
entire citizenry.24 Kendal wanted political leaders to demonstrate
through public law “that religion, and the moral and social virtues,
of which that is the great spring, are, under God, the life and security
of a free people. . . . that religion is the only sure basis of good gov-
ernment; that its influence upon communities is salutary; that it is the
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only rational ground of mutual confidence; and that the Christian sys-
tem is most favorable to liberty and social order.”25 Furthermore, other
civil rights notwithstanding, he believed, government policy makers
should be Christians, “that rulers should feel its [i.e., Christianity’s]
influence, . . . [and] that other members of the community should be
under the influence of this religion.”26 Jasper Adams, an influential
Episcopalian minister in 1833, similarly stated, “We must be a Chris-
tian nation, if we wish to continue to be a free nation. We must make
our election:—to be swayed by the gentle reign of moral and Christian
principle, or ultimately, if not soon, by the iron rod of arbitrary
sway.”27

Under pressure from the growing numbers of religious dissenters
together with the increasing popularity of radical individualism
encouraged by Enlightenment thinking, the colonies and later states
began to move away from political efforts to effect a Christian com-
monwealth. Yet they retained the concept of Christian liberties as the
basis of religious freedom and competition. To the dismay of advo-
cates of religious establishment, the explosive popularity in civil soci-
ety of belief in subjective individual rights of conscience, particularly
as the basis of religious liberty, coincided with an upsurge of interest
in the first commitment of the religious axis: reliance on reason and
empirical analysis.

During the latter half of the eighteenth century, prominent intel-
lectuals began advocating the merits of Enlightenment rationalism
and modern science as well as freedom of conscience, the first two
commitments of the religious axis. In fact, during the intellectual
excitement surrounding the scientific discoveries of the early modern
era, an alternative to revealed religion had developed. Embracing
rational explanations of “the book of nature,” French philosophical
thinkers or philosophes used the mechanistic view of the universe pro-
posed by the New Science to explain nature’s laws. As one conse-
quence of their endeavors, the philosophes developed a radically revised
version of Christianity, which was popularly labeled deism.28 The
deists generally distrusted religious arguments based on revelation or
tradition, with preference for reason as the basis of any justification
for belief in God. They argued that God created the world, but in-
asmuch as he created the best of all worlds, God has no cause for fur-
ther intervention in worldly matters. Consequently, the deists tended
to reject the ecclesiastical authority of organized religious denomina-
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tions and teachings of God’s immanence in miracles, revelations, or
answers to prayer. By the late eighteenth century, several deists exer-
cised considerable influence in American politics, including Benjamin
Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine, John Adams, Alexander
Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay.29

In addition to the growing religious pluralism in America, the advent
of deism further undermined support for established religious denom-
inations and state restrictions on religious liberty. These rapid changes
in American society set in motion the development of a marketplace
of religious ideas, and acceptance of competition.30 But the religious
marketplace was only possible with the protection of the three com-
mitments of the religious axis. Furthermore, this protection, argued
the deists and others who were influenced by the successes of the New
Science, required a rational approach to dealing with religious plu-
ralism and sectarian instability. The protection required the formal
adoption of a political structure based on the foundation of classical
liberal values and modern constitutionalism.

Modern Constitutionalism

The purpose of a constitution is literally to constitute the formal
arrangements and authorization of sources of governmental decision
making in society, potentially affecting economic, religious, and other
issues. The legislative, executive, and adjudicative powers and func-
tions of government may be concentrated or separated, and permitted
to address a variety of social and economic issues or limited strictly
to political considerations more narrowly defined. With the collision
of epistemologies from the medieval and modern eras, contrary
approaches to the organization of society and the question of proper
constitutional governance fought for dominance.

Through reason and revelation as well as practical experience of gov-
ernance, medieval scholars and statesmen attempted to discover the
common good. Once discovered, the common good provided the nor-
mative foundation for and limits of public policies, as well as the
means to measure the quality and success of particular governments.
The medieval concept of constitutionalism generally referred to the
enduring governmental institutions whose political dynamics and
public policies reflected an attempt to achieve the common good.31

The medieval constitutional state, then, appealed to history in its
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efforts to preserve the governmental institutions that permitted the
application of good public policies.32 In this way, particular govern-
ments could be adjudged as morally acceptable or unacceptable in
their attempts to achieve the constitutional objectives of the com-
mon good.

Modernity reversed the medieval concept of constitutionalism. It
advanced the idea that a proper understanding of the role of a con-
stitution is its ability to limit the reach and actions of government,
regardless of the moral value of its objectives. In this way, a constitu-
tion must be conceptually understood as existing prior to government,
and not after the fact as a result of moral reflection on governmental
policies over time.33 The a priori status of the constitution, then, serves
as the only rational standard by which to measure whether govern-
ment actions are politically legitimate, regardless of any particular
notion of the common good.

In the modern theory of constitutionalism, the constitution as stan-
dard serves two purposes: it circumscribes political power to protect
individual rights, and it prescribes the procedures to be followed
within the government’s jurisdiction.34 Consequently, the search for
the common good, and its implementation, may only occur within
constitutionally approved limits. The emphasis on the constitutional-
ity of procedures rather than policies shifts the locus of justification
of both analysis and policies regarding the common good. Instead of
medieval constitutionalism’s focus on appeals to specific events in
history, modern constitutionalism engages in vigorous philosophical
and political analyses in civil society and the public square.

By the late eighteenth century, the modern political thinking of
Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Adam Smith, whose insights con-
tributed to the development of modern constitutionalism, exercised
considerable influence in the British colonies of North America. Many
colonists and supporters of American independence adopted the
social contract theory initially advocated by Hobbes, which claimed
that the act of entering into a contract or compact among individuals
was conceptually antecedent to the formal institution of a common-
wealth, civil society, and government. In this way, the compact pro-
vided the basis upon which to build and limit constitutional
government. An advocate of modern constitutionalism, the revolu-
tionary provocateur and patriot Thomas Paine echoed Hobbes’s argu-
ment for the logical preeminence of the individual before the state and
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of the compact prior to the formation of government: “[T]here is no
such thing as the idea of a compact between the people on one side,
and the government on the other. The compact was that of the people
with each other, to produce and constitute a government. To suppose
that any government can be party in a compact with the whole people
is to suppose it to have existence before it can have a right to exist.”35

Contrary to the medieval concept of constitutionalism, Paine
argued that the compact provides the basis for the development of a
constitution, which in turn serves as the foundation for the assign-
ment and delineation of governmental functions:

A constitution is a thing antecedent to a government, and a government
is only the creature of a constitution. The constitution of a country is
not the act of its government, but of the people constituting a govern-
ment. It is the body of elements, to which you can refer, and quote
article by article; and contains the principles on which the government
shall be established, the form in which it shall be organized, [and] the
powers it shall have.36

Paine defended the concept of modern constitutionalism, especially
exemplified in the literal and written constitutions of the American
states and the national constitution of the United States: “A constitu-
tion is not a thing in name only, but in fact. It has not an ideal, but a
real existence; and wherever it cannot be produced in a visible form
there is none.”37 Indeed, he maintained, “the American constitutions
were to liberty what a grammar is to language: they define its parts of
speech, and practically construct them into syntax.”38

In contrast with the intent of medieval constitutionalism, the
American writers ultimately produced a written document reflecting
modern constitutionalism’s emphasis on the merits of government
limited by preset and inviolable procedures. This document—the U.S.
Constitution—was itself a second attempt at constructing a modern
constitution, as the thirteen independent states continued to search
for a sense of national identity and a national government.

Constitutional Construction

In the tumultuous years following the signing of the Treaty of Paris
in 1783, which formally concluded the American Revolution, the thir-
teen independent states entered into a “perpetual union” governed by
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procedures contained in a memorandum of agreement titled the Arti-
cles of Confederation. Under the Articles, the new U.S. government
had limited authority to resolve problems among the states, including
those of economic cooperation. The tremendous financial burden of
the Revolution as well as other debts that had accumulated during the
colonial era faced political as well as procedural obstacles to their
resolution.39 The state governments exerted pressure on the Congress
to seek a solution. In September 1786, authorized by Congress, twelve
commissioners representing five of the newly independent states met
in Annapolis, Maryland, to resolve problems of trade and commerce
among their respective economies. But the Annapolis convention
failed to arrive at a solution, as the commissioners’ deliberations
revealed systemic flaws under the Articles. The revelation of flaws
explained the inability of the national government to resolve prob-
lems related to national economic matters. The commissioners sent to
Congress a request that another convention be held with representa-
tives invited from all states to address general inadequacies of the Arti-
cles of Confederation.

In February 1787 Congress authorized a second convention with
delegations from the thirteen states to meet in Philadelphia later
that year “for the sole and express purpose of revising the Articles of
Confederation.”40 From May into September, delegates from twelve
of the thirteen states met, ostensibly to modify the Articles; indeed,
most delegates had been instructed by their respective state gov-
ernments to make only minor changes. The delegates in Philadel-
phia, like those who met in Annapolis the previous year, realized
that the problems faced by the Confederation stemmed from the
structural limitations placed on the national government under the
Articles, and were intractable. After much discussion and considera-
tion of several proposals to modify or replace the Articles, they pro-
posed an alternative arrangement. The delegates called for a stronger
national government with enhanced powers in a federal relationship
with the state governments. The Congress received the convention
delegates’ proposal for a new memorandum of agreement or con-
stitution, and submitted it to each of the states for their considera-
tion and ratification. The U.S. Constitution was ratified by nine
states, the minimum formally required for implementation by the
Constitution, on June 21, 1788. On March 4, 1789, the first Con-
gress under the ratified Constitution convened. Within the next two
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years, the remaining four states also ratified the Constitution and
joined the new national union.

Eschewing appeals to history and medieval constitutionalism, the
delegates in Philadelphia spent little time debating the nature of the
common good to be pursued by government officeholders. Instead,
the delegates embraced modern constitutionalism and its focus on
the procedures and limits of decision making and of governmental
authority. They endorsed the necessity of framing a written constitu-
tion that would be conceptually prior to the creation of a national
government, which could thus serve as its foundation. The framers
spent the preponderance of their time resolving issues of legislative
authority and the purview of national government with regard to
financial infrastructure, taxation and commerce, federal relations with
state governments, and foreign affairs. The framers spent less time on
private economic matters and religious concerns. They followed
Smith’s lead, leaving these and other aspects of society to the market-
place of goods, services, and ideas, and the relative autonomy of civil
society.

The framers did briefly consider logical arguments that would
either sustain or deny constitutional acknowledgment of a privileged
position for Christianity. Their understanding of the proper relation-
ship between religion and government in fact took into considera-
tion the complex history of church–state relations in the colonies
(now states) and the growing competition among religious denomi-
nations with contrary teachings and claims to divine authority. While
Americans had generally come to accept the first two commitments of
the religious axis—rational and empirical analyses and individual
conscience as the basis of religious belief—the third commitment to
religious liberty over religious toleration had yet to be embraced.

On the Religious Question

Reflecting the climatic conditions of Philadelphia during the sum-
mer of 1787, the convention delegates engaged in long and heated
debates about the shortcomings of the Articles of Confederation, and
the challenge of constructing a new constitutional arrangement. The
preponderance of deliberations during the convention focused on the
limits, roles, and decision-making procedures of the departments or
branches of political power, primarily of the national government.
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To address these concerns, the delegates turned to insights and meth-
ods of the Enlightenment, particularly those of John Locke and
Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, which encouraged the
search for rational explanations and arguments to understand and
defend claims regarding the truths of nature. The truths comprised
both moral rights and the logic of constitutional construction.

During the revolutionary era, many American colonists had been
influenced by Locke’s Two Treatises of Government and An Essay Con-
cerning Human Understanding, published in 1689 and 1690, respec-
tively. These works were used to justify liberal theories of radical
individualism as well as revolution against the British government.41

The sentiments of Americans regarding religion and politics tended to
mirror those found not only in the writings of Smith but also in the
writings of Montesquieu. One of the more widely renowned writers
among the French philosophes of the Enlightenment, Montesquieu
offered extensive surveys and analyses of the history and principles
of law and their impact on society and government. After the Revolu-
tion, the framers of the Constitution frequently referenced the dis-
cussions on constitutional design of Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the
Laws, published in 1748.

Montesquieu recognized the valuable role that religion can play in
civil society, particularly as a partner with civil authorities in achieving
and maintaining the public good. Also recognizing the dangers of a
formal collusion between church and state (as, for example, that of
the medieval era), he advocated an informal partnership between the
two, to admonish parishioners and citizens alike to good citizenship.
According to Montesquieu, “As religion and the civil laws should aim
principally to make good citizens of men, one sees that when either of
these departs from this end, the other should aim more toward it;
the less repressive religion is, the more the civil laws should repress.”42

He also argued that divine laws and human laws are of such distinct
types that one should not regulate on behalf of the other; the actual
human condition and the ideal religious objectives are simply incom-
patible: “Human laws enact about the good; religion, about the
best.”43 As Smith echoed three decades later on the necessity of a reli-
gious marketplace, Montesquieu asserted that

When the laws of a state have believed they should allow many reli-
gions, they must also oblige them to tolerate each other. The principle
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is that every religion which is repressed becomes repressive itself; for
as soon as, by some chance, it can shake off repression, it attacks the
religion which repressed it, not as a religion, but as a tyranny. Therefore,
it is useful for the laws to require of these various religions not only that
they not disturb the state, but also that they not disturb each other.44

As with Locke, then, Montesquieu preferred a certain distance
between church and state. Even so, with regard to the development
of civic virtue in civil society, he believed that Christianity provides a
moral foundation superior to that of other religions, including Islam.
Similar in spirit to Locke, Montesquieu frequently refers to historical
accounts of earlier Muslim civilizations, including that of Amir Temur
(Tamerlane) in Central Asia, as too brutal and violent to meet the
demands of a modern moral society.45

The delegates at the federal convention generally accepted Mon-
tesquieu’s preference for a competitive marketplace of religious
beliefs. In fact, only on rare occasions during the convention did the
delegates entertain and discuss the role of religion in society or gov-
ernment. When they did, however, they addressed the critical question
of whether or not religious considerations should be formally
included in or excluded from governmental institutions. That is, the
delegates were pressed to choose between religious toleration and reli-
gious liberty. Their answer to the question would have profound and
far-reaching consequences for religion in American civil society and
the public square.

The Federal Convention and Religious Exclusion

On the rare instances that questions of religion were discussed at the
federal convention, the delegates’ consideration centered on exclu-
sion, not inclusion, of religion from the constitutional design of
national governance. On three different occasions the delegates dis-
cussed the merits of constitutionally requiring a test to ascertain
whether an individual is worthy on religious grounds to serve in the
national government. First, on August 20, a proposal to exclude reli-
gious tests for government service was included with several other pro-
posals submitted by Charles Pinckney, a delegate from South Carolina.
Pinckney’s proposals were unanimously referred to a special com-
mittee for further elaboration. Next, on August 30, the convention
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delegates unanimously voted to incorporate Pinckney’s proposed
exclusion of religious tests into the Constitution. And finally, on Sep-
tember 14, the delegates debated and then rejected the inclusion of a
proposed enumerated power of Congress: to establish a national uni-
versity, which would be prohibited from considering religious prefer-
ences in qualifying students for admission.46 No other aspects of the
religious question were discussed by the delegates at the convention.
But their decision to exclude religious tests for national government
service reveals the transition in thinking from Locke’s preference for
religious toleration to Smith’s and Montesquieu’s advocacy of reli-
gious liberty.

On August 30, the convention delegates adopted, in the sixth 
of seven separate parts or articles of the constitution under con-
struction, the only direct reference to religion to be found in the 
Constitution of 1787: “no religious test shall ever be required as a
qualification to any office or public trust under the United States.”47

This passage, as well as the entirety of Article VI, “was adopted by a
great majority of the convention, and without much debate,” accord-
ing to Luther Martin, the attorney general of Maryland and one of the
delegates to the convention.48 In fact, while agreeing with the prohi-
bition, some delegates viewed the inclusion in the Constitution of a
formal exclusion of a religious test as unnecessary. Roger Sherman, a
delegate from Connecticut, considered the ban on religious tests 
to be superfluous. According to Sherman, the religious diversity 
of American civil society already precluded the possibility that a 
particular denomination would gain control of government and
impose a test to restrict political participation by members of other
denominations.49

The diversity of religious opinions in American society, however,
worried other delegates. They held that a constitutionally required
religious test was necessary to assure that only virtuous individuals
would be permitted to serve in government. But Martin noted that it
was only a small minority of the delegates who argued for inclusion of
a religious test:

However, there were some members so unfashionable as to think, that a
belief of the existence of a Deity, and of a state of future rewards and pun-
ishments would be some security for the good conduct of our rulers, and
that, in a Christian country, it would be at least decent to hold out some
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distinction between the professors of Christianity and downright infi-
delity or paganism.50

Similar to Locke’s argument in favor of religious toleration, the minor-
ity of “unfashionable” delegates contended for inclusion of a religious
test that favored Protestant citizens. Nevertheless, they failed to per-
suade the majority of the delegates that a constitutionally privileged
position for Christianity was necessary to avert corruption in govern-
ment. Indeed, the more important concern of the majority of the del-
egates had to do with religious liberty.

Oliver Ellsworth, a judge on the Connecticut Supreme Court and
a delegate to the convention, argued that the constitutional exclu-
sion of a religious test was not intended to demean the value of reli-
gion. Ellsworth believed that the exclusion would in fact contribute
to the protection of religious liberty. Any religious test for office,
he maintained, would serve as “cob-web barriers” to good and hon-
est people serving in government. That is, by its very nature, a reli-
gious test would discriminate against some religions in favor of
others:

A test in favor of any one denomination of Christians would be to the
last degree absurd in the United States. If it were in favor of either Con-
gregationalists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Baptists, or Quakers, it
would incapacitate more than three fourths of the American citizens for
any public office and thus degrade them from the rank of freemen.
There needs no argument to prove that the majority of our citizens
would never submit to this indignity.51

Ellsworth also pointed out that a requirement for potential office-
holders “to declare, at the time of their admission, their belief in the
being of a God, and in the divine authority of the scriptures” would
still not dissuade unprincipled candidates from lying to gain political
advantage.52 Such a requirement would be of little practical value—
and, he argued, “civil government has no business to meddle with the
private opinions of the people.” In support of liberty over toleration,
he claimed that a religious test “is the parent of hypocrisy and the
offspring of error and the spirit of persecution. . . . [It is] useless and
ineffectual, unjust and tyrannical; therefore the Convention have
done wisely in excluding this engine of persecution, and providing
that no religious test ever be required.”
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A Defense of Religious Exclusion

With the approval of the majority of the delegates to the federal con-
vention, the proposed constitution was forwarded to Congress and
then sent to conventions in each state for their consideration and rat-
ification. The overwhelming majority of delegates to the federal con-
vention did not wish to accord Christianity a privileged position in
the national government. Consequently, with regard to any acknowl-
edgment of God, the final draft of the U.S. Constitution contained
no mention of God, Christianity, or an establishment of religion. It
contained only one reference to a prohibition of religious tests to
serve in national office. Later, when he was asked why God was not
mentioned in the newly proposed constitution, Alexander Hamil-
ton, a delegate from New York, reportedly quipped, “We forgot.”53

While Hamilton’s response may be apocryphal, the report highlights
the general attitude of the delegates, such that the place of religion in
politics was not actively debated at the constitutional convention or
accorded any privileged position. In the ratification debates, many
delegates who had attended the federal convention, along with other
proponents, vigorously defended the document’s exclusion of reli-
gious tests.

Benjamin Franklin, a delegate from Pennsylvania, stated, “To con-
clude, I beg I may not be understood to infer that our general convention
was divinely inspired when it formed the new federal Constitution,”
although, similar to Augustine’s interpretation of history, he believed
that there had been divine influence throughout history that ultimately
led to its appearance in 1787.54 Other political observers in favor of
ratification of the Constitution argued that the correct principles con-
tained in the document could clearly be discerned by all with the aid
of reason. Consequently, according to one supporter, to incorporate
the holy name of God in a political document would amount to “vul-
gar flattery.”55

Edmund Randolph, a delegate from Virginia, was initially dissatis-
fied with the final version of the Constitution and refused to sign the
document at the conclusion of the federal convention. Randolph erro-
neously believed that the delegates had assigned to Congress consti-
tutional “power over religion,” with which it could conceivably
regulate religious denominations, even to the point of intolerance.
For this reason, he opposed the exclusion of religious tests contained
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in Article VI.56 Randolph argued that without a religious test to serve,
members of Congress would not have an incentive to protect religion.
To prevent this possibility, he supported a constitutionally required
religious test to hold office. Upon further reflection after the federal
convention, however, Randolph realized that the final draft of the Con-
stitution in fact did not contain an enumerated power of government
over religion; he then concluded that a religious test as a qualification
to serve was not necessary. With his doubts resolved, Randolph
reversed his earlier opposition to the Constitution and, in a statement
read at the Virginia state ratifying convention held in June 1788,
defended the exclusion of a religious test to serve in national office.

James Madison, another delegate from Virginia to the federal con-
vention, exercised considerable influence with his colleagues and
became the primary theoretician behind the writing of the Constitu-
tion. Madison rejected the medieval constitutionalism of Henry de
Bracton and his legal heirs, who had developed the English common
law with its close ties between church and state, and favored instead
modern constitutionalism. In a letter to George Washington, Madi-
son defended the Convention’s own rejection of English medieval
constitutionalism:

What could the Convention have done? If they had in general terms
declared the Common law to be in force, they would have broken in
upon the legal Code of every state in the most material points: they
would have done more, they would have brought over from Great
Britain a thousand heterogeneous and antirepublican doctrines, and
even the ecclesiastical Hierarchy itself, for that is a part of the Common
law. If they had undertaken a discrimination, they must have formed a
digest of laws, instead of a Constitution.57

In his recognition of the inadequacy of medieval constitutionalism
and common law, Madison sought insights from other Enlightenment
thinkers in his advocacy of modern constitutionalism.

Madison relied on insights from Montesquieu in his public pro-
motion and defense of the proposed constitutional arrangement of
governmental functions, including the role of religion. In agreement
with Montesquieu’s views on religion and human nature, Madison
stated that historical evidence demonstrated that “neither moral nor
religious motives can be relied on as an adequate control” to prevent
corruption in government.58 Like Ellsworth, he too concluded that
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religious tests would provide little protection. Nevertheless, Madison
recognized that individuals who fervently hold a religious faith would
still be elected to national office, and could still be abusive of their
responsibilities. This possibility brought attention to the question of
the abuse of political power.

Montesquieu had earlier asserted that an individual who has polit-
ical power would abuse it until institutional limits are encountered;
he argued that “power must check power by the arrangement of
things” in a constitution.59 He also discussed the three functions or
powers of all governments—legislative, executive, and adjudicative—
and advised against their being placed in the same hands: “All would
be lost if the same man or the same body of principal men, either of
nobles, or of the people, exercised these three powers.”60 Madison also
recognized that, since “men [are not] angels,” human behavior will be
guided by potentially destructive self-interest.61 Consequently, instead
of trusting that decent Christians will be elected or appointed to
office, he made a case for reliance on the structure of the formal rela-
tions of the powers of government, as suggested by Montesquieu, to
avoid corrupt and potentially tyrannical government: “Ambition must
be made to counteract ambition.” Madison then set forth his own ver-
sion of the doctrine of separation of powers, which permits the pres-
ence and expression of divisive self-interest and political conflict but
encourages compromise to forestall the concentration of powers,
which he believed would inevitably lead to governmental tyranny.62

Furthermore, the delegates did not wish to allow future generations
to accord Christianity a privileged position. They foresaw that the lack
of any acknowledgment of God in the Constitution would be insuffi-
cient to forestall creation of a privileged position for a particular
denomination or faith.63 That is, without an explicit prohibition, a
willing Congress and president could easily pass legislation to create
such a position. Congress would then have the power to develop reli-
gious tests for office, which would have the effect of establishing a par-
ticular religious sect as preferred over others. Religious toleration
would supplant religious liberty; thus, religious tests must be formally
prohibited.

The 150-year period between adoption of the Fundamental Orders
of Connecticut and the ratification of the U.S. Constitution reveal a
democratic transition in American society with regard to religion and
politics.64 By rejecting a privileged position for Christianity or any
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other religious faith, the delegates to the federal convention and their
supporters in the state ratifying conventions demonstrated a preference
for religious liberty over religious toleration. With the formal removal
of religion from its privileged position in the affairs of state, this pref-
erence effectively relegated religious responsibilities to civil society.

The convention delegates were not convinced that a government
could establish a privileged position for Christianity or for a particular
Christian denomination or sect while remaining politically tolerant of
all other religious sects. That is, if it were permitted to exercise power
over the standards of religious teachings, beliefs, and practices to be tol-
erated, the government would be intervening in the marketplace of reli-
gious ideas, detrimental to the cause of religious liberty. Furthermore,
a government in a symbiotic relationship with a privileged denomina-
tion or faith will probably be a government held captive to one religion,
with power to proscribe others. Conversely, a religion may become a
captive of the state, setting a precedent for the state to capture others.
Either way, religious toleration deteriorates and leads to the loss of reli-
gious liberty. To avoid religious tyranny, the framers of the Constitution
sought to protect religious liberty by prohibiting Congress from exer-
cising the power of religious discrimination through exclusionary tests
that would give legal preference for one religion over another.

The national government’s renunciation of the power to prefer a
religion had the effect of encouraging a public ethos for separating
church from state. The Constitution contained no provisions regard-
ing the relation between the national government and the state gov-
ernments regarding the religious question, however.

Refinement of Religious Exclusion

While most of the proponents of the U.S. Constitution saw the diver-
sity of religious sects as a sufficient safeguard against domination by one
particular sect, those opposed to ratification of the Constitution at the
state ratifying conventions were not so convinced. Known as “anti-
federalists,” the opponents argued that the exclusion of a religious test
alone was insufficient to overcome potential threats from the national
government to religious liberty. They argued that one religious sect
could still gain control of the national government through the electoral
process and then through legislation discriminate against the interests
of the other sects. Furthermore, the national government through the
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Constitution’s “supremacy clause,” also contained in Article VI, would
be able legislatively to overrule each state’s own constitutionally per-
mitted establishment of religion or provision of religious liberty.65 The
antifederalists argued that these two threats continued to loom before
the nation, despite the ban on religious tests found in Article VI.

Ostensibly, the formal exclusion of religious tests contained in the
Constitution of 1787 would avert the first threat of religious discrim-
ination. With the prohibition on establishing a religious test, and short
of a later constitutional amendment to the contrary, the Congress is
prohibited from enacting legislation that mandates religious discrimi-
nation with regard to the selection of representatives. Given the ever
expanding religious pluralism in America, it would also be highly
unlikely, albeit still possible (as pointed out by the antifederalists),
for a majority of the members of Congress to be elected or appointed
from their respective states with the support and assistance of a single
religious sect with national appeal. The antifederalists found the sec-
ond threat, in which the national government might encroach on
state sovereignty, to be a more likely possibility. The exclusion of reli-
gious tests in Article VI could not resolve the potential threat to free-
dom of religion that they detected in the federal relation between the
national government and the state governments.

The antifederalists argued that this second threat to federalism and
the protection of freedom of religion could only be averted by amend-
ing the Constitution. They demanded the adoption of a national bill
of rights as a limitation on the authority of the national government
that would protect the states’ rights of self-governance and religious
liberty. Although ultimately in the minority regarding ratification at
the state ratifying conventions, the antifederalists vigorously pro-
moted their cause in the press and in minority reports. In many states
they convinced their ratifying conventions to call for a national bill
of rights as a condition of ratification. In Pennsylvania, for example,
delegates to the state convention proposed that the Constitution
include the following statement: “The right of conscience shall be
held inviolable; and neither the legislative, executive, nor judicial
powers of the United States shall have authority to alter, abrogate, or
infringe any part of the constitution of the several states, which pro-
vide for the preservation of liberty in matters of religion.”66 In Vir-
ginia, convention delegates proposed a bill of rights that would assert
the “unalienable right to the free exercise of religion” and assure that
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“no particular religious sect or society ought to be favored or estab-
lished, by law, in preference to others.”67

As a result of political pressure from the antifederalists at the state
conventions, the federalists promised that, upon ratification, the new
Congress would draft a proposed set of amendments to the Consti-
tution that would protect individual rights, including religious liberty.
Indeed, after the successful ratification process in 1789, Madison and
other members of the new Congress proposed twelve amendments
to the U.S. Constitution, one of which would preclude the possibil-
ity of an established national church and protect religious liberty from
the reach of the national government. The proposed amendments
were sent to the states for their consideration and ratification.

By 1791 three-fourths of the states had ratified ten of the proposed
amendments, later known as the Bill of Rights. In the First Amendment,
the first two clauses set forth limits on the national government’s
authority to control religious matters: “Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise
thereof.” In addition to precluding a national church, the first or estab-
lishment clause also originally prohibited Congress from interfering with
religious preferment in the states. In this way, the clause reaffirmed
and indirectly broadened the intent of the exclusion of religious tests of
Article VI. The second or free exercise clause originally prohibited Con-
gress from interfering with religious practices while reaffirming the state
governments’ right to protect religious liberty as well as regulate reli-
gious practices. Nevertheless, the institutionalization of religious liberty
at the national level—freeing the government from religious control
and freeing the religious individual from government control—as the
final commitment of the religious axis, secured formal protection with
the ratification and adoption of the U.S. Constitution and then its Bill
of Rights. But regardless of intent, the realistic effect of the constitu-
tional protection of religious liberty in American liberal democracy
greatly diminished the liberal democratic state’s institutional restraints
on the dynamism and volatility of American religious pluralism.

The Factional Imperative

Edmund Randolph ruminated on the beneficial religious effects in
civil society and the public square of the new constitutional arrange-
ment. He pointed out that the exclusion of a religious test for national
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office would prevent the creation of a privileged position for any reli-
gion, including Christianity, as well as encourage respect among the
citizenry for the growing diversity of religious sects. Randolph observed
that “there are so many [religious sects] now in the United States that
they will prevent the establishment of any one sect in prejudice to the
rest, and will forever oppose all attempts to infringe religious lib-
erty.”68 But he also recognized that the constitutional relegation to
civil society of voluntary associations, including religious denomina-
tions, coupled with the psychology of self-interest, may result in unre-
strained competition and violent politics. Simmering in civil society,
the aimless stirring of innumerable religious associations arises from
their own exclusive and contrary theologies and public objectives.

Indeed, many of the founders of the republic also regarded with
apprehension the increasing number of religious sects in civil society.
They feared that religious pluralism would become a threat to social
stability, and thus to individual liberty. Out of exasperation with the
increasingly bitter disputes among religious factions, John Adams
wrote to Thomas Jefferson, “This would be the best of all possible
worlds, if there were no religion in it!!!”69 According to Adams, “In
what sense and to what extent the Bible is law, may give rise to as many
doubts and quarrels as any of our civil, political, military, or maritime
laws, and will intermix with them all to irritate factions of every sort.”70

He then hastened to endorse the importance of religious faith in per-
sonal moral development, as opposed to its presence in politics.

In his reply, Jefferson concurred with Adams’s assessment, both in
terms of the value of religion for individual improvement and the
threat of religious sectarianism leading to social upheaval and politi-
cal ruination. Jefferson was particularly pleased, however, with the
achievements of the Constitution’s wall of separation between church
and state, as predicated on the exclusion of religious tests in Article VI
and the establishment and free exercise clauses of the First Amend-
ment: “A Protestant popedom is no longer to disgrace the American
history and character.”71 Less optimistic, Adams wrote back, challeng-
ing Jefferson’s appraisal: “Oh! Lord! Do you think that a Protestant
popedom is annihilated in America? Do you recollect, or have you
ever attended to the ecclesiastical strifes in Maryland, Pennsylvania,
New York, and every part of New England? What a mercy it is that
these people cannot whip and crop, and pillory and roast, as yet in the
U.S.! If they could they would.”72 Furthermore, Adams accused the
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Quakers, Methodists, Anabaptists, Unitarians, Catholics, and other
religious denominations in Europe of attempting “to propagate their
demipopery among us.” Regardless of his exasperation, he realized
that Hobbes’s plague of religious diversity had infected and become
a chronic condition of American society.

The appearance of religious pluralism and divisive sectarianism is
but one expression of a social phenomenon in which individuals vol-
untarily associate with each other to obtain particular benefits. But the
activities of voluntary associations have social consequences beyond
securing benefits for their members. An association attempting to
achieve objectives in its self-interest invariably seeks to secure eco-
nomic and political resources. The voracious acquisition of resources
to influence public decision making and obtain more resources
potentially threatens the stability and survivability of the liberal dem-
ocratic state. Madison warned that a voluntary association or “faction”
consists of “a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority
or minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some com-
mon impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other
citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the commu-
nity.”73 Thus he revealed the inexorable presence of a factional imper-
ative intrinsic to civil society and the public square. Regardless of the
danger to social stability and the pursuit of the common good, Madi-
son also understood that factions themselves could not be outlawed
in the republic without violating liberal rights of conscience, speech,
and association. Realizing that the factional imperative would pro-
duce competing interest groups with little or no respect for individ-
ual rights of other citizens, or the common good, he nevertheless
defended and promoted the proposed Constitution as the best way
“to break and control the violence of faction.”74

To this end, Madison supported the Constitution’s formal structure
of the separated but related governmental functions as the best way to
impede, if not prevent, the likelihood of any single faction occupying
all positions in the separated departments of political power. The
selection in periodic elections of representatives from disparate
regions of the republic, the separation of powers of governance at the
national level, and the federalism of national and state governments,
were all designed to blunt and weaken the factional imperative’s
threat to the stability of society and government. In the event that
the structural obstacles prove insufficient to forestall a single faction
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from gaining political power and engaging in religious repression and
tyranny, as foreseen by Montesquieu,75 Madison proposed an addi-
tional barrier. Paradoxically, he believed that encouraging the growth
of factions in civil society would also reduce the potential threat of the
factional imperative. In this way, there would exist an inverse rela-
tionship between the number of factions as a whole and the amount
of political influence of any single faction. But the increase in expres-
sions of faith in civil society and the dynamics of the factional imper-
ative in the public square must be restrained by the constitutional
framework from influencing the formation of public policy beyond
that of local elections.76

The structural impediments found in Article VI and the First
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution prevent the national govern-
ment from establishing Christianity in a privileged position. These
impediments demonstrate that the framers of the Constitution and
many other founders of the American republic accepted the interests
of religious factions as subordinate in importance to economic and
political interests. In this way, the constitutional structure went
beyond protecting religion from state interference and control; it
restrained religious participation and influence in the public square.
In fact, after a decade of abiding by the structural distance between
church and state, the U.S. government formally declared in the Treaty
of Tripoli of 1797, negotiated with Muslim North Africa, that “the
United States is not, in any sense, founded on the Christian religion.”77

Referring to the intent of the Constitution, the treaty reaffirmed the
government’s formal rejection of a privileged position for Christian-
ity. However, it did not reject the Christian heritage of America’s found-
ing, or the influence of Christianity in civil society. Nevertheless,
instead of appealing to America’s religious history, the treaty relied on
the logic of liberal democratic theory and modern constitutionalism.
The refinement of religious exclusion in the structure of the Consti-
tution promoted religious liberty over religious toleration, and thus
protected the third commitment of the religious axis.

Religious Liberty, Diversity, and Strategic Options

With the three commitments of the religious axis firmly ensconced
in the culture of civil society and protected by liberal democratic insti-
tutions, religious individuals and factions are free to consider strategic
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options regarding their relation to their host society. But depending
on the options, Madison warns, religious factions may well behave
“adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggre-
gate interests of the community.”78

There are four options that religious adherents may pursue with
regard to civil society and the public square. The first option consists
in separation by the religious individual or community from society
itself. The members of a particular faction or religious community
may believe that they are unable to practice the requirements of their
faith as a result of the political restrictions of the host society. Conse-
quently, they may conclude that they are being forced to choose
between two extremes: the threat of annihilation from limits imposed
on them by a secular government, or assimilation within the larger
and secular host society as a result of abandoning peculiar beliefs
and practices.79 Attempting to avoid either extreme, the religious
believers may literally withdraw from society and remove to a remote
location, as did the Mormons when they withdrew from the U.S. to
Mexican territory in the nineteenth century, or Jim Jones and his fol-
lowers from San Francisco to French Guiana in the 1970s.

Similar to the first option of physical withdrawal, another option
also involves withdrawal or separation from the host society, but
within the society itself. Religious adherents and communities may
separate themselves from heterogeneous neighborhoods or other
population centers to escape a culture of secularism and religious plu-
ralism. This separation can occur when believers engage in the priva-
tization of personal religious convictions and practices with minimal
participation in nonreligious activities. Some form of internal sepa-
ration may also be effected through privatization of religious beliefs
and practices in isolated areas within the confines of the host state,
such as that initiated by a fundamentalist offshoot of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church, the Branch Davidians, in the mid-1990s in
Texas, and by a splinter Mormon sect, the Fundamentalist Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, in 2006 in South Dakota and Texas.
More successfully, the communities of the Old Amish Order in the
Midwest have effected a political truce with the federal and state gov-
ernments as they seek accommodation to protect their religious pri-
vacy and social autonomy.80

The first two options tend to deny the presence of any moral
responsibility to participate in broader social and political activities of

10424-06_Ch05.qxd  6/1/07  10:50 AM  Page 119



civil society; indeed, participation in society may be perceived as
requiring moral compromises that are spiritually debilitating and thus
unacceptable. But the dynamics of the factional imperative recognized
by Madison suggests that expressions of religious faith in the public
square are more likely to follow options of civic engagement and
political participation rather than withdrawal.

The final two of the four options encourage greater involvement
of religious individuals, denominations, sects, and movements in the
affairs of state. Many mainline religious denominations, for example,
have generally chosen to participate in their respective host societies,
accommodating themselves to the demands of broader social and legal
restrictions imposed by the democratic process, while attempting to
retain their religious identities. In this way, they are free to attempt to
influence the direction of public policy according to their religious
social ethics. But the attempt to accommodate the demands of secular
society requires a practical, public theology. The public theology
serves as a conduit to transmit the moral beliefs of the religious
denomination to a wider audience for consideration in public policy
debates.81 Moreover, the development of public theologies may in
turn call for a reinterpretation of traditional religious teachings on
civic responsibility. In addition, theological reinterpretation may pose
a challenge to maintaining religious identities, depending on how
much of the religious tradition and current practices must be jetti-
soned. The challenge of reinterpretation has frequently resulted in fur-
ther splintering among mainline Protestant groups, the Catholic
church, and to some extent among Jews and Muslims.82

In addition to this third option, a related fourth option encour-
ages religious factions to participate in politics beyond simply sup-
porting or opposing particular public policies according to a moral
code. In the fourth option, religious identity serves as a basis from
which to abandon or transform the secular, liberal democratic state in
favor of an alternative state that exhibits the common good. In this
case, the religious factions seek to occupy a privileged position, with
the likely transformation of the state into a theocracy. To achieve this
objective, a powerful mobilization by religious leaders and their fol-
lowers would use the mechanisms of constitutional liberal democracy
to propel themselves into the thicket of interest-group politics to com-
pete for political favors and ultimately to achieve positions of political
power. To justify their political behavior and objectives, the politically
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motivated religious factions require a political theology that addresses
all aspects of society, government, and politics.83 The development in
recent years of political theologies has given moral authority to a wide
array of political and militant groups, such as the Christian Coali-
tion, Christian reconstructionism, Christian Identity, liberation theol-
ogy, Hezbollah, and al-Qaeda.84

Today, the ubiquitous adoption by Western political regimes of
Hobbes’s philosophical foundation, as modified by later modern
architects, has only secured the development of the contemporary, lib-
eral democratic state. The powerful dynamics of the factional imper-
ative exercises unpredictable force and turbulence that strain the
limits of liberal democracy’s constitutional arrangement. In particular,
constitutional protection of religious liberty and pluralism accom-
modates perspectives of social responsibility that frequently lead to a
thoroughgoing activism in and, at times, challenge to the public
square. Characterized by a plethora of often incompatible theologi-
cal frameworks, religious expressions emanate from civil society, and
their political participation reflects myriad reference points across
the ideological spectrum. Ironically, the religious activism resulting
from the factional imperative exerts considerable pressure on the con-
stitutional protection of religious liberty. Only a modicum of the
peace sought by Hobbes has been attained as religious and cultural
wars continue to rage within the confines and restraints of the liberal
democratic state, ultimately threatening the commitments of the reli-
gious axis. The extent to which the pressure of religious activism in the
public square threatens the commitments is primarily a function of
the various religious factions’ expressions of social responsibility,
which arise from their peculiar public and political theologies.
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Liberal democracy has evolved and developed in theoretical com-
plexity and political sophistication since the religious axis. During

the past 350 years, its cause has steadily gained converts, spreading
around the globe to overthrow hereditary monarchies and replace total-
itarian systems. Liberal democracy, in a variety of incarnations, now
serves as the predominant regime of choice. From Western Europe to
the Americas, Australia, Africa, Eastern Europe, and Asia, liberal demo-
cratic regimes have been planted, nurtured, cultivated, and even vaguely
imitated. Whether exhibiting congressional–presidential, parliamen-
tary, or authoritarian governments, most liberal democracies have
thrived; others have failed and then sprung up anew. The practical suc-
cess of liberal democracy is partially a function of its theoretical com-
mitments, especially as they pertain to the religious question.

The proper blend of religion and politics has been given special
attention in liberal democratic theory. The three commitments of the
religious axis—reason and empiricism, individual conscience and
ethics, and religious liberty over religious toleration—furnish the
philosophical foundation for liberal democracy’s constitutional frame-
work. Ideally, this constitutional framework supports yet restrains
the factional imperative of religious expression in civil society and the
public square. Religious adherents engage in social and political
activism, often guided by their beliefs and theologies. The combina-
tion of a rich diversity of beliefs and theologies with politics increases

Three
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Democracy and the 
Religious Axis
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sectarian acrimony and volatility, placing stress on the constitutional
limits of liberal democracy. Under the stress of unregulated religious
liberty, various public and political theologies begin to challenge the
validity of one or more of the three commitments of the religious axis,
or liberal democracy itself. This is the paradox of liberal democracy.

Contributing to the broiling mix of religion and politics, many reli-
gious individuals and organizations accept and abide by the political
values and constitutional restraints of liberal democracy. They are typi-
cally guided by public theologies that encourage a religious presence in
politics to influence policy decision making. Nonetheless, such religious
blocs of voters and factions frequently encounter obstacles inherent in
their exclusivist theologies that prevent the formation of lasting coali-
tions, as demonstrated by the vast majority of followers of Mormonism
and evangelical Christianity in the United States. Competition for con-
verts and political influence among these two religious rivals, with sim-
ilar ideological proclivities but incompatible theologies, intensifies the
likelihood of social conflict within liberal democracy.

Alternately, political institutions may be confronted from without,
as religious critics denounce liberal democracy’s failure to protect indi-
vidual liberty and achieve social justice. Proponents of the theology of
liberation have engaged in legal and extralegal activities to achieve polit-
ical success in Brazil. Using liberation hermeneutics to interpret scripture
and critique society, they have exposed morally corrupt government
policies that do not accord with the political values of modernity. But
in revealing the political and economic sins of liberal democracy, the
temptation arises for alternative political regimes that threaten to under-
mine the three commitments of the religious axis.

Occasionally a liberal democracy succumbs to the temptation of
political expediency, modifying its constitutional framework to permit
a privileged position for religion, thus undermining the commitment to
religious liberty. With the official incorporation of a variant of Islam in
its national ideology, the government of Uzbekistan has unwittingly
set in motion dynamics to destabilize its nascent liberal democracy.
Its replacement of religious liberty with religious toleration weakens
the philosophical foundation and threatens the precarious structure
of the Uzbek liberal democratic state.

Advocates of particular religious worldviews may directly challenge
the legitimacy of the commitments of the religious axis in the philo-
sophical foundation of liberal democracy. Christian reconstruction-
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ism defies all three of the commitments in an attempt to undermine
and transform modernity. Reconstructionism’s unconventional epis-
temology for scientific investigations combined with neo-Calvinist
theology provides an alternative foundation for a new political regime
incompatible with the political values of liberal democracy.

These four challengers illustrate the diverse theologies and expres-
sions of political activism that pressure the constitutional frame-
work of liberal democracy founded on the three commitments of
the religious axis.
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The political institutions of liberal democracy and the competition
among sectarian interests in civil society serve to restrain the fac-

tional imperative of religion in the public square. Civil society inculcates
acceptance of the three commitments of the religious axis—rational
empiricism, individual conscience, and religious liberty over religious
toleration—as a necessary condition for maintaining the appeal of
religious pluralism. The public square permits religious activism in
politics while precluding political privilege for any religious denom-
ination or sect. By acknowledging and accepting the commitments of
the religious axis, religious factions may then focus their attention and
resources on attracting converts in civil society and promoting select
policy issues in the public square. To do so, they typically develop pub-
lic theologies to justify and guide their activism within the constitutional
framework.

Political scientist Robert D. Putnam has assessed voluntary associa-
tions, networks, and human resources in civil society, and finds that
“faith communities in which people worship together are arguably the
single most important repository of social capital in America.”1 Conse-
quently, the modern relegation of religion from its former privileged
position in the state to civil society does not necessarily mean that reli-
gion has been marginalized in the public square. In fact, individuals
who are actively committed to a religious denomination or faith com-
munity tend to adopt public theologies and become more engaged in

Mormons and Evangelicals
Uneasy Coalitions in the Public Square
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civic activity than those who are not religious. As they amass social
capital for political purposes, religious institutions exercise varying
degrees of influence in public policy debates. Religious individuals and
institutions, concerned with specific moral issues and guided by pub-
lic theologies, compete to influence specific public policies.

Nonetheless, even with acceptance of the three commitments and
abiding by the restraints of modern constitutionalism, the erratic char-
acter of the factional imperative indicates that religious disagreement,
both theologically and politically, is more likely than sustained unity of
purpose. The fragile relations between conservative versions of evan-
gelical Christianity and Mormonism reveal inherent difficulties in
achieving ecumenism in civil society, and in establishing effective polit-
ical coalitions in the public square. Even so, evangelical Christian and
Mormon political activism pushes liberal democratic institutions to
their constitutional limits.

Plight of Evangelical Christians

The prominent role of the courts in resolving disputes between religion
and politics has grown in recent years. Theologian Richard John
Neuhaus and legal theorist Stephen L. Carter recognize a distinct bias,
even hostility, toward religion in this growth.2 They perceive the courts
as exercising unwarranted intrusion into political matters with deci-
sions that display brazen prejudice against religion. Evangelical Chris-
tian political strategist Ralph Reed augments the assessments of
Neuhaus and Carter:

Religion has become equated with fanaticism, orthodox faith with fas-
cism, and politically involved people of faith are painted as zealots. As a
society, we have become biased against bigotry itself except when that
bias is directed at religion. People of faith want to exercise their rights of
citizenship and serve their fellow Americans just like anyone else in pub-
lic life. But their religion makes them suspect, and a deep and abiding
faith often disqualifies them.3

This intolerance of and bigotry against people of faith, Reed maintains,
“has reached disturbing levels, threatening civility and undermining a
basic sense of fairness.”4 In particular, he asserts, an increasing number
of judicial decisions have weakened the sense of political fairness by
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supporting government efforts to shun “public expressions of reli-
gious faith.”5 As a result, government policies have been permitted to
discriminate against those who wish to express their faith in the pub-
lic square; this discrimination includes censorship of public reading
of the Bible and public display of biblical quotations such as the
Ten Commandments.

Reed argues that, as a result of the failure of religious citizens to
become involved in politics during the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury and the hostile decisions of judicial courts during the past four
decades, American liberal culture now evinces a “faith phobia: an irra-
tional fear of the integration of religious people into public life.”6

Comparable to the argument of religious “captivity” made by reli-
gious philosopher Nancy R. Pearcey, he too summons evangelical
Christians and other people of faith to break free of the “stained-glass
ghetto” forced on them by a hostile political and legal culture.7 But
Reed does not advocate the imposition of a theocracy in America, and
in fact supports separation of church and state.8 He makes an argument
similar to that of former Alabama chief justice Roy S. Moore, claiming
that the courts have misinterpreted the intent of separation by attempt-
ing to protect the state from the church, instead of protecting the
church from the state, as originally understood by Thomas Jefferson
and other nineteenth-century legal commentators.

To reverse the popular misconception of separation of church and
state, it is vital that Christians become involved in the public square;
according to Reed, “a secular government informed by sacred principles
and open to the service of persons of faith not only poses no threat to
the Constitution, it is essential to its survival.”9 More specifically, he
believes that almost all the social and constitutional ills faced by
the United States can be averted or cured by protecting and supporting
the traditional family. To this end, Reed appeals to conservative evan-
gelical Christians to increase their involvement in the public square.

Evangelical Christianity in the Public Square

While no single organization speaks officially for all evangelical Chris-
tians, several evangelical Christian associations represent millions of
believers and their particular moral, social, or political causes. One of
the larger organizations is the National Association of Evangelicals
(NAE). Organized in 1942 as the National Association of Evangelicals
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for United Action, the NAE states that its mission is “to extend the
kingdom of God through a fellowship of member denominations,
churches, organizations, and individuals, demonstrating the unity of
the body of Christ by standing for biblical truth, speaking with a rep-
resentative voice, and serving the evangelical community through
united action, cooperative ministry, and strategic planning.”10

Representing primarily fundamentalist Christians at its founding,
the NAE has attempted to effect a less strident religious advocacy than
other more conservative fundamentalist organizations. Conservative
organizations, such as the American Council of Christian Churches,
had already been established to counter the more liberal Federal Coun-
cil of Churches (today the National Council of Churches). One of
those who helped found the NAE was the evangelical theologian Carl
F. H. Henry, who had become uneasy with the avoidance of politics
predominant among Christian fundamentalists in the mid-twentieth
century.

Henry defended Christian fundamentalists in their criticisms of
modern humanists who opted for purely secular solutions to social
ills. He pointed out that humanists refused to acknowledge that per-
sonal regeneration through the redemptive power of Christ is a neces-
sary condition for social well-being.11 But then the fundamentalists,
he observed, refused to participate in the public square in the search
for policy solutions to address social evils because of the presence of
secular methodologies. Instead, they inveighed almost exclusively
against “individual sin, rather than social evil.”12 While sharing their
theology regarding the necessity of spiritual redemption, Henry argued
that the fundamentalists had abdicated their own social responsibil-
ity as required by the gospel. Consequently, non-evangelical Christians
identified the fundamentalists and their exhortations regarding per-
sonal moral regeneration as mere excrescences of civil society, and thus
not to be taken seriously in the public square. On the contrary, Henry
believed that the social admonitions expressed in the Ten Command-
ments were necessary for society to avoid dissolution and decay: “On
Old Testament pages no less than New, then, the cardinal doctrines are
not divorced from ethical implications. The social outreach of redemp-
tional metaphysics begins for humanity at the very beginnings of the
race.”13 Henry admonished evangelical Christians to participate
actively in the public square by contributing positively in policy
debates regarding moral issues.
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Following Henry’s admonitions, today the NAE serves as an organi-
zation for socially concerned Christian fundamentalists to contribute
significantly to debates over public policy issues. With more than fifty
denominations as members, in 2005 the board of directors of the NAE
approved a position document calling on evangelical Christians to
become more actively engaged in the public square: “For the Health
of the Nation: An Evangelical Call to Civic Responsibility.”14 The NAE
proclaimed:

Disengagement is not an option. . . . From the teachings of the Bible
and our experience of salvation, we Christians bring a unique vision to
our participation in the political order. . . . Our goal in civic engagement
is to bless our neighbors by making good laws. . . . When Christians do
justice, it speaks loudly about God. And it can show those who are not
believers how the Christian vision can contribute to the common good.15

The document addresses a wide range of moral and policy issues,
including the deteriorating quality of family life. In fact, for many
evangelical Christians, the factional imperative of civil society has
fueled the contemporary culture wars, which began with the secular
state’s assault, in the name of radical individualism in Roe v. Wade, on
traditional values and the family.16

Pro-Family Movement

Echoing Henry’s admonition a generation later, Reed asserts that, “in
a free society, the only guarantee of security is a citizenry animated by
faith, tempered by familial obligations, and governed by an internal-
ized code of conduct. Until there is a spiritual renewal among our peo-
ple in matters of self-control and voluntary obedience, law-abiding
citizens will continue to live with terror and violence as an everyday
reality.”17 He maintains that legal decisions and public policies in the
United States, emanating from an excessively individualistic culture,
have contributed to undermining the traditional family.18 Weakened
families in turn have led to increases in crime, poor educational
performance of children, and economic impoverishment.19 As the
“primary socializing institution of society,” Reed argues that the two-
parent family must be protected.20 What conservative evangelical
Christians want, he asserts, “is to make restoration of the two-parent,
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intact family with children the central and paramount public policy
priority of the nation.”21

Reed has successfully contributed to the development of a pro-
family movement in the United States, which has begun to play a
central role in American politics.22 This movement, he maintains,
demands that government act in a positive manner toward families
by enacting laws to encourage stable monogamous marriages, pro-
vide incentives for childbearing within marriage, discourage abortion
and bearing children out of wedlock, and assist parents in gaining
resources to meet their emotional and financial needs:23 “People of
faith must speak out and impact legislation that will affect the health
and well-being of every family in America.”24 Fundamental to this
effort, Reed argues, is opposition to abortion and gay minority rights.25

Evangelical Christians affirm that each family member is of divine
importance as proclaimed in two fundamental and shared doctrines of
the Bible: creation and incarnation. In this regard, their interest in pub-
lic policy issues has to do primarily with human reproduction and
the quality of human life, as adversely impacted by liberal theories of
rights and even applications of biotechnology. Since human beings are
created in the image of God, “every product of human conception is
therefore a being after God’s kind.”26 This normative realization chal-
lenges the moral basis of liberal theories of radical individualism used
to justify elective abortion. At a minimum in evangelical Christianity,
the rights of the unborn child have parity with those of an adult. Each
human being also reminds Christians of the incarnate God who took
human form, from a blastocyst and embryo to adulthood, to teach
repentance and redemption, thereby sanctifying human nature.27 Con-
sequently, evangelical Christians argue that “abortion, euthanasia,
and unethical human experimentation violate the God-given dignity
of human beings.”

Furthermore, evangelical Christians recognize the family as more
than the basic unit of society. The family is “the predominant biblical
icon of God’s relationship with his people”28 and is “inherently trini-
tarian,” reflecting the divine nature of the Godhead.29 The tripartite
nature of the family—father, mother, and child—represents God the
Father, Jesus Christ the Father’s Son, and the Holy Spirit that nourishes,
teaches, and admonishes.30 Marriage, sexuality, and parenthood are
the three primary qualities of the ideal family that sustain and perpet-
uate the dynamics of a spiritual home life. In evangelical Christian
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theology, marriage provides the committed and sacrificial relation-
ship between husband and wife; sexuality is a physical and spiritual
pursuit of bonding and procreation; and parenthood “extends the love
and mystery of the marriage into the world and into the next genera-
tion.”31 While Christians debate and disagree on the proper methods of
raising children and other matters of family organization and deci-
sion making, the primary qualities regarding the divinely inspired
nature of the ideal family are not negotiable in the public square.

In addition, for many evangelical Christians in a pluralist society,
the organic family requires protection to withstand assaults on its
character, particularly from powerful advocates of same-sex marriage,
elective abortion, and other self-centered behaviors emanating from
radical individualism. In various expressions of the public theology of
evangelical Christianity, the state is divinely sanctioned to provide
mechanical support to the family.32 Consequently, evangelical Chris-
tians have a moral obligation to be active in the public square by pro-
moting and supporting public policies that will be protective of the
divine nature of the family. In fact, their impact would be more effec-
tive, according to Reed, were they to form political coalitions with
other Christians and non-Christians who share their commitment to
the traditional family.

The Difficulty of Building Coalitions

To tap into the “reformist impulse” of religious faith and advance the
causes of the pro-family movement, Reed calls the evangelical Christian
community to build coalitions with supporters from diverse religions:
“Casting a wider net also means building coalitions with others outside
of our community.”33 He emphasizes that “this is not a vision exclu-
sively for those who are evangelical or Roman Catholic or Greek Ortho-
dox or Jewish.”34 He predicts that the coalition of religious conservatives
from diverse religions, as it restores “faith-based activism” to the pub-
lic square,35 “promises to be among the most powerful and important
in the modern era.”36 Yet despite similarity of public policy objectives,
the mutually exclusive theological commitments of potential associates
may thwart attempts to build a coalition. In this regard, evangelical
Christianity and Mormonism have encountered considerable difficulty
in overcoming competitive friction, despite their policy agreement on
many social issues.
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In civil society, members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (generally referred to as the LDS Church, whose adherents are
commonly known as Mormons) and evangelical Christians attempt to
propagate their messages of salvation and seek new converts. The exclu-
sive gospel message of Mormonism regarding salvation and free will
motivates the missionary efforts of the LDS Church in increasing the
number of adherents to its faith. As a result, the LDS Church is one of
the faster growing denominations in the world, and is frequently per-
ceived as on the verge of becoming a new world religion.37 As the fifth
largest denomination in the United States, the LDS Church has also
become an increasingly prominent political actor in certain regional
and national issues.

Evangelical Christians also proselytize actively, attempting to bring
souls to accept Christ as their personal savior.38 In contrast with Mor-
mons, evangelical Christians account for 26 percent of the adult pop-
ulation in the United States.39 They have played increasingly significant
electoral roles in local, state, and national elections during the past
quarter century,40 in which “the revitalization of evangelical religion
is perhaps the most notable feature of American religious life.”41 Exclu-
sivist claims and profound theological differences are impediments to
the ability of evangelical Christians and Mormons to form lasting
alliances in civil society and in the public square. The difficulties of
organizing a successful National Day of Prayer service illustrates criti-
cal obstacles to the formation of alliances and coalitions between these
two rival expressions of Christianity.

Every year, on the first Thursday in May, many organizations
throughout the United States hold National Day of Prayer services. Offi-
cially initiated by an act of Congress and signed into law by President
Harry S. Truman in 1952, the intent of the National Day of Prayer is
“to communicate with every family the need for personal repentance
and prayer, and to mobilize families to personal and corporate prayer,
particularly on behalf of the nation and those in leadership on all levels
of local, national, church and educational areas of influence.”42 In
recent years, prayer services have been organized and dominated by
the National Day of Prayer Task Force, chaired by Shirley Dobson. The
Task Force encourages all Americans regardless of religious affiliation to
attend its prayer services.

As an avowedly evangelical Christian organization, the Task Force
also requires that its official services and prayers be coordinated and
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led by representatives of denominations that subscribe to the Lausanne
Covenant. Written in 1974, the covenant expresses the theological
affirmations of evangelical Christian delegates from 150 countries who
attended the International Congress on World Evangelization in Lau-
sanne, Switzerland. Among its fifteen affirmations, the Covenant
includes a commitment to the trinitarian concept of the Godhead and
acceptance of Jesus Christ as personal savior.43 Consequently, the Task
Force’s requirement has the practical effect of proscribing members
of non-evangelical denominations—including Catholics, Jews, and
Mormons—from coordinating local National Day of Prayer services
and leading prayers.44 This evangelical exclusivism has had varied
impacts on ecumenical relations in various states.

In Utah, the predominant religious faith is that of the LDS Church.
On May 6, 2004, the ecumenical Utah Valley Interfaith Association,
which comprises significant Mormon representation, had planned to
participate in the National Day of Prayer services organized by Dobson’s
Task Force. However, with the litmus test of commitment to all of the
theological affirmations contained in the Lausanne Covenant, Mor-
mons could not in good conscience subscribe to the covenant; con-
sequently, the Task Force would not permit Mormons to lead prayers.
The Interfaith Association was faced with two options: participate in
the May 6 National Day of Prayer service under the aegis of the Task
Force, with its Mormon members prohibited from leading prayers;
or, refuse to participate on May 6 and hold its own prayer service on
a different date without Task Force supervision, but with its Mormon
members permitted to lead prayers. The Association chose the latter,
and on May 27 held its own day of prayer service.45 In this situation,
the difference between Mormonism and evangelical Christianity cen-
tered on theology, not politics.

The critical differences between evangelical Christianity and Mor-
monism run deep into their interpretations of Christianity’s historical
origins and the basics of Christian teachings. The opposite interpretive
paths that each has taken in developing their respective theologies have
increased mutual suspicion.

Reformation versus Restoration

In the sixteenth century the Puritan separatists and dissenters who
immigrated to North America wished to purify and reform the Church
of England—and by extension Roman Catholicism—of its perceived
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theological errors, misguided teachings, unnecessary rituals, and
unjustified religious practices. Alternative expressions of Christian
faith deriving from the Protestant Reformation found relative secu-
rity in America. But the American Revolution, founded on Enlighten-
ment values of empiricism and rationalism, promulgated its secular
inclinations throughout society.46 By the late eighteenth century, with
the establishment of American liberal democracy and the implica-
tions of the commitments of the religious axis rapidly unfolding, civil
society emanated an ethos of tolerance for religious pluralism. The
democratic political character of the Revolution had ignited a demo-
cratic religious revolution that challenged political and religious
establishments alike: “As the Republic became more democratized, it
became evangelized.”47

This increasing religious diversity also intensified the social disin-
tegration of civil society, which was already under way as a result of
rampant economic uncertainty and dislocation. The religious axis
had undermined the need for an established religious institution to
provide an official interpretation of Scripture, and freed religious
individuals to cross denominational lines, thereby fueling religious
ferment throughout the nation. From the 1790s through the 1830s,
popular perception held that government was neglecting its role of
encouraging religion to assist in forming a virtuous citizenry. In
response, a growing number of denominations and itinerant preach-
ers generated a plethora of religious revivals and new expressions of
Christianity. Traveling throughout civil society, they attempted to
awaken Americans to the need for spiritual rejuvenation. A similar
movement had occurred during the 1730s and 1740s as the First
Great Awakening, in response to the waning compliance with the
strictures of Puritan morals.

Like their Puritan forebears, dissenters from such predominant
denominations as the Congregational and Anglican churches sought
unorthodox approaches to address their spiritual needs.48 These new
dissenters argued that the mainline Protestant denominations had
developed theological teachings and practices that could not be sub-
stantiated by the teachings of the Bible. They were dissatisfied with the-
ologies of the Reformation that generally had embraced undemocratic
interpretations of Calvinist teachings, which contained harsh assess-
ments of human nature and the unpopular doctrines of predestination
and salvation of the elect. In their preference for a return to primitive
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Christianity by restoring the basic teachings of the Bible, particularly
the gospel of the New Testament and the beliefs and practices of Jesus,
many of these dissenters developed their own practices and theolo-
gies of restoration.49 Restoration movements stressed the need to
restore the primitive gospel as taught by Jesus, as well as the impor-
tance of individual free will and good works in seeking salvation. Sev-
eral religious sects spawned by the restoration movements of this
Second Great Awakening have survived and even prospered into the
twenty-first century, including the Churches of Christ, the Disciples of
Christ, the Independent Christian Churches, the Jehovah’s Witnesses,
the Seventh-day Adventist Church, and the LDS Church.

The practical effect of the LDS Church’s emergence from the Second
Great Awakening was its acceptance of select liberal and conservative
aspects of contemporary religion and politics.50 Mormon theological
positions reject many of the basic assumptions of Reformation-era the-
ologies, including those of evangelical Christianity. The vast theologi-
cal distance between traditional supporters of the Reformation and the
new advocates of the Restoration has resisted the possibility of Christ-
ian ecumenism in civil society and the formation of interest-group
coalitions in politics, while increasing the likelihood of theological
and political conflict.

Religious Exclusivism

As revealed in analyses of arguments for a universal Christian com-
monwealth or nation, arguments premised on an appeal to history run
the risk of the genetic fallacy. Of more importance politically, argu-
ments premised on interpretations of historical events at odds with
alternate interpretations may alienate potential allies and thwart the
possibility of political coalition in the public square. But in the market-
place of religious ideas, exclusivism is frequently unavoidable on moral
and epistemic grounds. Religious exclusivism assumes that certain
tenets of belief are true, and if those tenets are incompatible with others,
then the others must be false.51 Mormon interpretation of historical
events has provided the basis of the LDS Church’s exclusivist theology,
and proven to be an insurmountable barrier to forming a lasting coali-
tion with conservative evangelical Christianity.

The incompatible exclusivist claims between Mormons and evan-
gelical Christians are rooted in their contrary theological assumptions
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and methodologies. As dispensationalists, the LDS Church believes that
the Bible reveals an historical progression of eras or dispensations of
time in which God disclosed his gospel plan of salvation to duly called
and ordained prophets.52 However, according to Mormon theology,
these biblical dispensations and those revealed in other scriptures
ended with the loss of pertinent teachings and divine authority due to
general unrighteousness of the people and their apostasy from divine
instructions. Mormon theology proclaims the restoration of the fullness
of the biblical gospel with the divine calling of Joseph Smith, the first
prophet since the era of the New Testament apostles. In the early nine-
teenth century, called to be the prophet of the final dispensation of
human history, Smith served as the vehicle for the restoration of the
fullness of the gospel, which contains the proper teachings of and prac-
tices associated with the principles of salvation, including repentance,
faith, and baptism in the name of Jesus Christ.53 In addition, the LDS
Church claims, Smith was given divine authority to restore the intent of
the original or primitive church, which is organized to disseminate the
message of the gospel throughout the earth before the Second Coming
of Christ.54 In fact, only Smith and those ordained by him and his suc-
cessors are considered by the LDS Church to have legitimate authority
to conduct Christian rituals and ordinances of salvation; rituals and
ordinances conducted by all other Christian denominations are not rec-
ognized as legitimate and binding. The uncompromising issue of
divine authority puts Mormons at odds with evangelical Christians,
even though they share in common a number of Christian teachings.

Many theological variations of evangelical Christianity also believe
in a biblically revealed dispensationalism. Traditional and progressive
evangelical dispensationalists explain the teachings of the biblical
prophets as revealing historic dispensations that presage the manifes-
tation of the kingdom of God, including the Second Coming.55 In con-
junction with a doctrine of the final dispensation and the Second
Coming is that of the millennium. Both traditions teach millenarian
ideas, but Mormons exhibit premillenarian beliefs, while evangelical
Christian theologies may tend toward postmillennialist or amillenni-
alist as well as premillennialist views.56 More importantly, premillen-
nialism and postmillennialism contain contrary presuppositions
regarding the relationship between church and state, and consequently
between the role of religion in politics. The question of premillennial-
ism versus postmillennialism in combination with dispensationalism
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and the reign of Christ, then, have a direct bearing on the possibility of
ecumenism between Mormons and other Christians in civil society and
the formation of political coalitions in the public square.

Advocating the necessity of returning to the pristine character of
primitive Christianity, the LDS Church maintains that Jesus taught his
gospel of redemption and salvation and established a church guided
by his twelve apostles, who were given priestly authority to further the
Great Commission’s proselytizing efforts. Following the crucifixion,
resurrection, and ascension of Jesus, as well as the untimely deaths of
the apostles, the fragmented and disparate Christian communities
lost their access to priestly authority.57 Lacking divine authority to
teach the original principles of the gospel and conduct authentic ritu-
als of salvation, a Great Apostasy from the true teachings and inten-
tions of the gospel of Jesus Christ then ensued among the nascent
Christian communities.58 Furthermore, the LDS Church argues that the
essence of the gospel teachings extant gradually corroded over several
centuries, through errors in the translating and copying of divinely
inspired manuscripts, the incorporation in the Bible of non-inspired
passages, and faulty interpretations of scripture.

By the nineteenth century, maintains the LDS Church, only a cor-
rupted expression of the gospel could be detected in the flawed Bible.
Christian denominations and their ecclesiastical institutions lacked
divine authority and bore only faint resemblance to that originally
established by Jesus and his apostles. In its dark and misguided state,
according to Mormonism, humankind was in need of a divine restora-
tion of the gospel of Jesus Christ. The Protestant Reformation, despite
its theological confusions over the essence of the gospel, nonetheless
played a crucial political role in the development of the principle of
religious liberty, which was finally institutionalized in the United
States.59 With the Reformation having prepared the way, the restoration
of the gospel could then take place in 1820 with a divine epiphany
before Joseph Smith.

In this epiphany or First Vision, according to Mormon beliefs, two
divine beings—God the Father and his Son Jesus Christ—called Smith
to be the new prophet of the final dispensation of human history.60

Other resurrected prophets of the Old and New Testaments visited and
revealed to Smith the gospel in its purest form, and bestowed upon
him the priestly authority to conduct divinely sanctioned and thus
legitimate baptisms and other ordinances of salvation. As the new
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leader of the only true priesthood, Smith then organized the LDS
Church with its ecclesiastical structure, which he claimed to be a repli-
cation of that which existed during and briefly after Jesus’s ministry.
In addition, Smith discovered a new volume of scripture to comple-
ment the initially inspired yet historically transmitted and flawed
Bible: the Book of Mormon.61

The LDS Church asserts that Smith condemned the religious con-
fusion and diversity, bordering on anarchy, of the Second Great
Awakening in the American frontier. Much to the consternation of
Congregational churches, the Anglican Church, and other Christian
denominations in the early nineteenth century who made similar
claims, the LDS Church claimed that it was “the only true and living
church upon the face of the whole earth.”62 Today, the LDS Church
proclaims that it alone possesses the complete teachings of the gospel
of Jesus Christ. Furthermore, the church believes itself to be uniquely
endowed with divine authority to conduct sacred rituals or ordi-
nances necessary for individual salvation. Today, many religious seek-
ers have found a home in the LDS Church, after converting to Mormon
Christianity.

In civil society’s marketplace of religious ideas, two commitments of
the religious axis predominate: individual rational analysis and freedom
of conscience. Unsettled religious consumers engage in comparative
assessments of beliefs and practices as they seek new spiritual homes
for their wandering religious opinions. The rapid growth of the LDS
Church due to conversions has been at significant religious cost, primar-
ily to mainline Protestant denominations.63 Recognizing that their share
of the market has declined significantly, in 1995 the Presbyterian Church
USA authorized a commission to investigate whether or not to include
the Mormon faith within the fold of authentic Christianity.64

Mormonism and Christianity

The Presbyterian commission focused on the teachings of the LDS
Church with regard to historical Christianity’s position on three essen-
tial areas of Christian identity: canonical scriptures, creeds, and doc-
trine of the Trinity.65 With regard to the Christian canon, the
commission observed that the LDS Church has accepted the Bible as
generally inspired scripture, but flawed through the process of histori-
cal transmission; expanded the Christian canon with the addition of
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the Book of Mormon and other modern scriptures; and argued that the
canon is still open, with new revelations yet to come forth. With regard
to Mormonism and the Christian canon, the commission found that
the Mormon teachings and claims are antithetical to the views of
historical Christianity, which accepts the Bible as uniquely and author-
itatively inspired and complete, and thus believes the canon to be
closed.

With regard to two essential creeds of historical Christianity’s theo-
logical development, the Apostles’ Creed and the Creed of Nicaea, of
the third and fourth centuries, respectively, the Presbyterian commis-
sion pointed out that the LDS Church rejects the legitimacy of the dis-
cursive processes of the historic councils through which the creeds
developed.66 According to LDS Church teachings, since the creeds were
formulated after the Great Apostasy that left the world with no com-
plete expression of Christian truths, no divine authority and little inspi-
ration were available to guide the members attending the councils.
However sincerely motivated, the council members’ attempts to
develop religious doctrine cannot be relied on as divinely inspired and
authoritative for Christians. Consequently, the commission noted, Mor-
monism finds the creeds to be theologically in error, and thus rejects
their theological content. Conversely, Christianity’s claim that God
worked spiritually through the processes of the councils to reveal Chris-
tian orthodoxy is contrary to the beliefs of the LDS Church.

Finally, the Presbyterian commission called attention to Mor-
monism’s rejection of the Christian orthodoxy of the Holy Trinity as
propounded by the creeds. According to the LDS Church, the divine
restoration of the gospel commenced in early nineteenth-century
America with an initial vision before Smith, confirming the existence
of two separate, divine beings. In addition, Mormonism teaches the
existence of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, as separate, material
anthropomorphic deities, whereas historical Christianity teaches that
the three are coequal entities in one immaterial substance. Further-
more, Smith taught that God the Father was also at one time a mor-
tal man, as his Son had been, and that any individual who lived an
exemplary life according to the religious principles of the restored
gospel and exclusive rituals of the LDS Church had the potential of
becoming a god.67 The commission concluded that the LDS Church
could not claim to be Christian as historically understood, given Mor-
monism’s adoption of an expanded and open canon, its rejection of
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trinitarianism as taught in the Christian creeds, and its advocacy of a
type of materialist polytheism.68

While recognizing that the efforts and teachings of other Chris-
tian and non-Christian denominations and sects are generally well-
intentioned, Mormon exclusivism does not recognize other religions’
sacraments and rituals as either holy or sanctioned by God; nor does
it accept many of their teachings as theologically legitimate and sound.
Consequently, Mormon exclusivism conflicts with essential teachings
and beliefs of historical Christianity, including those of conservative
evangelical Christians.69 The refusal by mainline Christian churches
and the LDS Church to recognize each other’s expressions of the Chris-
tian religion as legitimate has fueled sectarian conflict between these
groups in civil society’s marketplace of religious ideas.

Sectarian Conflict

The phenomenal growth of evangelical Christianity coterminous with
that of the LDS Church has compelled the two to engage in dialogue
to clarify their respective positions before interested but bewildered
observers and seekers. Evangelical Christians and Mormons are not in
agreement regarding matters of religious faith and practice; many
aspects of their respective theologies are simply incompatible with each
other. Both claim that certain theological propositions are necessarily
true, or required to be accepted as true, yet many propositions of one
are contrary to those of the other. For the LDS Church, certain theolog-
ical affirmations in the Lausanne Covenant, for example, including
belief in the trinitarian concept of God and the completeness, inerrancy,
and infallibility of the Bible, contradict Mormon beliefs and theology.
For Mormons to have adopted the Covenant in order to participate in
the National Day of Prayer services organized by the National Day of
Prayer Task Force would have been an abandonment of their theology
tantamount to conversion to evangelical Christianity.

Evangelical Christians accept the basic beliefs of the creeds of his-
torical Christianity as contained in the Westminster Confession of
Faith, written in 1646 during the Puritan Revolution in Great Britain. In
1978 a conference of evangelical scholars met and produced “The
Chicago Statement of Inerrancy,” which reaffirms the position of the
Westminster Confession: “We affirm that Scripture, having been given
by divine inspiration, is infallible, so that, far from misleading us, it is
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true and reliable in all matters it addresses. . . . [and] in its entirety [it] is
inerrant, being free from all falsehood, fraud, and deceit.”70 The LDS
Church does not accept the Bible as either infallible or inerrant and fur-
thermore adds other scriptures to compensate for what it believes to
be the Bible’s inadequacies.

Many evangelical Christians also contend that Mormonism rejects
the classical monotheism and orthodox trinitarianism of Christianity
for a version of “monarchotheism.”71 That is, Mormon theology per-
mits the existence of numerous gods, but with one God superior to the
rest. The God of Mormon theology is an exalted man and corporeal,
and thus limited by space and time with no eternal existence; omnis-
cient only in the sense that he knows all there is to know, excepting
future human choices based on free will; and omnipotent only in the
sense that God is bound by the laws of the pre-existing, material uni-
verse. Mormonism’s monarchotheism is categorically rejected by evan-
gelical Christianity.

Both Mormon Christianity and evangelical Christianity claim to be
preaching true Christianity, yet they are diametrically opposed in many
of their fundamental beliefs, theologies, and practices. A direct correla-
tion often exists between theological differences and political incom-
patibility. Success in identifying common ground for theological and
evangelistic purposes can lead to common cause politically; however,
failure to do so increases religious conflict in both civil society and the
public square. With regard to the public square, Mormonism has had
an erratic relationship with the liberal democratic state that has shaped
its modern approach to the third commitment of the religious axis: reli-
gious liberty over religious toleration.

Mormonism and Limits on Religious Liberty

In addition to Mormon exclusivism, the LDS Church’s own historical
experience with the nineteenth-century American culture of radical
individualism, pluralist politics, and market economics contributes to
defining the relationship between Mormonism and other expressions
of Christianity, as well as contemporary Mormon participation in pol-
itics. Joseph Smith’s Restoration theology linked this world and the
next through teachings focusing on the eternal nature of the extended
family.72 In an attempt to develop a Mormon community of the
restored gospel and to extol the virtues of the extended family, Smith
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revived and implemented the Old Testament emphasis on the priestly
as well as prophetic character of everyday life. To include temporal con-
cerns as well as spiritual needs, the Mormon community’s temporal
laws were based on biblical teachings as interpreted by the church’s
prophet and its other ecclesiastical officials. Believing his calling was
to restore ancient yet timeless teachings of God, Smith claimed to
have received revelations regarding the need to implement communal
economic arrangements and the Old Testament practice of “plural
marriage” or polygamy.73 In addition, he initiated a worldwide prose-
lytizing effort to bring converts to the new faith.

Called by Smith in 1835 to serve as one of the twelve apostles in
the newly restored church of Jesus Christ, Parley P. Pratt fervently
preached the restored gospel. In praise of Smith’s divine calling and
efforts, Pratt predicted that the LDS Church would become a major
world faith:

[Joseph Smith] has organized the kingdom of God. We will extend its
dominion. He has restored the fullness of the Gospel. We will spread it
abroad. . . . He has kindled a fire. We will fan the flame. He has kindled
up the dawn of a day of glory. We will bring it to its meridian splendor.
He was a “little one,” and became a thousand. We are a small one, and
will become a strong nation. In short, he quarried the stone from the
mountain; we will cause it to become a great mountain and fill the
whole earth.74

Pratt and many other nineteenth-century Mormon leaders harbored
visions of the kingdom of God being restored to the earth. They envi-
sioned the LDS Church expanding beyond its presence as a voluntary
association in civil society and encompassing the political institutions
of the state.75 A political theology was latent within nineteenth-century
Mormon public theology, one that defended the goal of a Mormon
commonwealth.

In Mormon political theology, the extension of the LDS Church’s
dominion would begin with individuals who had voluntarily con-
verted to the gospel and who would then be in positions of influence
in economy and state, as opposed to beginning with an elite cadre of
Mormons in leadership positions to manipulate society. Early church
leaders expected that once all individuals had been converted to the
genuine gospel of Jesus Christ, the converts would logically perceive
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identical social objectives between church and state. From appropriate
family relations to a just economy, the Cartesian dualism between pri-
vate interest and the common good would be dissolved.

As thousands of converts arrived and new communities guided by
Mormon political theology were established in the American Midwest,
friction emerged between the Mormons and their more independent,
individualist, and monogamous non-Mormon neighbors. In American
civil society, the controversial Mormon communities were perceived as
a threat to the decency of the prevailing social values. As a minority
religion, Mormon communities were often the recipients of violent
persecution, including deadly attacks, from intolerant neighbors, often
with the full knowledge and support of local and state government
authorities.76

To escape conflict, by 1846 the greater part of the Mormon com-
munities had emigrated to the relative obscurity and safety of present-
day Utah, then under Mexican suzerainty.77 At the conclusion of the
Mexican-American War, the northern region of Mexico, including its
Mormon population, was ceded to the United States. From 1848 to
1857, the apogee of the Mormon confluence between civil and reli-
gious authority emerged in an independent theocracy led by Brigham
Young, the prophet who succeeded Smith following the latter’s martyr-
dom. Intent on creating a Mormon commonwealth, the sovereign
State of Deseret (1849–1851) was announced even as Young applied to
the U.S. Congress for statehood.78 Deseret contained the present-day
areas of Utah, Nevada, half of Colorado, half of southern California,
three-fourths of Arizona, one-fifth of Wyoming, and the western part of
New Mexico, within which Young and his ecclesiastical successors
founded more than 740 Mormon colonies.79

In 1850 Congress denied entry of Deseret as a new state to the
Union, but established the Territory of Utah, greatly reduced in size,
and appointed Young as governor. Young then served as the prophet
and president of the LDS Church, governor of the Utah territory, and
territorial superintendent of Indian affairs. With the arrival of American
settlers from the East, however, conflict again intensified between
Mormons and non-Mormons. This conflict led to growing acrimony
between several U.S. presidential administrations and Mormon theo-
cratic rule in Utah. Finally, in 1857 Young was removed as territorial
governor. He continued to hold political control of the territory
through the hierarchy of the LDS Church and its members, however,
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who comprised a majority of the voters and elected government offi-
cials. Under increasing pressure to end polygamy in the territories,
the federal government sent a military expedition to subdue the
Mormon theocracy. While major conflict in the Utah War of
1857–58 was averted, resolution of the “Mormon problem” was also
delayed until after the Civil War.80 Nevertheless, Young maintained
the presence and influence of a Mormon shadow government in
Utah until 1872.81

After scrutinizing the Utah territorial theocracy, the U.S. Congress
passed legislation banning polygamy, dissolved the corporation of
the LDS Church, restricted further Mormon emigration to the Utah ter-
ritory, placed territorial schools under U.S. government jurisdiction,
and abolished woman suffrage in Utah. Appealing to the freedom of
religion affirmed by the third commitment of the religious axis, the
LDS Church challenged Congress’s restrictions, which were nonethe-
less upheld in decisions of the U.S. Supreme Court, beginning in
1878.82 The short-lived attempt to effect a Mormon commonwealth,
despite its overt policy of religious toleration by inviting other religious
denominations to Utah, ultimately collapsed. Its demise was due pri-
marily to the limitations of communal economics and pressure from
eastern U.S. financial and capitalist interests, the growing population
of non-Mormon immigrants, and the presence in Utah of an occupy-
ing military force.83

By the end of the nineteenth century, with no practical alternative
to withdraw once again from U.S. territory, the LDS Church was
forced to make limited accommodations to secular demands, includ-
ing banning polygamy and dismantling communal economic
arrangements.84 With relative peace established between the federal
government and the LDS Church, the Mormon leaders of the Utah
territory continued to seek statehood as a means to regain a mea-
sure of political autonomy. After acknowledging compliance with
several prerequisites, in 1896 the U.S. Congress granted statehood
to Utah. Later that same year, the LDS Church issued the Political
Manifesto, which required its ecclesiastical leaders to commit to sep-
aration of church and state. In fact, the LDS Church’s own scriptures
and teachings reaffirmed the quasi-divine character of the U.S. Con-
stitution and its formal incorporation of the third commitment of
the religious axis.
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Limits on Politics

Public statements of early LDS Church leaders and revelations con-
tained in the new scriptures inculcate reverence for America’s primary
founding documents—the Declaration of Independence and the U.S.
Constitution—as inspired documents. Claiming that he was the
world’s greatest advocate of the Constitution,85 Joseph Smith asserted,
“Hence we say, that the Constitution of the United States is a glorious
standard; it is founded in the wisdom of God.”86 Brigham Young often
preached that “the signers of the Declaration of Independence and
the framers of the Constitution were inspired from on high to that
work.”87 Other nineteenth-century Mormon leaders, such as George Q.
Cannon of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, stated that “the men
who established that [U.S.] Government were inspired of God—
George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Benjamin
Franklin, and all the fathers of the Republic were inspired to do the
work which they did.”88 Thus, members of the LDS Church have been
instilled with a strong belief and pride in the historic role that the rise
of America played in the Restoration of the gospel, including bringing
forth modern scriptures.89

Religious texts may be valued as more than a source of personal
ethics; they may also serve as a font of political ideas for a particular
religious culture, and shape that culture’s traditions and political out-
looks.90 In their modern scriptures, particularly the Doctrine and
Covenants, Mormons are taught to respect civil authority “according
to the laws and constitution of the people, which I [the Lord] have suf-
fered to be established, and should be maintained for the rights and
protection of all flesh, according to just and holy principles.”91 Indeed,
they are exhorted to “let no man break the laws of the land, for he that
keepeth the laws of God hath no need to break the laws of the land.”92

They are urged to pray that “those principles, which were so honor-
ably and nobly defended, namely, the Constitution of our land, by
our fathers, be established forever.”93 To this end, Mormons are
encouraged to become active in politics and “support honest and wise
men” for office.94 Even so, Mormons do not officially claim that the
framers of the Constitution were equivalent to saintly prophets of old,
or that the Constitution should be regarded as holy scripture. Instead,
they argue that these important documents proclaim and protect the
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God-given gift of individual free will, particularly with regard to reli-
gious liberty in civil society and the rule of law to protect the individ-
ual’s right to make choices regarding religious preference.95

In light of this commitment to the U.S. Constitution as an inspired
document, juxtaposed with tragic encounters with religious bigotry
and the failure to establish a Mormon commonwealth, the LDS Church
solidified its commitment to the separation of church and state. In their
scriptures, Mormons find the following: “We do not believe it just to
mingle religious influence with civil government, whereby one reli-
gious society is fostered and another proscribed in its spiritual privi-
leges, and the individual rights of its members, as citizens, denied.”96

Mormon scriptures assert that “rulers, states, and governments have a
right, and are bound to enact laws for the protection of all citizens in
the free exercise of their religious belief.”97 In one of its Sunday School
manuals, the LDS Church states that civil government cannot guaran-
tee religious freedom without keeping church and state separate: “If
church and state are one, political influence may easily be exercised
over religion and one church may be favored over others. Therefore,
separation of church and state is essential for the independence of
religion from both state domination and the power of the dominant
church over minority groups.”98

Given these teachings about the preeminence of individual free will
and religious liberty, along with the fear of being tainted by a corrupt
and materialist society, the LDS Church today resists the allure of
seeking political power to change the world. According to LDS Church
president Gordon B. Hinckley, “Our strength lies in our freedom to
choose”:99

Well, the church itself as an institution does not involve itself in poli-
tics nor does it permit the use of its buildings or facilities for political
purposes. Now, we do become involved if there is a moral issue or some-
thing that comes on the legislative calendar which directly affects the
church. We tell our people who are citizens of this land and other lands
that they as individuals have a civic responsibility to exercise the fran-
chise that is theirs so they become very active. But as a church, as I have
said, we do not become involved in tax matters or any other kinds of leg-
islation unless there be a moral issue which we think is of great impor-
tance or something that may be directed to the church, harmfully as we
view it, and then we would become involved. We do very little politick-
ing. We look at Washington [D.C.] and smile.100
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By rarely taking a position on political issues, the LDS Church
attempts to act consistently with its scriptural teachings endorsing
separation of church and state. The church is wary of any attempt by
a religious denomination to use the state for its own ends. Its restora-
tion theology had supported theocratic government in a Mormon
commonwealth in the nineteenth century. But today, when Mormon
communities are dependent on and a part of secular or other host
societies, Mormon teachings support existing political arrangements,
including those of liberal democracy. One key element of Mormon
Restoration theology—the dichotomy between political and moral
issues—limits the role of the LDS Church in secular politics by forcing
it to confine its activities to those permitted by constitutional or other
formal arrangements.

Moral versus Political Issues

While evangelical Christians tend to be more at ease in mixing religion
and politics, the LDS Church is wary of any blend between the two.
The church does not endorse candidates for public office, nor will it
permit its buildings to be used by candidates for political purposes.
The church, for example, refuses to permit the Christian Coalition to
distribute voter guides at Mormon chapels on the Sunday before an
election. According to Dallin H. Oaks, a current member of the Quo-
rum of the Twelve, as a practical matter, “our Church has to have a gen-
eral characterization that rules out Church positions on most
legislative issues. The moral vs. political distinction is that general char-
acterization. What I understand it to mean is that our Church will
rarely take a position on any political issue.”101 These prohibitions
against identification with political party and government activities are
an attempt to preserve the church’s distinction between moral issues
and political issues, a distinction it perceives as necessary to preserve
religious liberty while permitting its participation in the public square
to resist secular threats to the family.

The areas of primary moral concern for the LDS Church are those
public policies affecting the well-being of family life. Parallel to
Ralph Reed’s concept of the ideal family and evangelical Christian-
ity’s political role in the public square, the LDS Church has also
developed a public theology of the family, if a somewhat less robust
one. While evangelical Christians stress the spiritual characteristics of

10424-07_PT3-Ch06.qxd  6/1/07  11:22 AM  Page 149



the temporal family, Mormon theology stresses the spiritual existence
of the eternal family. The church venerates the family as the ideal
social unit to teach children moral values that transcend self-serving
and socially destructive attitudes. In addition to teaching religious
doctrines regarding personal salvation, Mormon children are taught
the value of mutual assistance and loving relationships based on
Christ-like service to others, both in the family and in the commu-
nity. Given the centrality of family unity in Mormon teachings, the
LDS Church actively involves itself in the public square regarding
moral issues affecting family life. In fact, the church believes that a
global climate threatens the sanctity of the family.102

In tandem with its worldwide proselytizing efforts, the LDS Church
has increased its presence in international forums about family matters.
In 1997 the church established the World Family Policy Center at
Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah. A cooperative effort of the
university’s J. Reuben Clark Law School, the David M. Kennedy Center
for International Studies, and the School of Family Life, this center
“facilitates international policy debate by serving as an exchange point
for the discussion and evaluation of emerging international legal norms
and as an active participant in the examination of UN documents.”103

The World Family Policy Center maintains that it represents a family
perspective before the UN and other forums, which unfortunately “have
been much more preoccupied with the individual and the individual’s
rights than with the basic social unit within which individuals survive
and thrive.”

Like the pro-family movement of conservative evangelical Chris-
tianity, the LDS Church argues that many policies that endorse intem-
perate behavior in the name of personal freedom, such as elective
abortion and same-sex marriage, undermine and thus weaken the
sanctity of the family and its socially critical role. Elective abortion and
same-sex marriage often eschew personal responsibility toward others
in favor of irreal rights of egoism. These rights harm individual life and
disrupt family harmony through confusion of gender roles. The LDS
Church’s own exceptions to its prohibition on abortion, including
preference for the life of the mother over that of the fetus, reveal that
harm to the family is of greater concern to the church than harm to
the individual.104 Nevertheless, the church argues that its own prefer-
ence for the mother and the family does not obviate the fact that the
preponderance of elective abortions fail to meet the church’s standard
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for legitimate exceptions to its prohibition. On the contrary, they tend
to reflect a devaluation of human life by placing concern for personal
convenience, material objectives, or other self-centered desires over the
welfare of the unborn child.

Preaching personal moral responsibility, the LDS Church argues
that sexual immorality, including homosexuality, weakens the individ-
ual’s ability to lead a life of virtue and integrity. Recognizing that issues
of appropriate sexual behavior are a matter of personal conscience and
that homosexuals may otherwise engage in selfless activities of value to
society, the social consequences of exposing children to immoral
arrangements may nonetheless demand attention of political authori-
ties. As tolerance of homosexuality increases in civil society, however,
political debate may be expected to revisit the legal limits of socially
acceptable sexual practices and arrangements. Under mounting pres-
sure from a culture of immoral indulgence, according to LDS Church
leaders, it is possible that the legal definition of marriage will be
changed through judicial court decisions to include same-sex unions
or other nontraditional arrangements. One political approach sup-
ported by the church to delimit the impact of erring judges, who agree
with the flawed arguments based on radical individualism, is to
remove the definition of marriage from their interpretive jurisdiction
through state or national processes to amend their respective consti-
tutions.105 The near identity of public policy preferences between Mor-
monism and evangelical Christianity suggests that a rapprochement
between the two warring faiths may be possible.

Limits of Rapprochement

From the religious history of evangelical Christianity, four “basic
impulses” have emerged: the born-again religious conversion that
changes one’s life; active commitment to the evangelism of sharing the
gospel; biblicism, or commitment to sola scriptura, which acknowledges
only the Bible as the final religious authority; and crucicentrism, or
commitment to the centrality of the redemption of Christ on the
cross.106 Mormons and evangelical Christians find agreement on the first
two of these four basic impulses: the need for authentic religious con-
version and the importance of sharing the gospel with non-believers. In
an effort to find common theological ground, some evangelical Chris-
tian theologians have recently acknowledged that the teachings of the
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LDS Church are similar in some other important aspects regarding the
nature of God: “Evangelicals and the LDS hold many beliefs in com-
mon that are worth noting. God is Creator, Revealer, Sustainer of the
universe. God is active in initiating the plan of salvation for humanity
and ultimately, through the Holy Spirit, is the power and person behind
the redemption, sanctification and glorification of all human beings
who trust in Christ.”107

Current attempts to extend understanding between evangelical
Christians and Mormons have already led to a rapprochement between
responsible parties on both sides. Two organizations—the Standing
Together Ministries, an evangelical ministry in Salt Lake City, and
Brigham Young University’s Richard L. Evans Chair for Religious
Understanding—arranged for an internationally renowned evangelical
Christian preacher to speak at the LDS Church’s famed Tabernacle in
November 2004.108 Ravi Zacharias, known for editing an authoritative
guide to religious cults, which includes Mormonism, spoke on the
divinity of Christ before a Mormon audience. Not since 1871, when
Mormon prophet Brigham Young invited Dwight L. Moody, founder
of the Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, has an evangelical Christian
been a featured speaker at the Tabernacle.

In addition, the spiritual goals of the National Day of Prayer were
obviously shared by members of diverse religious denominations
desiring to participate, including Mormons and evangelical Chris-
tians. The Task Force believed that its public use of prayer in a self-
consciously evangelical context would have an impact on political
representatives and the direction of specific local, state, and national
public policies. The Task Force and the Interfaith Association, includ-
ing evangelical Christians and Mormons, were in agreement on the
objective of influencing society through public prayer. In the same way
that evangelical Christians have generally come to accept Catholics and
even Jews as part of their own sense of Western and Judeo-Christian
civilization, Christians may yet accept Mormons as an integral part
of Christianity. To this extent, Mormons may find common ground
with evangelical Christians and other denominations on many public
policy issues. However, the Lausanne Committee for World Evange-
lization, which oversees the International Congress’s global evange-
lization efforts, regards the LDS Church as a modern cult and thus
outside the pale of traditional Christianity.109 The refusal by most
denominations to accept the LDS Church as another Christian group

152 C H A L L E N G E R S  T O  L I B E R A L  D E M O C R A C Y  A N D  T H E  R E L I G I O U S  A X I S

10424-07_PT3-Ch06.qxd  6/1/07  11:22 AM  Page 152



M O R M O N S  A N D  E VA N G E L I C A L S 153

has hampered efforts to form political alliances around shared social
positions.

History, Theology, and Political Issues

In their promulgation of exclusivist beliefs, Mormons and evangelical
Christians embrace and rely considerably on select historic events for
justification. Arguments based on appeals to history are often fraught
with difficulties, particularly the unwitting use of the genetic fallacy. The
fallacy frequently occurs in arguments that rely solely on references to
the accepted beliefs and social practices of the past as justification for
their continuation in the present and future. But historical descriptions
alone are insufficient premises to construct a moral syllogism, because
the conclusion must include the terms of an additional prescriptive or
normative premise. For this reason, arguments without the second
premise are neither logically valid nor their conclusions morally defen-
sible, regardless of an appeal to historical precedent.

Mormons and conservative evangelical Christians, for example,
opposed to changing the present legal definition of marriage, fre-
quently rely only on a particular understanding of the history of the
institution of marriage, which has at its core a committed relationship
between a man and a woman. In this appeal to history alone, the con-
clusion does not logically follow that same-sex marriage ought not
to be permitted. Nevertheless, should the trend of public opinion and
debate lean toward political and legal recognition of same-sex mar-
riage, to avoid the genetic fallacy, the LDS Church and evangelical
Christians would have to insert a religious prescription in their pub-
lic argument regarding immoral sexual behavior alongside their
appeals to history. The insertion of a prescriptive premise would give
validity to their argument; however, the soundness of the additional
premise could still be called into question, and likely lead to more
acrimonious debate and divisiveness. Furthermore, debate in the pub-
lic square on the merits of the second premise raises questions of
appropriate language and effective means of discourse in an increas-
ingly multicultural and religiously diverse society. A burden, then,
falls on religious partisans to reassess their moral theologies and reli-
gious language, that they may present their concerns more effectively
to a rational and skeptical public. The difference in political stance
between Mormons and evangelical Christians has to do not only with

10424-07_PT3-Ch06.qxd  6/1/07  11:22 AM  Page 153



the nature of their exclusivist theologies but with the discipline of
their respective organizations.

The LDS Church maintains a hierarchical structure of ecclesiastical
governance that encourages strong allegiance to church leaders and
discourages creation of independent religious organizations by local
congregations and members of the faith. The congregations or wards
are organized according to the church’s institutional guidelines and
centralized hierarchy. The exclusivist content of Mormon theology also
tends to encourage a relatively narrow alignment of religious beliefs
with a particular political ideology.110

While Mormon theology is relatively narrowly defined and institu-
tionally controlled, evangelical theology generally exhibits a greater
variety of expressions. In contrast with members of the LDS Church,
evangelical Christians have inherited the fissiparous nature of Protes-
tant Christianity, mirroring the prolific character of civil society in a
liberal democracy. Within a narrow spectrum, evangelical Christian-
ity’s exclusivist theological affirmations are quite diverse, allowing for
application of core religious commitments across a broad ideological
spectrum. With its lack of a predominant theology and without a single
organization and leadership structure, evangelical Christianity is some-
what ambivalent about the proper relationship between church and
state. As a result, individual evangelical Christians may find religious
affinity with a broad array of liberal, moderate, and conservative reli-
gious organizations, such as Sojourners, the NAE, and the Christian
Coalition, thus meeting their needs for political expression.

Also, in its relatively short existence of less than two hundred years,
Mormon theology and LDS Church practices have evolved to include
the contemporary affirmation of a relatively distinct line between
church and state. The religious and political dimensions of Mormon
experience have shaped the nature of that group’s evolving participation
in the public square. Mormon leaders in the nineteenth century were
highly critical of economic and other social institutions in American
society. With their criticisms of liberal individualism, as well as of pri-
vate property and unbridled capitalism, the LDS Church attempted to
build a new Zion based on economic cooperation and family unity.111

The social institutions of Zion, such as communal economics and
polygamous marriages, were separationist in nature. The Mormons
first removed themselves from mainstream American practices and
then literally withdrew from America itself. Their exodus to the Rocky
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Mountain West was predicated on the assumption that there would
be no assistance from the American or any other host society or gov-
ernment. The three commitments of the religious axis figured weakly if
at all in early Mormonism.

Today, as the presence of Mormons increases throughout the world,
the separationist urge of the LDS Church has shifted its political
emphasis away from the literal building of Zion (by withdrawing from
secular society, as in the nineteenth century) and toward maintaining
the distinction between moral issues and political issues (while
remaining in society). Contrary to Pratt’s nineteenth-century vision,
the dominion of the kingdom of God is currently understood meta-
phorically, as the presence of baptized members of the LDS Church
organized into close-knit congregations within secular, civil society.
Consequently, criticisms of capitalism by LDS Church leaders are rare,
as the church shifts the primary focus of Mormon social critique
toward other concerns. Thus the LDS Church contrasts with more
activist religious denominations that call for radical transformation of
social institutions to alleviate such problems as human rights viola-
tions and economic poverty. Furthermore, the church relies on prose-
lytism in civil society and political presence in the public square to
resist encroachments on religious liberty and threats to family life.
Contemporary Mormon teachings affirm the commitments of the reli-
gious axis and emphasize preference for liberal democratic political
institutions.

Religious Politics

The participants in the National Day of Prayer services, whether Mor-
mons or evangelical Christians, typically intend to influence the tenor
and direction of public policy debate, yet mutually exclusive theologi-
cal differences inhibit their ability to engage in joint public projects.
Indeed, the exclusivist character of religious beliefs often results in con-
flicting dynamics common to civil society. Religious exclusivism gives
rise to disparate and uneven allocations of religious, social, and polit-
ical capital, in both civil society and the public square. Encouraged by
the factional imperative, religious institutions seek ways to influence
the direction of public policy in order to expand their communal ethos
from civil society to the state. Yet, under a liberal democratic, consti-
tutional framework that fully incorporates the three commitments of
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the religious axis, civil society must maintain a tension among com-
peting religious factions. This tension resists the influence of such
factions—while promoting the very elements that encourage religious
individuals to participate in religious factions. In recent years, Mor-
mons and evangelical Christians have increasingly engaged in both
public policy debates and electoral politics.

Many religious partisans in the public square are less sanguine
regarding the political efficacy of public theologies. They question the
capability of the reformist impulse to overcome two fundamental fail-
ures of liberal democracy. Despite formal constitutional limitations,
numerous liberal democratic states maintain only limited toleration
of individual liberty, including freedom of religious expression. Human
rights violations abound. Many states sustain a skewed political econ-
omy that permits the preponderance of benefits to be bestowed on a
powerful few. Little effort is expended to eradicate massive poverty.
Nevertheless, public theologies presume the legitimacy of liberal
democracy and thus are unwilling to challenge the ethos and constitu-
tional framework that permits its fundamental failures. Critics assert the
need for a political theology to provide a comprehensive, faith-based
critique of the structure and moral status of liberal democracy.

One expression of political theology that achieved a moderate
degree of public appeal during the last quarter of the twentieth century,
particularly in Latin America, is the theology of liberation. An assess-
ment of how liberation theology understands its relationship to the
state will show the extent to which liberationist institutions and
expressions will participate in the public square, undermine the com-
mitments of the religious axis, or even threaten the foundation of the
liberal democratic state.
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After his narrow victory over Al Gore in the 2000 election, the pop-
ularity of U.S. President George W. Bush began to rise, in response

to his strong military response to al-Qaeda’s assaults of September 11,
2001, and to his advocacy of “compassionate conservatism.” In the 2002
off-year election for open seats in the U.S. Congress, growing confidence
in Bush and in the Republican party gave the election results a decidedly
rightward turn. Ideological conservatism and especially evangelical
Christian voters had united to sway the direction of politics in the
Western Hemisphere’s largest liberal democracy north of the equator.

In that same year, the Western Hemisphere’s largest liberal democracy
south of the equator held a presidential election; the victor’s supporters
represented ideological and religious stances contrary to those of their
victorious colleagues in the United States. The factionalism inherent in
Brazil’s liberal democracy had long produced liberal, even liberationist,
religious movements in civil society and the public square. In 2002,
theologies of liberation once again found themselves catapulted into
corridors of political power, as Luis Inácio “Lula” da Silva won the pres-
idency of Brazil and sought spiritual and ethical public policy guidance
from the religious liberationists. In contrast to Mormon and evangeli-
cal Christian public theologies committed to working within the con-
stitutional confines of liberal democracy in the United States, the
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political theologies of Brazilian liberationists argued for transforma-
tion of the liberal democracy that protects the three commitments of
the religious axis.

Today, a resurgence of interest in liberation theology is under way
in the liberal democracy of Brazil. The recent election of populist leaders
with support from religious advocates of liberation has begun to shift
the direction of national domestic policy by relying on biblically based
moral critiques of social ills. Brazilian liberationist Frei Betto occupies
an influential post in the national government, advising the president
of the republic on various social and economic problems. To guide his
social thinking, Frei Betto has crafted a political theology that reflects
the liberationist critiques of Latin American theologians Gustavo
Gutiérrez and José Severino Croatto.

The groundbreaking theologies of liberation developed by Gutiérrez
and Croatto use a political theological framework to analyze both
ancient scriptures and modern economic and political institutions.
While they challenge the inadequacies of liberal democracy, their
analyses assume as inviolate the three commitments of the religious axis:
reason and empiricism, individual conscience and personal ethics, and
religious liberty over religious toleration. Indeed, they argue that the
mechanisms of liberal democratic institutions have generally been
usurped and abused by a narrow class of interests—and that these
interests in turn pose a threat to the commitments of the religious axis.
Gutiérrez and Croatto claim that public theologies are unable to perceive
the systemic flaws and limits of liberal democracy because of defects
in their approach to interpreting scriptures. The critical difference
between public theology and political theology centers on contrasting
methods of interpreting and applying scriptural admonitions as the
basis for acceptance or criticism of liberal democracy. The interpretive
method of liberation theology, they argue, is vital to a proper under-
standing of liberal democracy.

Liberation Theology and Latin America

In 1971 the Catholic priest Gustavo Gutiérrez wrote Teología de la
liberación (Theology of Liberation), a seminal work that set the tone for
a new political theology.1 Gutiérrez had responded to a call for social jus-
tice emanating from the proceedings of Vatican II in 1962–65. Indeed,
many members of the Catholic clergy had already begun to embark
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on a path of social criticism and political activism in the name of the
poor and oppressed. To provide theological legitimacy for their criti-
cisms and activism, Gutiérrez called attention to the oppressive social
situations stemming from liberal democracy in Latin America.2 Relying
on the traditional social teachings of the Catholic church, he criticized as
morally unacceptable the sufferings of the majority of Latin Americans
under the weight of corrupt political regimes and crushing poverty.
Gutiérrez also incorporated various insights of contemporary social
theories, such as Marxist class analysis, to illuminate the dynamics of
liberal democracy, as he emphasized the importance of defending
human rights, including religious liberty, against abuse by political
and economic elites.

Liberation theology reached its apogee of public interest and pop-
ularity during the Central American wars of the 1970s and 1980s.3

During the early 1990s, the wars subsided; neoliberal economic poli-
cies, the replacement of military dictatorships with democratic govern-
ments, and extensive inroads of Protestant evangelical and charismatic
groups among the poor undermined the social basis of support for
liberation theology’s appeal in Latin America.4 Furthermore, the collapse
of the Soviet Union resulted in collateral effects, including a discredit-
ing in public opinion of social analyses that relied on elements of
Marxist philosophy, including liberation movements. The apparent
triumph of capitalism and the renewal of tribal, ethnic, and nationalist
conflicts in many areas of the former Soviet Union and its Eastern
European allies suggested the social irrelevance, and moral impotence,
of Marxist theory.5 Yet while the popularity of liberation theology
began to diminish in Latin America, the social conditions that originally
gave rise to a clamor for liberation remained largely unchanged.6 Since
the late 1990s, critical reflection on the global economy is once again in
the wind, and a new generation of voters in several liberal democracies
has returned leftist governments to power in places like Argentina,
Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Venezuela, and particularly Brazil.7

Brazil and Liberation Theology

In the 2002 Brazilian election, Luis Inácio “Lula” da Silva, the leftist
candidate, won the presidency. Da Silva was supported by a coalition
of political parties led by the predominant Partido dos Trabalhadores
(PT, the Workers’ Party). Several ideological tendencies exist within
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the PT, including liberal, Marxist, and Christian socialist. Considered
one of the more important parties in Latin America today, the PT’s
distinct left-of-center orientation influences public policy debates
in Brazil with regard to labor issues and poverty. A pro-labor liberal, da
Silva served as one of the co-founders of the PT in 1980, which gained
official recognition by the Brazilian government in 1982. Da Silva
attributed the economic hardships faced by millions of Brazilians to
the failures of globalization of the world economy.8 He blamed the
vast disparities in the distribution of wealth worldwide as the primary
source of international tension, and called for “a new world order that
is both fairer and democratic.” During his political campaign and
after his election victory, da Silva promised to steer the formation of
public policies in the direction of solving severe social economic prob-
lems in Brazil, including ending the widespread problem of debilitating
hunger.

Shortly after taking office, da Silva initiated a formal government
response to the problem of hunger with the establishment of the agency
Fome Zero (Zero Hunger). He stated that Fome Zero “is a strategic ini-
tiative of the federal government to assure the human right to adequate
nutrition of those who have difficulty in securing food. By such a
strategy the promotion of food and nutritional security will bring into
society and full citizenship the population most vulnerable to hunger.”9

To facilitate the agency’s efforts, da Silva appointed Carlos Alberto
Libânio Christo, a Dominican monk, better known as Frei Betto (Friar
Betto), to serve on the presidential advisory board of Fome Zero.
Although he resigned his political appointment as Special Advisor to
the President of the Republic in 2005, Frei Betto continues to serve along
with Leonardo Boff, one of the founders of Brazilian liberation theology,
as a spiritual and policy advisor to da Silva.10

As one of the better-known theologians of liberation in Brazil and
an active member of the progressive bloc of Roman Catholicism, Frei
Betto has dedicated his life to ameliorating problems of human rights
violations and poverty. His activism has garnered threats to his own
well-being, and he suffered more than four years of imprisonment
under a prior military regime. Frei Betto’s political involvement also
includes leadership roles with the Movimento dos Trabalhadores
Rurais Sem Terra (MST, Landless Workers Movement). Organized in
twenty-three out of the twenty-seven Brazilian states, the MST is the
largest social movement in Latin America, with an estimated 1.5 million
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landless members. With less than 3 percent of the population owning
two-thirds of the land suitable for agriculture, the MST has engaged
in various forms of political protest to pressure the government to
enact land reform policies.11 Incorporating the humane ideals of Roman
Catholic social teachings into his theology of liberation criticizing cur-
rent economic arrangements, Frei Betto, as advisor to the president,
has been pressing for land reform policies parallel to the reforms
addressing hunger.12

Frei Betto’s approach to understanding and critiquing social prob-
lems emerged from his formal religious training as well as his political
work with those in poverty. Early in his career, he began to develop
a theology that interprets scriptures with regard to liberating the poor
and oppressed. Looking beyond the possibilities of strictly secular
revolution, Frei Betto argued, “The failure of revolutionary efforts in
Nicaragua and El Salvador affects the credibility of other historical
projects. . . . Since ideologies don’t stir up as much hope [now] as in
other times, many seek in religion a meaning for their lives.”13 To meet
both temporal and spiritual needs, he defended liberation theology
as containing the most appropriate method: “The distinguishing fea-
tures of liberation theology are not its critical analysis of capitalist
society or the fact that it emphasizes certain social achievements in
socialist countries as being close to gospel ideals. What distinguishes
it is its method: it reflects the faith of the poor and starts from the
standpoint of the poor as a historical subject and as the real focus of
the gospels.”14

With his new method focusing on the poor, Frei Betto reevaluated
the traditional Christian arguments regarding God, nature, and pol-
itics, and questioned the standard teachings of academic theology.
He challenged the conventional theologies influenced by Thomism
for their presupposition of an absolute God who has created a great
distance between himself and his creation.15 Subsequently, he
developed an alternative theology that defended a close connection
between God and politics. Frei Betto’s political theology maintained
that the meaning of the life of Jesus as the Son of God should be
understood as the negation of God the Father.16 That is, as opposed
to his Father, the omnipotent God far above the disorderly fray
known as the human condition, Jesus associated with the outcasts
of society and suffered at the hands of political authorities. Jesus’s
life demonstrated to the Dominican monk that God sides with the
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economically impoverished and politically oppressed; indeed, with
all who are suffering:

Jesus of Nazareth, who preferred to love rather than condemn, defended
the adulterous woman, did not preach a moralistic sermon to the Samar-
itan who was the sixth man, cured the Phoenician woman and servant
of the Roman centurion without demanding that they profess his faith,
identified himself with the poorest (the starving, the homeless, the
sick and the oppressed), was not indifferent to the starving masses,
and taught that to govern is not to command, it is to serve.17

Consequently, Frei Betto concluded, in order to know and be nearer
to God, one must live, work, and engage politically with those who
suffer in this world.

The realization that the distance between God and humankind
was not as wide as traditionally taught in theological seminaries and
in homilies has forced Frei Betto to reevaluate his understanding of
politics: “When I discovered that God exists in God’s absence, all
the idolatry of the ruling classes ended for me—that is, all identifi-
cation of the image of God with power, with the bourgeoisie, with
bourgeois morality, and with all the correct, acceptable niceties. It
all ended there.”18 Since the 1960s, his published social commen-
taries have contributed significantly to the body of Latin American
theologies of liberation.19 The liberation ethics of Frei Betto and other
liberationists are rooted in their method of biblical reflection, a
method that challenges liberal democracy and the public theologies
that support it.

The Problem of Hermeneutics

The primary flaw in public theologies, according to liberationists, is
their limited if not errant techniques of interpreting Holy Scripture.
More precisely, the flaw originates from their rules of scriptural inter-
pretation or hermeneutics. Christian hermeneutics generally presup-
poses the Bible to be a unique source of inspired revelation that is
morally authoritative.20 Christian theologians typically use this pre-
supposition as the foundation upon which to construct protocols of
hermeneutics. The protocols are then used to interpret biblical injunc-
tions from the Old and New Testaments as elements in the development
of theologies.
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In addition to presupposing the Bible as a unique source of revela-
tion, hermeneutics unavoidably contains other presuppositions con-
cerning the theologian’s experiences in the world that are brought to
interpretations of the Bible. The theologian’s other presuppositions
are limited by the range of his or her subjective understanding of the
world, or horizon.21 With the combination of biblical presuppositions
and a limited horizon of understanding, the theologian engages in
hermeneutics to develop his or her public theology. With the public
theology limited by the horizon, which accepts contemporary forms of
liberal democracy as morally legitimate and thus normatively binding,
the theologian’s activism in the public square is likewise limited to
accepting the consequences of social, economic, and political institu-
tions that nonetheless may fail the majority of citizens.

Presuppositions from the theologian’s subjective horizon of under-
standing pose the problem of identifying and separating the proper
interpretations of biblical texts from the myths, redactions, and expli-
cations that accrue to the texts over time. German theologian Rudolf
Bultmann argued that a process of demythologization must occur to
uncover the existential meaning of ancient texts.22 That is, Bultmann
maintained that centuries of official religious embellishment must
be stripped away before the contemporary reader can accurately deci-
pher the text’s original intent or meaning. Furthermore, the reader must
refrain, as far as possible, from bringing his or her own religious, his-
torical, and other subjective values to the reading of the text, so as not
to contaminate its essential meaning. Such a historical-critical method,
according to Bultmann, demands a process of objective and value-free
interpretation to render the most accurate reading of the biblical text
as originally intended by the text’s author.

As an alternative to the hermeneutics of public theologies, liberation
theology has developed its own hermeneutics, which has been influ-
enced by earlier developments in European political theology. While
they agree with Bultmann that continual reinterpretations have obscured
the original meaning of ancient authors, Latin American liberationists
find subjective textual reinterpretation to be of value. They accept the
necessity of demythologization in scriptural study as useful in revealing
serious political shortcomings, as promulgated by contemporary, main-
line theologians and interpretations of the institutional church. Yet
the liberationists want to use these revelations of morally suspect
interpretations to confront and overcome social injustice. Not unlike
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the theologians who bring presuppositions that favor liberal democracy,
liberationists also encourage the reading of biblical texts from the per-
spective of the present-day reader—but of the reader who is offended
by social injustice.23 In order to be politically effective, the religious
individual who is committed to liberation of the oppressed must
interpret scripture from the perspective of the oppressed.

Liberation Hermeneutics

Christian public theologies tend to avoid direct criticism of liberal
democracy, focusing instead on the rise of moral relativism and human-
ism resulting from the liberal democratic state’s constitutional protec-
tion of the commitments of the religious axis. Liberationists argue that
a new hermeneutics is needed, one that expands the theologian’s hori-
zon in order to develop a political theology responsive to the failures of
liberal democracy and challenging the legitimacy of the state. Unlike
many public theologies, however, liberation theology supports the
intent of the religious axis, and instead criticizes the liberal democratic
state for not protecting its commitments.24 The social application of
liberation hermeneutics results in critical reflection on the structure
and failings of liberal democracy, particularly within the global econ-
omy. More specifically, the constitutional framework is criticized for
being controlled and manipulated by those who violate individual
rights and perpetuate poverty for ends of self-aggrandizement.25

To interpret the Bible from a liberationist perspective, then, requires
an approach that extends the interpreter’s horizon of biblical inter-
pretation beyond that of answering simple questions of ethical behavior
in the public square of liberal democracy. A theology of liberation brings
normative values to the fore, and uses those values to criticize existing
social orders and political regimes.26 Liberation theology links its read-
ing of the Bible to the dynamics of economic and political development,
criticizes the social system by mobilizing the poor, and offers a vision
of a new and just social order.27

Liberation hermeneutics emphasizes the relationship between the
interpretation of scripture and political action guided by a particular
understanding of social justice.28 The scriptures are interpreted in light
of the reader’s own commitment to the liberation of the marginalized
members of society.29 Respect for the dignity and rights of others in
the face of massive poverty and political oppression motivates the reli-
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gious individual to search both ancient scriptures and contemporary
social science methods for explanations of and solutions to problems
of social injustice.30 But the development of a new hermeneutics
must address the potential problems posed by the interpreter’s own
values and biases, particularly that of proving what is already assumed
to be true.

As an observer of contemporary politics, the religious individual
committed to liberation begins by assessing the ideological arguments
of the elites of the country’s economic and political establishment. The
elite disseminate flawed arguments to justify poverty and oppression.
Assessment of their arguments requires an understanding of the struc-
ture and dynamics of current social conditions, which can be provided
by select insights of modern social sciences.31 Aided by social scientific
analyses, the religious individual is now in a strong position to unmask
the attractive façade of prevailing political ideologies. Furthermore, he
or she can then reveal the morally unacceptable and unjust character
of current political and economic practices, including the role of the
church and its standard theologies that provide a rationale to justify
the policies of the status quo.32 The official ideologies of the state
and the supportive theologies of the church are then scrutinized
together as to their ethical and moral credibility, given the individual’s
moral commitments and the new social scientific understanding of
contemporary economic, political, and sociological dynamics and
institutions.

Those committed to liberation claim that critical analyses of the
dominant exegetical interpretations of Christian social dogma in the
established church reveal ideological infiltration of those interpretations
by the norms of a corrupt and unjust society.33 Furthermore, analyses
reveal the great disparity between the original commitment of early
Christianity to human liberation and contemporary ideological argu-
ments supported by the church to defend liberal democratic institu-
tions of social injustice. With newfound insights about church and
society, a new interpretive approach may now be developed for theo-
logical reflection and political action.34 The new hermeneutics in turn
will contribute to the development of a religious perspective influenced
by a realistic reappraisal of social conditions that follows the religious
individual’s original commitment to liberation. If the failures of liberal
democracy and their ideological justification can be overcome, a more
just, if not utopian, society may loom over the horizon.
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Increasingly, such criticisms arising from liberation hermeneutics
have focused on globalization of the economy, which finds its justifi-
cation in the reigning ideology of neoliberalism. Frei Betto blames the
ideological triumph of neoliberalism over Soviet communism and
Western statism for the decline in national protectionist policies in
Latin America. Consequently, the increased facilitation of the flow
of international capital is redefining social relations and individual
expectations in civil society and the market economy.35 He maintains
that “neo-liberalism proclaims that ‘history is over,’ attempting to erase
the [possibility of] utopias of the historical horizon.” Many of those
“utopias” have emanated from political theologies that focus their
moral criticisms on the structural causes of poverty and oppression
and call for revolutionary changes to effect economic and political lib-
eration.36 The horizons of liberationist hermeneutics, however, apply
not only to the possibility of a utopia or just society in the future,
but also to the interpretation of ancient scriptures to justify these
future possibilities.

Liberation theologian José Severino Croatto has developed a herme-
neutics to interpret scripture with an eye toward the future. Croatto
maintains, “The struggles of a people for independence are read by
one group for the purpose of dynamizing and motivating a liberation
process, and by another for legitimizing the repression of that very
process.”37 To explain the difference in contrary interpretations of
ancient scriptures, he maintains that a myth concerning God presently
abounds to justify exploitation of the poor.

Croatto characterizes his hermeneutics as “the science of under-
standing the meaning that humans inscribe in their practices, as well
as in their interpretation by word, text, or other practices.”38 The process
of understanding requires not only reading and interpreting the written
word of scripture, but also “reading” the social context surrounding
the events from which the scriptures emerged. Reading the social context
and its events as a “text” and then interpreting the meaning of the
“text” of the events permits the reader to extend the horizon of under-
standing beyond that of the ancient author. Historical events, along-
side the original texts, then, may be treated as texts themselves with
potential meaning that can be applied to situations beyond the original
or foundational event. Thus, interpretive methods of liberation herme-
neutics are in a position to augment exegetical interpretations of the
original text by providing additional meanings of the historic event
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as text, as interpreted through the subjective values or eisegesis of con-
temporary readers.39 Over time, the potential for appropriating inno-
vative meanings of texts increases as unique social conditions arise
and demand new applications.

Croatto’s hermeneutics consists of three key elements: the multiple
meanings of signs and symbols, the function of distance over time, and
the presence of semantic limits. The intricate composition of the key
elements permits Croatto to provide an interpretation of scriptural
teachings that serves to defend the three commitments of the religious
axis while criticizing liberal democracy as inadequate to maintain
the commitments.

Multiple Meanings of Signs and Symbols

Traditional exegeses based on historical-critical methods, such as
those advocated by Bultmann, attempt to identify the meaning behind
the ancient text; that is, they seek to understand the meaning as under-
stood by the original author and readers from within their original
cultural and religious traditions. Croatto recognizes that historical-
critical methods may indeed reveal as closely as possible the original
intent of the author, given the author’s and the reader’s horizons of
understanding. However, he also argues that this original intent is
not the only efficacious reading possible. Incorporating insights from
the philosophical and literary study of signs and symbols, or semiotics,
Croatto maintains that to limit the meaning of the text to the author’s
original intent is to close the polysemic character of that text—the plu-
rality of signs and symbols leading to other meanings—to any new
horizon of understanding. It is at this point, says Croatto, that libera-
tion hermeneutics surpasses the limits of Bultmann’s historical-critical
methods, which he believes are limited in their results because of their
commitment to “exegetical ‘historicism.’ ”40 Historicism occurs when
those who rely on historical-critical methods limit themselves to only
one meaning of an historic event—albeit the meaning taken as origi-
nal. The meaning accessible to historical-critical method is fettered
to the past.

Croatto maintains that a historic event ought to be understood as
a foundational event, but with the potential for greater influence over
time. As a foundational event, the historic event has a reservoir of meaning
that unfolds across time like ripples on a pond. Succeeding generations
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in diverse social contexts reread the ancient scriptural account in the
light of their own moral values and ethical concerns. New generations
can apprehend new interpretations that apply to their specific situation.
According to Croatto, “The event precedes the word: the word interprets
the event and unfolds its reservoir-of-meaning. The act of interpreting
is simultaneously the act of accumulating meaning. When a word
expresses the meaning of an event, it is giving meaning to the event. . . .
Exegesis is eisegesis, and anybody who claims to be doing only the
former is, wittingly or unwittingly, engaged in ideological subterfuge.”41

He asserts that most approaches to biblical interpretation are either
incomplete in their methodology, like the historical-critical methods,
or do not reveal any relevant and useful meaning.42

Croatto argues that the meaning in a biblical text involves three
factors: the author of the text, the reader of the text, and the horizon
of understanding common to both author and reader, such that there
is agreement or closure on the meaning of the text.43 Thus he affirms
that “without this common milieu—linguistic, cultural, social, geo-
graphical, and so on, or as many other dimensions as human reality
may be said to have—language remains polysemous.”44 But unlike the
written text, which continues to be present, the common milieu or
social context of the original author and reader is not sustained over
time. The implications of the polysemic character of the written text as
foundational event, then, are enormous for the production of meaning,
as new interpretations are generated over greater distances of time.

Meaning and Distance

Croatto reveals the polysemic potential of texts in his exploration of
the dynamics of language and speech with regard to the original
author.45 Since language refers to the system of signs and symbols as well
as rules of grammar and syntax, the author’s own language capabilities,
or horizon of discourse, is pregnant with myriad possible meanings.
This polysemic characteristic of language, argues Croatto, leaves the
author open to many possibilities until the text takes its final written
form. As an act of written speech, however, the language used in the
final text closes these possibilities when it presents the final intent of
the author, as revealed by historical-critical methods of scholarship.
Consequently, says Croatto, there is a degree of distance or distantiation
between the possibilities of discourse available to the author and the
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final act of speech that culminates in the written text. Once the text
is written, the author has closed the distantiation of the polysemic char-
acter of his language. But—says Croatto—this act of closure opens a sec-
ond distantiation.

Whatever may have been the intent of the author in his final text,
he and his horizon of discourse are no longer present; only the text
remains.46 Nonetheless, Croatto maintains, a second distantiation is
still present between the author and his text: “the second distantiation
is produced when discourse crystallizes in a transmitted ‘text.’ ”47 The
logical distance between the author’s own language possibilities and
the text as his final act of speech suggests the possibility of reopening
the text at a later time, to discover other meanings not intended by the
author. The text itself, says Croatto, has become a linguistic artifact
revealing a coherent discussion “according to structural functions that
as such [may] produce a [new] meaning.”48

The fact that the original author and reader are no longer pres-
ent is significant for the production of meaning from this second dis-
tantiation of biblical texts. Croatto maintains that “this physical ab-
sence, however, is semantic wealth. The closure of meaning imposed
by the [original author or] speaker is now transformed into an open-
ness of meaning.”49 The text exists autonomously now, serving as a new
speaker or “author” for new readers in a new context with a new horizon
of understanding. The text as author, however, does not produce mean-
ing; the act of reading and rereading the text produces meaning. Accord-
ing to Croatto, “one and the same text can be given a phenomenological
reading, a historical reading, a sociological, psychological, literary,
theological reading, and so on.”50 Given its polysemic character, the
linguistic structure of the text itself projects forward through time a reser-
voir of meaning, a surplus of meaning beyond the author’s original
intent. The structure is now open to appropriation by future readers,
such that “their reading will be a production of meaning, not a repeti-
tion of the first meaning.”51 For example, Croatto notes, “we situate lib-
eration in a particular context (the Jewish and pharisaic world), but a
context that at the same time is open [to present and future contexts]
(liberation from sin and death); and this liberation is guaranteed by
the ‘memory’ of the Exodus event. By so situating liberation we are
able to ‘explore’ hermeneutically its present existential and prophetic
meaning.”52 For Croatto, the existential context of the ancient text, for its
present readers, “is above all cultural, social, political, and economic.”
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A second closure of a text’s meaning occurs in the appropriation
of the meaning of the text from the future reader’s own particular
social context or horizon. In addition, the reading of an ancient text
by contemporary readers with a new horizon of understanding again
closes the original polysemic character of the text. This new production
of meaning itself produces a new reading, however, which now serves
as another text. This third “text” again reopens the polysemic possi-
bilities for another set of future readers. Thus, a third distantiation is
present between the text and its third reading, with the potential for
infinitely more distantiations, readings, and interpretations. According
to Croatto, “interpretation is a chain process, and not repetitive, but
ascending. The text contains a reservoir of meaning, ever exploited and
never exhausted.”53 Ironically, he argues, the production of meaning
from continually rereading the text and exploiting its reservoir of
meaning contributes to an accumulation of meaning: “From a ‘histori-
cist’ point of view, this is astounding, because distance appears to be
inversely proportional to accuracy with respect to the original meaning.
But from a hermeneutic point of view, distantiation is a fertile, creative
phenomenon.”54

Indeed, applying his method of biblical hermeneutics, Croatto reads
a text as “an act of exploration,” making it possible “to surpass the
‘history’ of the [text’s] meaning and fruitfully appropriate it.”55 He says,
“I do not first carry out an exegesis of the biblical passages and sub-
sequently relate it to the facts of our world or our oppressed continent.
Rather, the facts must be, and are, prior to my interpretation of the bib-
lical Word.”56 That is, the socioeconomic facts of the human condition
precede any interpretation of the original intent and practical applica-
tion of an ancient writer’s text. The meaning of a biblical passage does
not present itself whole and complete apart from the social context
within which that meaning either originated or has recently been dis-
covered. And it is not the proper vocation of hermeneutics to discover
only the original or absolute meaning. The polysemy of any text is open
to future rereadings, which are themselves engaged in the production
of meaning.57 In this way, Croatto maintains, the greater the distance in
the third distantiation, the greater the opportunities for productions of
meaning. Thus a foundational event in scripture will reveal its reservoir
of meaning only through its “historical effect” of distantiation; never-
theless, there are limits. The reservoir of meaning must be in accord with
the central meanings or semantic axes of the original text.58
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Semantic Axes

Liberating the text from literary domination by the author’s original
intent reveals its polysemic character and the possibility of another,
more relevant reading. Yet liberation also raises the possibility of abuse
if there are no limits, rules, or procedures governing how a text may be
interpreted. Aware of this possibility, Croatto declares that “textual
polysemy does not mean simply what-you-will. A text says what it
permits to be said. Its polysemy arises from its previous closure.”59 In fact,
he maintains that a thorough semiotic analysis of biblical texts reveals
the presence of overarching semantic axes.60 These axes refer to central
themes found in the text that serve as “a help for ‘centering’ the mean-
ing of a text”:61 “The structure of a discourse is analyzed in terms of
semantic axes, semiotic framework, verification, and so on, as the
piecing together of one among many possible meanings of words or
themes within a given society or worldview.”62

Croatto has identified three semantic axes of interrelated meanings
and themes in the Bible: the poor and oppressed, social liberation,
and God in history. With regard to the first axis, he maintains that “the
Bible sets in high relief God’s preference for the oppressed, the mar-
ginalized, the sick, sinners, and so on.”63 The stories and experiences
recounted in the Bible reflect a divine concern for those ill-treated and
held in contempt by the economically wealthy and the politically
powerful. Furthermore, it is the dispossessed whom God finds in need
of liberation, says Croatto—his second axis: “And so I must once more
assert my conviction that the principal origin of the Bible is in expe-
riences of suffering-and-oppression and grace-and-liberation, and that
it is written with a profound hope of salvation.”64 Finally, he maintains,
God is actively present throughout history, suffering with the down-
trodden and encouraging them to political action. It is only within
these three axes that liberation hermeneutics can produce acceptable
meanings and prophetic interpretations of scripture. But even within
the delimitations of semantic axes, a variety of combinations is still
possible.

Searching the scriptures under the scrutiny of their hermeneutics,
liberationists have identified several stories and other prophetic critiques
that have formed a canon of liberating texts found in the Old and
New Testaments: selections from the books of Deuteronomy, Psalms,
Acts, and Revelations, along with Amos, Isaiah, the synoptic gospels,

10424-08_Ch07.qxd  6/1/07  10:52 AM  Page 171



James, and Exodus.65 Indeed, the story of the Exodus frequently rep-
resents the symbolic and paradigmatic image of God taking sides in
history—in this case, with the oppressed Hebrews over the oppressor
Egyptians—and participating in social liberation. Gustavo Gutiérrez
interprets the story of the Exodus as one of the more significant salvific
events in history: “the liberation from Egypt is a political act. The Exodus
is the break with a situation of plunder and misery, and the beginning
of the building of a just and fraternal society. It is the suppression of
disorder and the creation of a new order.”66 In fact, Gutiérrez maintains
that it is the foundational event that sets the pattern for God’s procla-
mation of justice and intervention in human affairs.67

Throughout the centuries of reflection, reevaluation, and retelling
of this biblical story, says Croatto, the Exodus has been “elevated to the
category of a message for all humankind.”68 Although similar to the
seventeenth-century Puritans who used the story of the Exodus to
explain the rise of America, liberationists apply the story as a moral
paradigm that can be found throughout the history of God’s participa-
tion in the spiritual and temporal affairs of humankind, so as to effect
their personal salvation as well as political liberation.

Exodus as a Moral Paradigm for 
the Poor and Oppressed

For many of those seeking a moral paradigm of liberation from oppres-
sion, the preeminent biblical image of a covenant people breaking
free from enforced servitude is that of the Old Testament story of the
Exodus.69 According to the biblical account, the people of Israel are
residing in Egypt, held in economic and political bondage by the
pharaoh. Suffering under the oppression of the Egyptian rulers and
desiring to be set free, the Hebrews cry out for God’s assistance to
effect their liberation, and God intervenes. Although the course of lib-
eration is difficult and the Hebrews are full of doubt, ultimately they
succeed. For generations thereafter, the people of Israel and their
descendants have celebrated the ritual of the Passover in recognition
of and thanksgiving for the successful intervention of God in their lib-
eration from oppression. In their third distantiations in accordance
with the semantic axes, theologians of liberation have analyzed and
produced a meaning of the story from the history of ancient Israel that
can also be applied to contemporary societies.
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Croatto argues that the Exodus is “the key event that models the
faith of Israel.”70 The depiction of the Exodus as historic event contains
more meaning than the Old Testament’s simple chronology of events.71

For Croatto, this meaning is found in the continuing application
throughout later scriptures of the story of the Exodus as a paradigm of
liberation. These numerous references to the story suggest that tran-
scendent principles or meanings have application in other settings:
“The entire Exodus experience made a deep impression on the being
of Israel as a very profound experience. Indeed it was the most decisive
event in its history; in it Israel grasped a liberating sense of God and an
essential value in its own vocation, namely, freedom.”72 According to
Croatto, “freedom was the goal of liberation, but it also gave liberation
a new meaning.”73 The telling of the story of the Exodus as an event
has taken on mythic proportions, expanding beyond the initial simple
account of the Hebrews’ oppression and liberation in ancient Egypt.
In addition to the Exodus event itself, liberationists argue that the
celebration of liberation refers to all salvific experiences throughout
Hebrew and Christian history.

Salvation history reveals the liberation of humankind by God, a
liberation that results in human beings being set free, according to
Croatto.74 This freedom is crucial to the teleological design of God’s
creation. Since human beings are created in God’s image, an image
of freedom, they must be free to fulfill themselves and to further God’s
plan. Thus, Croatto maintains, human freedom has both ontological
and vocational status. Ontologically, God has created freedom, which
stands apart from particular social institutions, but is an integral com-
ponent of the promise of a just society. Vocationally, despite the
divine promise, individuals frequently encounter situations of dehu-
manization through their relations with others, where freedom is
denied “by injustice, by exploitation, by violence, by oppression, by
an unjust order.”

Furthermore, the myth and symbolism of the Exodus not only reveal
God’s concern for freedom and justice, they also reveal the origins of
liberation. According to Croatto, the legitimation of the pharaoh’s
rule rested in part on maintaining the Hebrews in a subservient and
oppressed status within Egyptian society. But the Hebrews’ demand
for release from bondage called attention to unjust social relations
within Egyptian society. Despite God’s warnings to him and his sub-
sequent suffering from his refusal to heed those warnings, the pharaoh
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was unable to release the Hebrews without losing the legitimation of
his rule: “The innumerable replies of the pharaoh convincingly attest
that any path of liberation is begun from below and goes against the
oppressing power. The struggle between the two powers is the very
essence of the ‘oppression–liberation’ dialectic.”75 Existing structures of
social, political, and religious relations, asserts Croatto, are frequently
constructed by those who would oppress others, the institutional
result of that intention.76 Since institutions that cause social injustice
can never be justified, the call of freedom requires a renunciation of
injustice and a demand for liberation. Furthermore, he declares, out of
God’s love for human beings and his desire for their freedom, violence
may be necessary, as is amply depicted in the story of the Exodus.77

Social Liberation

In the New Testament, Croatto observes the ultimate meaning of the
paschal event of the Exodus in Jesus’s apparent disrespect for and lack
of observance of religious law. The Pharisees had relied too heavily on
the law that demanded outward or behavioral conformity, thus remov-
ing inward or spiritual attitudes of love from their characterization of
God: “their praxis is based on the Law, not love.”78 However, from
the Pharisees’ perspective, the law revealed the knowledge of God nec-
essary for salvation. But in their own distantiations, the Pharisees had
ignored the semantic axes of biblical interpretation and the polysemic
character of the original texts. Impervious to the texts’ reservoir of
meaning, they argued that only precise conformity to the legal com-
mandments can save individuals; thus, the formal relationships in
society had to reflect the requirements of the law of God. Furthermore,
says Croatto, the Pharisees allied their ecclesiastical authority with
Roman civil and military power “for the purpose of maintaining
superstructural privileges—to the prejudice of the genuine liberation
of the people.”79 This meant that those who had no knowledge of God,
such as children, the poor, the sick, and women, were left to suffer
under oppressive and enforced social relations and expectations.

Croatto argues that Jesus’s claim to have fulfilled the law while
not rejecting it was meant as both a reaffirmation of God’s love for
humankind and a call for liberation of those suffering under oppressive
social structures as a result of the Pharisees’ misapplication of the law:
“Now Jesus addresses himself to all the marginalized people, doubly
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oppressed by human egoism in general and by the ‘religious’ structure
in particular. He begins his liberation by giving value to their persons.
They, too, are human beings, but oppressed.”80 By calling attention to the
corrupt interpretation of and reliance on the law by focusing attention
on the marginalized of society, Jesus brought about a new political
and social awareness or concientización (conscientization) of their
own desperate and unequal situation of both oppressor and oppressed
and the cause of liberation.81 Yet this conscientization, says Croatto,
could only serve the oppressed, as the oppressors were in need of the
oppressed to avoid the alienation of their sin.82

In confronting the legalism of the Pharisees, according to Croatto,
“The praxis of Jesus . . . unmasked the superstructural and ideological
universe controlled by the leaders of Israel, and whose axis of support
was the Law understood as ‘tradition.’ ”83 Jesus’s preaching, he argues,
represents the culmination of the “messianic hopes inscribed in the
heart of the prophets and elaborated by the Jews.”84 For Croatto, these
hopes are best elaborated in the Beatitudes, wherein Jesus confronts
the problem of the oppressed poor. He maintains that the Beatitudes
are not an example of Jesus calling for resignation of the poor to their
present deplorable status; instead, they reveal an ethic of liberation
that ultimately will culminate in “a social and political revolution.”85

Revolution will occur when the poor have been conscientized to the
unjust state of their lives and its unacceptability before God. Then
they will realize that under present conditions their demand for free-
dom in the name of God is ignored, limited, or completely silenced,
and hence must be restored to do God’s work.

This understanding of Jesus, based primarily on the Gospel of
Matthew, demonstrates the rereading of the evangelist’s depiction
from Croatto’s third distantiation.86 Croatto points out that Matthew’s
own discussion “is engaged precisely in a rereading. It rereads the
words of Jesus from a point of departure in the situation in which it
is being written.”87 In this way, the normative dimensions of the Old
Testament’s myth of the Exodus find efficacy in the New Testament’s
teachings. Furthermore, in a sociological reading of the myth of the
Exodus, argues Croatto, there is no doubt that its origin and compo-
sition allow one to imagine the experience of revolution against the
slavery of forced labor, both past and present.88

Indeed, Croatto emphatically asserts that any reading of the Bible
will demonstrate its preoccupation with the liberation of Israel from
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oppression, using the foundational event of the Exodus as its guiding
paradigm: “Its origin, in the origin of the Israelites as a people, was in
a liberation process. The Israelite conception of Yahweh, the God of the
Hebrew people, is indissolubly joined to the experience of deliverance
from slavery in Egypt. In that context, the savior God is identified with
the liberator God.”89 Consequently, to assess the Bible’s reservoir of
meaning for the understanding of God, guided by the semantic axes,
requires continually revisiting the Israelites’ experience of liberation of
the Exodus. In this way, says Croatto, biblical studies accurately demon-
strate that all of the Jewish festivals and covenants, as well as Jesus’s
proclamation, “recall and retrieve the ‘memory’ of the exodus as liber-
ative content.”

God in History

When guided by the semantic axes, an interpretive reading of the
Exodus reveals more than God’s preference for liberating the poor and
oppressed: it also reveals God’s active participation in effecting liber-
ation. According to Croatto, the third axis of the Bible “is precisely
that God is primarily revealed in the events of human history.”90 In fact,
he argues, the Bible presents “a paradigmatic reading of a salvation
history.”91 The rereading’s production of meaning, in light of the seman-
tic axes of the Bible and the moral concerns of liberation and within
the horizon of the present context, may have significant consequences.
In light of social injustice, the semantic axes, taken together, strongly
support “a theology of the God of liberation.” Furthermore, he argues,
“Even with its contextual transfer, the liberation message permeates
the pages of the New Testament. And the theology of the exodus—
sometimes, to be sure, at a distance—echoes once again.”92

Luke’s narrative of Jesus’s conception, for example, describes Mary as
being covered by the shadow of God. Croatto interprets this passage
to be “alluding without doubt to the shadow of the cloud of the Exodus
that settled over the Arc (Exodus 10:34–38), as a sign that Mary is the
new Arc and the new Jerusalem.”93 He then interprets Luke’s allusions
to reveal that Mary’s role does not simply entitle her to “a plenitude of
‘grace,’ ” but “more importantly it places her in the context of salvation
history, a history that is constructed and sustained constantly by suc-
cessive alliances between God and his people.”94 In this way, Croatto
demonstrates the polysemous content of the story of the Exodus,
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which results from the second and third distantiations in light of the
semantic axes of the story’s affinity with the oppressed, liberation
from oppression, and God in history.

It is at the point of social activism or praxis, then, that the reservoir
of meaning guided by these semantic axes becomes apparent. Croatto
points out that “every practice or praxis constitutes a horizon of under-
standing.”95 The moral concerns associated with praxis set the param-
eters for approaching the biblical text with unanticipated questions
arising from a horizon of understanding different from the horizon of
the text’s author.96 Thus, argues Croatto, the meaning of a text does
not depend entirely on the text itself, but on the social conditions that
give rise to the questions addressed to the text.97

In rereading the story of the Exodus, Croatto asserts that “in the Bible,
the ‘memory’ of the liberation from Egypt is resumed and expressed in
all possible literary genres and in all ages. But it is never the repetition
of the meaning of the original exodus. It is always the exploration of
its reservoir-of-meaning.”98 Thus, he argues,

Our re-reading is made from our own vantage point. By recovering the
core meaning of the evangelical kerygma, we understand it from a hori-
zon that forces its surplus-of-meaning to emerge. The meaning of an
expression is always “reduced” by the context in which it is spoken or
written. But the distance of that context permits us to re-open that
meaning and broaden its first horizon of expression.99

Thus the scriptures were read and reread from “the experience of the
liberating God of the exodus, and later the experience of Jesus, liberator
of the poor.”100 In this way, says Croatto, they contribute to the dis-
covery of the meaning of God’s presence in history to effect libera-
tion from contemporary conditions of social injustice.101 Liberation
hermeneutics, then, provides proponents of liberation theology with
the moral imperative to criticize liberal democracy for its failures with
regard to liberty and justice.

The Impact of Liberation Hermeneutics 
on Religious Pluralism

The immediacy of the existential or social context, then, occupies a
crucial place in the dynamics of Croatto’s biblical hermeneutics. The
dialectic between the vantage point of the reader’s experience with

10424-08_Ch07.qxd  6/1/07  10:52 AM  Page 177



oppression and the text’s reservoir of meaning as uncovered by the
semantic axes yields a theologically preferred interpretation, calling for
and supporting the liberation of those living under oppressive social
conditions. The application of liberationist hermeneutics encourages
suspicion of established ecclesiastical institutions and their interpre-
tations of the biblical texts. Such interpretations permeate the religious
teachings of the mainline churches in civil society. Moreover, they serve
as the ethical standard by which the adequacy of liberal democracy
and its social policies is measured. Not unexpectedly, liberal democ-
racy is rarely found morally wanting, despite its failures.

These standard interpretations have generally focused on the tran-
scendent character of the vocation of the individual as directed dis-
proportionately toward the Divine, thus ignoring and avoiding the
immanent character of vocation toward freedom in this life. Conse-
quently, such establishment rereadings of biblical passages stray from
the semantic axes of scripture. As Croatto laments, “To be the image of
God is then interpreted as a vocation to the eternal and a negation of
the historical. . . . This same extrapolation to the transcendent ‘froze’
human liberty in a tangle of laws and traditions that stifled creativity.”102

That is, by theologically assuming the a priori existence of moral
absolutes, and then freezing these absolutes within legal structures,
political institutions, and formal constitutions, human laws and expec-
tations have become inflexible, rigid, and oppressive. As a consequence,
Croatto argues, the constitutional mechanisms of liberal democracy
have become incapable of checking the factional forces of oppression
found in the public square. Self-interested political and economic
elites use the constitutional means and resources to manipulate public
opinion through promulgation of select religious teachings that
defend and justify oppression.

The interface between liberation hermeneutics and activism in the
public square in Brazil has had mixed results, and perhaps has pro-
longed any real possibility of final victory over poverty and oppres-
sion.103 At a minimum, efforts to compel liberal democracy to conform
to biblically based moral considerations in the distribution of wealth
and democratic access to government authority challenge the values
of classical liberalism. In fact, historically, the political economies
of liberal democracy have evolved concomitant with the develop-
ment of market economies and industrial capitalism.104 Yet the two
are not thereby philosophically dependent on each other; alternative
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proposals suggest the possibility of maintaining the values of classi-
cal liberalism while promoting economic democracy.105 Nevertheless,
the current status of liberation hermeneutics is growing and finding
limited success with politically influential religious activists, such as
Frei Betto.

In more developed liberal democracies, a growing insurgency of
liberation theology has fired the winds of theological conflict. The var-
ious methods of liberationist hermeneutics now challenge the domi-
nant approaches to traditional theological development and biblical
scholarship in North America and Europe. They have begun to under-
mine the authority of traditional religious training, and to unsettle civic
piety in the very areas of the world formerly singled out for scathing
social criticism by liberationists.106 The criticisms of liberal democ-
racy have spilled into the public square, as civil societies throughout
the world broil once again in religious controversy.

Established European and North American theologians have reacted
dramatically and variously to the religious and political impact of lib-
eration critiques from Latin America. Presbyterian theologian Richard
Shaull equates their appearance with the Protestant Reformation, in
which “Martin Luther emerged as the great liberator in sixteenth-century
Europe.”107 Shaull asserts that, by reading scriptures from within the
reader’s own historical and social context—as done by the earlier
Protestant reformers and now by contemporary liberationists—the
meaning and practical application of God’s will, as well as the presence
of God, can finally be grasped. He cautions contemporary Protestants,
including Reformed theologians, not to misuse the theology of John
Calvin by relying on presuppositions of sola scriptura to avoid critiques
of the world. Instead, he encourages them, as they reread the scrip-
tures, to be open to new insights of liberation theology.108

The concentration of liberation hermeneutics on the economic and
political institutions of liberal democracy in North America, according
to Lutheran theologian Ronald F. Thiemann, has succeeded in identi-
fying the origins of oppression in “the dominant traditions of American
Protestantism. American civic piety, so its critics argued, could provide
the symbols for our common culture only by systematically silencing
the voices of minority communities.”109 That is, the maintenance
of a common political culture that employs standard teachings of
the religious establishment has supported the institutions of American
liberal democracy, but has also prevented minority perspectives and
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economically marginalized populations from participation in the
public square. The liberationist critique of American civic piety from
the vantage point of minority or marginalized communities, says
Thiemann, has contributed to the rise of political and religious plu-
ralism, and “shattered any illusion of political and religious unity
within the American populace.”

Furthermore, Catholic theologian Gregory Baum argues that in fact
there exist “ideological distortions in the public discourse” that deflect
claims made by marginalized groups, since these groups are simply
treated as one more special-interest group among many.110 According
to Baum, in order to clarify these distortions and thus to eliminate
oppression, liberation theology rightly insists that “it is the task of
the trusting conversation between traditions to analyze the histori-
cal conditions that feed their respective ideological distortions.” He
supports Croatto and other liberationists who have demanded that
American pluralism more actively emulate the normative commitments
of the religious axis, including “the critical concepts derived from
the Enlightenment that could help us to make sense of the society in
which we live.”111

Fueling the Conflict

The increasing appeal of liberation theology among religious faiths in
civil society has also fueled intense resistance from diverse quarters of
the Christian faith. Many defenders of Catholicism and of the mainline
Protestant denominations as well as Reformed Christianity emphati-
cally oppose theologies that incorporate Enlightenment concepts to
develop political hermeneutics. In particular, these critics perceive the
widespread adoption in divinity schools of liberationist hermeneutics
as subversive of proper theological training, which will yield profoundly
negative civic consequences. European evangelical Christian theologian
Eta Linnemann challenges theological methodologies that use and
misapply the historical-critical method in their biblical hermeneutics.
Linnemann argues that, by such use and misapplication, liberationists
are engaging in pseudomorphosis: “Pseudomorphosis occurs when concepts
are emptied of their original meaning and then filled with a new content
which has no more in common with the original meaning than the
name itself. This confusion of meanings is encountered at every turn
in theological science.”112 The political result, she maintains, is that
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“increasingly the younger generation of theologians is being infiltrated
by socialism.”113

Evangelical Christian theologian Paul C. McGlasson also argues
that the most serious problem and threat to contemporary theological
development today is the methodology of liberation hermeneutics.114

According to McGlasson, this methodology “has combined the Bible
with the alien egalitarian ideology of the Enlightenment” and has
insidiously infiltrated North American theological seminaries with
false and blasphemous teachings undermining the true message of the
gospel of Jesus Christ. McGlasson is troubled by the use of biblical
stories to criticize and revolutionize liberal democracy. In particular,
he accuses liberationists of creating a “mythology of exodus” that is “a
gross distortion of the witness of the Old Testament.”115 McGlasson
maintains that the interpretation of God redeeming and restoring
Israel to “historical agency” through participation in Israel’s liberation
from the oppressive pharaoh is an errant reading. For him, the liber-
ationist hermeneutical rereading of biblical scriptures from an egali-
tarian bias denies the sovereignty of God and “the gracious binding
of the people of God into a covenant calling for the response of the
obedient.”116 And then to use the errant reading as a paradigm to be
applied in other biblical exegeses as a way to provide theological jus-
tification of liberation from modern-day bondage, McGlasson argues,
denies the sovereignty of God and the gospel itself.

Many Reformed theologians have also found fault with the libera-
tionists’ advocacy of the Exodus paradigm as a normative basis for
political liberation. Carl Edwin Armerding maintains that in fact careful
application of the historical-critical method of exegetical analysis
reveals much dissimilarity between the social setting of the Exodus and
contemporary conditions of oppression.117 Armerding questions the
applicability of moral lessons drawn by the liberationists’ atypical
rereading of scripture. Similarly, according to Stephen C. Knapp, the-
ologians of liberation rely too heavily on current ideological critiques
to make their case for liberation, and not enough on proclaiming the
Bible as central to their theologies.118 Knapp argues that they have
not overcome the distance between contemporary social science and
sola scriptura.

Reformed theologian and Christian reconstructionist Rousas John
Rushdoony also decries the influence of liberationist hermeneutics
in Catholic and Protestant seminaries in the United States, particularly
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as the liberationists have appropriated Marxist class analyses in their
religious and social critiques.119 Rushdoony maintains that any attempt
to engage in revolution to change social structures as a precursor
to changing individuals constitutes advocacy of an anti-Christian
doctrine.120 The use of public policy to manipulate human behavior
reveals a bias in favor of contemporary humanist and idolatrous polit-
ical philosophies, which have placed man above God. The liberationists’
advocacy of revolution will fail, he argues, because only through the
preaching of spiritual regeneration can individuals find true salvation.121

Before his election to be pope in 2005, when he assumed the name
of Benedict XVI, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger had also expressed concern
with the connection between radical social science and liberationist
hermeneutics. Ratzinger viewed liberation theology’s use of Marxism
to provide guidance in the political process of liberation as corrupting
the Catholic church’s traditional understanding of redemption as per-
sonal repentance of sin and salvation by grace.122 Conflating distinctions
among Marxist philosophies, he asserted that “where the Marxist ide-
ology of liberation had been consistently applied, a total lack of freedom
had developed, whose horrors were now laid bare before the eyes of
the entire world [after the dissolution of the Soviet Union].”123 By
incorporating Marxist class analysis, he maintained, the liberationists
necessarily must accept Marxism’s denial of metaphysics, which
undermines the very essence of religion.124 Nevertheless, despite its
nearly worldwide disrepute, Ratzinger recognized Marxism’s intellec-
tual and mass appeal: “It seems to me quite conceivable that we will
meet with new forms of the Marxist view of the world.”125

The methodological insurgency of liberation hermeneutics has
broadened the borders of religious pluralism. Along with their power-
ful critiques of liberal democracy, liberationists have generated radical
alternatives to the religious views of the mainline Christian denomi-
nations. They have sharpened the intensity of debate over techniques
of scriptural interpretation and over religious vocation. Indeed, liber-
ationists have shattered public complacency toward politics and
toward standard theological justifications of the political and eco-
nomic establishment.

When confronting the uncertain, chaotic, and potentially subversive
character of religious pluralism, a liberal democratic regime, whose
political institutions are empowered and emboldened to achieve
social justice, faces an alluring temptation to contravene its own con-
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stitutional limits. The allure of self-righteous exercise of political power
seems almost irresistible, and may lead to avoidance or even abuse
of the commitment to religious liberty of the religious axis. During the
past decade, unusual political regimes have emerged from the chaotic
breakup of the Soviet Union, characterized by the legacy and temptation
of authoritarianism. Many of these regimes reflect the character and
structure of liberal democracy, alongside developing national identities
that incorporate beliefs and expectations from traditional religion.
Indeed, the perception of anarchy among religious sects in civil society,
along with the diverse and incompatible expressions of religious
enthusiasm in the public square, have led leaders to apply severe
restrictions to avoid the chaos of sectarian strife. Relying on appeals to
history that correct for the genetic fallacy, the policies of these regimes
have raised anew the religious question and the critical importance
of the commitments of the religious axis.
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During the twentieth century, the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics conducted a social experiment to resolve the persis-

tent failures regarding liberty and justice that have plagued liberal
democracies. Vladimir Lenin and the Bolshevik Party in Russia,
founders of the Soviet state, implemented policies based on political
and economic critiques, similar to those that would emanate decades
later from liberation theology. Both the liberationists and Bolsheviks
observed that within a capitalist political economy with maldistrib-
uted economic wealth, interest-group pluralism yields skewed public
policies perpetuating social injustice. During the next seven decades,
Soviet domestic policies focused on the removal of perceived obsta-
cles, including religious expression, to overcome social injustice. With
the collapse of the Soviet Union, most of the newly independent
republics attempted to construct their own versions of a liberal dem-
ocratic state. The religious question had not been completely resolved
during the Soviet era, and had to be addressed anew by the nascent
liberal democracies.

To replace the Soviet bureaucratic government, the independent
republics professed a commitment to the new constitutional institu-
tions of liberal democracy and their underlying values. In addition to
the separation of governmental powers, an open civil society, and
pluralist politics in the public square, the republics acknowledged the
importance of the three commitments of the religious axis. However,

8
Islam and the State
Modifying Liberal Democracy
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even as they committed themselves to unfettered scientific investiga-
tions, freedom of conscience, and religious liberty over religious tol-
eration, the new republics also discerned an urgent need to infuse a
new sense of nationalism within their newly freed societies. To displace
the reigning ideology of the Soviet era, many of the Central Asian
republics incorporated the religious heritage of Islam as a unifying
factor and foundation for their new nationalisms.

In its attempt to construct a liberal democratic state with a civil
society permitting religious diversity, the Republic of Uzbekistan
ostensibly endorses the values of the religious axis and of liberal
democracy. Nevertheless, it has also elevated one version of Islam to
a privileged position in the state, allowing it to influence the direction
of social and religious policies. The promotion of Islam within the
new nationalism challenges liberal democracy’s claim that religious
liberty must displace religious toleration. In addition, the government
of Uzbekistan has inherited and applied the legacy of the Soviet era
regarding the religious question. Thus liberal democracy faces a two-
sided challenge in Central Asia.

The Soviet Legacy

After displacing the proto–liberal democratic government of Alexan-
der Kerensky in 1917, Lenin and the Bolsheviks used their political
economic critiques to shape domestic policies with the goal of con-
structing a more just state. The new leadership relied on the theoreti-
cal insights of Karl Marx, as modified by Lenin, to identify the source
of social injustice: modernity’s Cartesian dualism between private
interest and public good. Ideally, meeting the public good ought to be
in the individual’s private interest; yet liberal democracies had failed
to achieve the public good, and instead abandoned the search for
social justice in favor of simply managing conflict among self-interested
individuals and factions. Moreover, liberal democracies promulgated
the ideology of radical individualism to mask their inability to iden-
tify the public interest, thereby excusing injustice. With this failure in
mind, Soviet ideology revealed the delusional nature of liberal
democracy’s claim of incompatibility between private and public
interests. Furthermore, Soviet policymakers endeavored to overcome
the dichotomy by demonstrating a preferable alternative: identification
of the one interest with the other.
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Declaring the discovery of the scientific laws of social development,
and thus the ability to explain and solve this longstanding riddle of
identification, the Soviet Union promulgated its Marxist–Leninist ide-
ology throughout society. With an ideological alternative to Western
theories of liberal democracy, which historically had given legitimacy
to unbridled and shortsighted competition, the Soviet state sought
justice by politicizing and subsuming economic activity within itself.
Claiming the ability to eradicate social conflict and achieve social
justice, the ideology served as the guiding ethos of political, eco-
nomic, and social arrangements throughout Soviet society.

The Soviet attempt to overcome the public–private dichotomy
included rendering irrelevant the raison d’être of civil society and
trivializing the issue of liberty, including religious liberty. In liberal
democracies, civil society maintains a tension between the contrary
and competing values of private interest and public good. Typically,
the number of voluntary associations, including religious institutions,
increases as interests and objectives to be defended appear and pro-
liferate. When the claims of private interest and public good were
declared synonymous under the Soviet model, the tension between
the two was dissolved. Without the tension of competing sets of val-
ues, the need for voluntary associations also disappeared. In conse-
quence, the possibility of a vibrant civil society in the Soviet Union
withered nearly to extinction as the state early on extended its politi-
cal reach into virtually all aspects of cultural, social, economic, and
religious life.1

Over the ensuing half-century, however, the Soviet Union’s sophis-
ticated social theories failed to resolve many complex social and eco-
nomic problems. The flow of ideas from the West could not be
completely regulated. An ever more inefficient economy, operating
alongside an expansion in social welfare programs and escalating mil-
itary expenditures, made it increasingly difficult for the Soviet Union
to govern along narrow ideological lines. The search for practical solu-
tions eventually led political authorities to relax state control and
permit limited private decision making. Acting radically, the Soviet
leadership instigated liberal policies of perestroika (economic restruc-
turing) and glasnost (societal openness). These policies of liberaliza-
tion encouraged greater reliance on a capable citizenry, as in the West,
as a practical step to resolve its budgetary crises, while nonetheless
maintaining the preeminent status of the centralized state.2
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The Soviet leadership permitted the partial resurgence of an inde-
pendent civil society of voluntary associations. In the 1980s, to calm
religious agitation in various republics, significant relaxation of
restrictions was permitted for religious services at churches, syna-
gogues, and mosques.3 Yet just as the door was slowly creaking open
to admit additional aspects of civil society, the institutional frame-
work of the Soviet empire imploded. With the empire’s collapse in
1991, many of the Soviet republics seceded from the union. The newly
independent republics then faced their own daunting challenges of
reconstructing political regimes that could resolve burgeoning politi-
cal, economic, and social problems and questions. Many of these ques-
tions arose from the policies of perestroika and glasnost—including the
unresolved question of religious liberty.

Liberal Democracy in Uzbekistan

The Republic of Uzbekistan in Central Asia had played an integral part
in the political economy of the Soviet Union. In its drive toward a holis-
tic and disciplined political economy, the Soviet leadership had placed
certain heavy industries in the Central Asian republics to incorporate
the border regions’ natural resources into the Soviet Union’s develop-
ing and industrializing economy. Collective farms were also organized
for increased cotton production to augment the Soviet textile industry.
But with the demise of the Soviet Union, the republics faced limited
prospects of recovery. In the nearly two decades since that event, Uzbek-
istan has encountered serious difficulties in making a transition from
the Soviet model of single-party, authoritarian rule with a command
economy to a liberal democratic model of a multiparty, representative
democracy with a market economy.4 But liberal democratic theory could
not guarantee the economic and political success that Marxism-Leninism
had promised. Nonetheless, Islam Karimov, former Communist Party
leader and Soviet apparatchik who became president of Uzbekistan,
proclaimed his commitment to the values of liberal democracy: “We
have set a goal to build a powerful democratic law-governed state and
a civil society with stable market economy and open foreign policy.”5

But the new president’s experiences during the Soviet era, and lessons
learned then, would have a dramatic impact on his policies.

With the demise of the Soviet Union imminent, in 1990 Karimov
became president of the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic and head of
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the People’s Democratic Party of Uzbekistan (the former Communist
Party).6 On August 31, 1991, he declared the independence of the
Republic of Uzbekistan, and called for national elections to fill the
seats in the revived Oliy Majlis (the Supreme Assembly, Uzbekistan’s
parliament that replaced the Supreme Soviet) and to choose the
republic’s first post-Soviet president. Running against several candi-
dates in the first nationwide election for president, Karimov was
elected on December 28, 1991, to a five-year term as president, with
more than 86 percent of the vote—and only four days after the official
dissolution of the Soviet Union. On December 8, 1992, the Oliy Majlis
adopted a new constitution modeled after those of other liberal dem-
ocratic governments.7 As a result of a number of national plebiscites
regarding presidential elections and term limits, Karimov’s last term as
president ended 2007.

Karimov argues for the need to develop in Uzbekistan a demo-
cratic state, a free market economy, and a civil society that support
the political values of modern liberal societies. In fact, he maintains
that “human values, universally recognized norms of genuine democ-
racy, freedom and human rights” are now rapidly filling the vacuum
left by the delegitimation of Soviet ideology.8 While filling the vac-
uum with liberal values, Karimov has had to consider the degree to
which the Uzbek government is dedicated to the three commitments
of the religious axis—the three walls necessary to shore up his liberal
democracy.

Scientific Inquiry in Uzbekistan

As a commitment of the religious axis, intellectual inquiry includes
rational discourse, empirical observations, and scientific experimen-
tation, all of which are inculcated in the culture of Western civil soci-
eties. During the Soviet era, the Socialist education system also
instilled acceptance of the need for and value of scientific inquiry. The
ethos of scientific socialism was intended to prepare Soviet citizens
to understand the world through critical and empirical methodologies
that would serve the development of a more just society. In fact, Soviet
science was rooted in the aftermath of the Enlightenment era of the
West, but it was taken into a Marxist theoretical framework.9

Ironically, earlier scientific contributions from Central Asia during
the Islamic renaissance provided the foundation upon which modern
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Western science, including Soviet science, was built.10 Admonished
by the Qur’an to honor God through the study and understanding of
every aspect of the universe, Islamic scholars of the eighth through the
thirteenth centuries were encouraged to investigate all natural, moral,
and theoretical disciplines. Many contributors to the development of
medieval Islamic science were of Uzbek ethnicity, including scholars
from such major cities as Khorezm, Bukhara, Urgench, and Samarkand.
Native sons of Uzbekistan were prominent. Abu Abdullah Muhammad
ibn Muso al-Khorazmi (Algorithmus) developed new procedures in
mathematical calculations and numerical systems, including algebra
and algorithm, and Abu Ali-Abbos Ahmad al-Farghani (Alfraganus)
resolved significant problems in astronomy and geometry, both work-
ing in the ninth century. Abu Rayhan Beruni (Beruny) contributed sig-
nificant understandings in geography and astronomy, including
arguments for a geocentric system that predated that of Copernicus, in
the eleventh century. Abu Ali ibn Sino (Avicenna), also in the eleventh
century, advanced the study of medicine.11

While embracing the approach of classical antiquity—collecting
and preserving data based on observations—medieval Islamic sci-
ence also strongly emphasized mathematically grounded experimen-
tation, which had only reached early stages of development in ancient
Greek science, but which is now the mainstay of modern science.12 For
example, with a solid foundation in mathematical experimentation,
Mirzo Ulughbek, in fifteenth-century Samarkand, engaged in exten-
sive astronomical observations, using one of the world’s earliest obser-
vatories. Ulughbek used his observations to draw the world’s first precise
map of the known stars.13

Although originally developed under the auspices of Soviet author-
ities, the contemporary educational system in Uzbekistan offers its
most intellectually promising citizens thoroughly developed curricula
in the natural sciences, languages, fine arts, and most social sciences.14

One legacy of the Soviet Union’s high priority on scientific advances is
the system of scientific research institutes found throughout Uzbekistan.
These institutes specialize in a variety of disciplines, including nuclear
physics, geology and geophysics, hydrology, agriculture, rehabilitative
medicine, and oriental studies.

While sustaining high-level research pursuits and seeking coopera-
tive ventures with the West, the Uzbek government conducts public
campaigns to reinforce awareness of the country’s heritage of medieval
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Islamic science, and its contributions to the development and rise of
modern science. In addition, the government inculcates throughout
its educational system the importance of modern scientific investiga-
tions. Uzbekistan has inherited and maintains a strong foundation
of cultural and governmental support for the reliance of intellectual
pursuits on rational and empirical analyses.

Individual Conscience and Religious Belief

The second commitment of the religious axis emphasizes the primacy
of individual conscience as the basis of religious belief. In a liberal
democracy, individuals in civil society must be free to hold any religious
belief and engage in any religious practice, short of physical harm to
others. During the Soviet era, citizens were encouraged to rely on the
rational and empirical methods of intellectual inquiry, including assess-
ments of both the personal and social value of religion. In the educa-
tional system as well as in politics, Uzbeks were encouraged to adopt
the Marxist-Leninist ideology as a framework by which to evaluate reli-
gion scientifically, before discounting the beliefs and claims of Islam.15

The use of the Soviet state to discourage freedom of conscience and to
interfere with religious practices was consistent with claims of the Soviet
leadership to have solved the problem of the debilitating conflict
between private interest and the public good. Nonetheless, this use of
state authority violated a commitment of the religious axis of liberal
democracy. If independent Uzbekistan were to develop its own liberal
democracy, freedom of religion would have to be protected.

In the hope of invigorating the budding civil society, Karimov pro-
claims the necessity of religious freedom and encourages “freedom
of conscience and religion” for Uzbekistan: “Every individual has the
right to hold his or her own opinion and beliefs, to perform religious
rites and rituals. Religion today as a spiritual force facilitates the
process of purification by exposing lies and hypocracy [sic] and pro-
moting high moral principles.”16 Karimov also recognizes nonreli-
gious secular thinking as “parallel with religion, and possessing the
same right to exist.” He believes that the interaction between secular
and religious thinking will promote “the richness, variety, and devel-
opment of the human race.”

Chafing under decades of Soviet state-sanctioned neglect of and
hostility toward religion, Uzbek authorities quickly enacted legislation
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to protect the individual’s right to religious beliefs and practices.17 The
new Constitution of Uzbekistan acknowledges standard democratic
rights of liberal democracy, including religious freedom:

A R T I C L E 1 3 . Democracy in the Republic of Uzbekistan shall rest
on the principles common to all mankind, according to which the ulti-
mate value is the human being, his life, freedom, honour, dignity and
other inalienable rights. Democratic rights and freedoms shall be pro-
tected by the Constitution and the laws.

A R T I C L E 31 . Freedom of conscience is guaranteed to all. Everyone
shall have the right to profess or not to profess any religion. Any com-
pulsory imposition of religion shall be impermissible.

A R T I C L E 61 . Religious organizations and associations shall be sep-
arated from the state and equal before law. The state shall not interfere
with the activity of religious associations.18

This formal acknowledgment by the Uzbek Constitution requires the
secular state to permit and protect freedom of conscience and reli-
gious expression. The Uzbek state, according to Karimov, must “ensure
the rights and freedoms of citizens irrespective of their ethnic origin, religious
beliefs, social status or political convictions.”19

With the first two commitments of the religious axis formally in
place, the third commitment—to the preeminence of religious liberty
over religious toleration—must be instituted to complete the three
commitments of the religious axis. To protect religious faith in civil
society, liberal democracy avoids establishment of a privileged position
for a particular religion. To permit establishment of a privileged posi-
tion would potentially provide the state with the political means to
define, restrict, and thus undermine freedom of conscience and reli-
gious liberty. Yet serious doubts have arisen concerning Karimov’s
acceptance of this third commitment.20

The legacy of the Soviet Union continues to exert a tremendous
influence on the politics and policies of Uzbekistan. Since indepen-
dence, Uzbekistan has maintained the authoritarian bureaucratic
structures it inherited from the Soviet era, including state-run farms
and industries. In fact, Karimov’s Soviet-style control over the state
has drawn attention to growing conflict and uncertainty regarding
the place and formal role of Islam in politics, and the problem of reli-
gious toleration versus religious liberty in Uzbekistan. Karimov’s
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policies only partially implement the commitments of the religious
axis, and because of this they portend enormously negative implica-
tions for liberal democracy. Given a deeply religious culture, liberal
democracy must resolve the question of the proper mix of religion
and politics. As with the strong presence of Christianity in American
culture, Islam permeates the culture of Uzbekistan. Although both
countries are governed by liberal democratic regimes, the United
States and Uzbekistan exhibit contrary approaches to relations
between religion and government; the former refuses to accord a
privileged position for religion, while the latter actively promotes
religious establishment.

Religious Culture

While Christians in Alabama in the summer of 2003 were imploring
God to change the hearts and minds of state and federal officials,
Muslim construction workers were also praying in the intense
August heat at a religious site on the outskirts of Bukhara, Uzbekistan.
At this site sits a mosque and madrassah built in the fifteenth cen-
tury in memory of Muhammad Bakhouddin Naqshband, the most
revered Muslim mystic and saint in Central Asia. In fact, the men
working at the site prayed five times daily in the mosque itself. In
contrast with the U.S. federal court’s order to remove the monu-
ment of the Ten Commandments from public display, the site of
the Naqshbandi mosque was undergoing restoration and renova-
tion at the official direction of and with financial support from the
Uzbek government, in preparation for the jubilee celebration held
in October 2003.

Worshippers regularly visit the Naqshbandi memorial site, which
includes the tomb of Bakhouddin Naqshband.21 Throughout the
day, devout Muslim pilgrims arrive from various cities, as well as
nearby Bukhara, itself regarded as the holiest Islamic city in Central
Asia, to pay homage to Naqshband. They walk three times around
the stone tomb in the belief that such ritual acts will heal bodily
infirmities. Many believers also stoop to pass beneath a thick and
heavy branch of an ancient tree on the site, believing that if done
three times, their back pains will disappear; others leave messages
scribbled on scraps of paper or pieces of cloth tucked tightly
between crevices in the bark of the tree, imploring assistance from
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God. Sojourners too arrive at the site to perform sacrifices of lambs,
as thanksgiving to God for blessings received by their families. In
fact, many Muslim Tajiks and Uzbeks in the region claim that walk-
ing from the regional capital city of Bukhara to the Naqshbandi
mosque and back ten times in one’s life is the equivalent of the
obligatory Hajj to Mecca, thus permitting believers to fulfill one of
the five pillars of Islam.

Not far from the Naqshbandi memorial site is the village of Gala-
Assiya. To walk the dry, dusty roads of Gala-Assiya is to stroll through
another era. The collective cotton farm, for which this village was cre-
ated and upon which it continues to depend, was established in the
1930s under the administration of Soviet leader Josef Stalin. Little has
changed politically, economically, and culturally in Gala-Assiya dur-
ing the past eight decades. The donkey-drawn carts compete sporadi-
cally on rough roads with run-down Ladas; the dilapidated winery
manages to meet its production quota of wine from the collective’s
vineyards; the workers in the cotton fields are still employed by the
state; and the sparsely equipped schools have replaced portraits and
maxims of earlier Communist leaders with those of Karimov. While
most of the Russian population emigrated after the collapse of the
Soviet Union, Gala-Assiya’s Turkic and Tajik residents have remained
with a sober commitment to the demands of the collective as well as
to their Islamic religious heritage. Islamic beliefs and practices are
ubiquitous and pervade nearly all aspects of social relations, from
salutations (�ccaπo�y �πeŭκy�, “peace be on you”) to prayers
(�ππoxy �κ�ap, “God is great”) in various settings.

The reemergence of civil society during the final decade of the
Soviet era offered the Central Asian republics a glimpse of religious
liberty. Citizens in Uzbekistan began to drift back to their Islamic
roots, recalling the importance of their spiritual heritage for their
culture. Independent Uzbekistan once again faced the question of
religion and politics. Today, the religious question centers on the
competition for public allegiance between a new nationalism as
dominant ideology and the pervasive resurgence of the Islamic faith
throughout Central Asia. But the new government of independent
Uzbekistan also inherited the Soviet bureaucratic model of gover-
nance, which required a dominant ideology to justify its continu-
ance, provided social unity, and answered the religious question in
the negative.
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Authoritarian Liberalism

Uzbekistan inherited the Soviet ethos and bureaucracy, whose authori-
tarian administration had already substantially altered the nature of
Uzbek society. More specifically, the Soviet Union had used its ideology
to politicize religious and other institutions during the greater part of
the twentieth century. With only modest support for democratic reform
in an otherwise politicized society and the paucity of institutions in civil
society to maintain a coalition of public support,22 the newly inde-
pendent republic was forced to rely on the Soviet legacy of governance.

Karimov’s administration may be characterized as “a nontraditional
form of authoritarianism in which power resides as much in the person
of the president as in the office.”23 Karimov controls the composition of
the People’s Democratic Party, which provides most of the candidates
for the Oliy Majlis, the judiciary, the hokims (local governors), and the
administrators and councils of the mahallas (neighborhood associa-
tions). As a result of national legislation passed democratically by the
Oliy Majlis in support of several wide-ranging presidential decrees, the
separated powers of the state, as typically found in constitutional liberal
democracies, have shifted to the executive branch. In contrast with the
Communist Party that controlled the Uzbek government during the
Soviet era, today the president controls the government through
appointments to party and state positions with plenary authority to
remove appointees.24 This form of “presidentialism,” as opposed to
party control, has resulted in a powerful Uzbek state governed by Kari-
mov and other former Communist elites.25

In the face of multiple ethnic nationalities, Karimov’s objective of a
new nationalism grows out of a need to inculcate patriotic allegiance
to the Uzbek state. Karimov has used his powerful political position to
argue for the necessity of a vibrant civil society as well as to develop a
sense of Uzbek national identity. During the Soviet era, in their resis-
tance to Soviet ideology, various Uzbek political and religious leaders
had appealed to the moral values of the noble traditions contained in
their historical literature. Karimov is keenly aware of the rich Islamic
heritage that has survived fourteen hundred years and has easily out-
lived Soviet attempts to control and eradicate religious beliefs; he has
spent more than a decade attempting to instill a sense of national pride
in the historic accomplishments of the Republic of Uzbekistan, includ-
ing its Islamic heritage, and in the republic’s potential.26 He has
appealed to history by focusing on the achievements of the cultural,
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literary, scientific, and religious flowering of the Islamic renaissance of
the medieval area. In his appeals, Karimov has frequently referred to the
fourteenth-century ruler Abulmansur Temur or Amir Temur (Temur the
Ruler, or Temurlang, Temur the Lame, or Tamerlane).27

To enhance and strengthen its legitimacy, the Uzbek government
has reinterpreted historic events of the region associated with Amir
Temur. The government has erected monuments of Temur through-
out the country and built a museum in the nation’s capital of
Tashkent that celebrates Temur as the preeminent ruler and unifier of
one of the world’s great empires. In fact, the empire of Temur encom-
passed territory from the Trans-Caucasus to Iraq, northern India, and
western China, including the Central Asian region of ancient Maver-
annakhr, which includes present-day Uzbekistan.28 As a result of his
conquests and ability to unify diverse regions and cultures, Temur is
honored for his use of political and military skills to achieve political
stability and execute a relatively fair system of governance.29 Signifi-
cantly, he is recognized for providing a model of religion-state rela-
tions that culminated in an Islamic caliphate. According to Temur,

And I deliberated with myself, saying, Since God is one and hath no
partner, therefore the vicegerent over the land of the Lord (the Almighty
and the Holy) must be one only. . . . And I opened the holy book [the
Qur’an] for an omen, and this sacred verse came forth as a sign, “Truly
we have appointed thee vicegerent upon earth.” And I took this omen
as a favor from heaven; and I formed measures to reducing to submis-
sion those Amirs [rulers] who thought themselves the partners of my
fortune and dominion.30

Crediting God for his political and military successes, Temur codified
the laws and regulations of his empire as a model for future genera-
tions. Through his legal codes, Temur stated that he “promoted the
worship of Almighty God, and propagated the religion of the sacred
Muhammad throughout the world; and at all times, and in all places,
supported the true faith.”31

A Virtuous Nation

Today the Uzbek government promotes Karimov as the latest in a line
of strong national leaders since Temur.32 Similar to Temur’s efforts to
strengthen his empire with a universally imposed religion, Karimov is
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attempting to develop an image of strong presidential leadership and
instill a new nationalism. To this end, Karimov again appeals to his-
tory. He incorporates the political philosophy of Abu Nasr al-Farabi, a
tenth century Muslim philosopher and the founder of Muslim politi-
cal philosophy, as a source of leadership and character development.33

Although of Turkish decent, al-Farabi was born in the small village of
Wasij in the district of Farab, in present-day Turkmenistan, and raised
and educated in ancient Maverannakhr. He carried out his early studies
in the ethnically Uzbek cities of Shash (Tashkent), Samarkand, and
Bukhara. Al-Farabi’s reputation in the West as an eminent philoso-
pher emerged later with his philosophic writings, which were under-
taken while living in Baghdad.34 During his stay in the Middle East,
al-Farabi studied in depth the classic texts of ancient Greece.

In his commentaries on Plato’s Republic, al-Farabi endorsed the Greek
philosopher’s support of an aristocratic regime, guided by a philosophic
and virtuous ruler, as the best regime to be emulated.35 In order to rule
justly and effectively, al-Farabi maintained that the virtuous ruler must
synthesize understanding of universal principles of proper governance
with prudence in decision making learned from involvement in practi-
cal civic affairs.36 He argues that “the purpose of the kingly craft” is to
instill harmony in order to provide true happiness for the city or nation.
For just and harmonious rule, al-Farabi asserts that “the first virtuous
kingly craft consists of cognizance of all the actions that facilitate estab-
lishing the virtuous ways of life and dispositions in cities and nations,
preserving them for the people, and guarding and keeping them from
the inroad of something from the ignorant ways of life—all of those
being sicknesses that befall the virtuous cities.”37

Even in the cultivation of the just political regime, al-Farabi main-
tains, “weeds” of ignorance in various guises may appear that threaten
the character of the virtuous city: “For this reason it is the duty of the
ruler of the virtuous city to look for the Weeds, keep them occupied,
and treat each class of them in the particular manner that will cure
them: by expelling them from the city, punishing them, jailing them,
or forcing them to perform a certain function even though they may
not be fond of it.”38 Furthermore, according to al-Farabi, “It is clear, in
addition, that [the virtuous nation] is impossible unless there is a
common religion in the cities that brings together their opinions,
beliefs, and actions; that renders their divisions harmonious, linked
together, and well ordered; and at that point they will support one
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another in their actions and assist one another to reach the purpose that
is sought after, namely, ultimate happiness.”39 Endorsing al-Farabi’s
advice, Karimov admonishes his own citizens: “People, be vigilant. . . .
As our great tenth-century thinker Abu Nasr Al-Farabi said: Wise man-
agement of a state means reducing and removing danger.”40

Agreeing with the principles and understanding of the role of reli-
gion in the political affairs of state, as stated by both al-Farabi and
Amir Temur, Karimov also insists that the state has a special interest in
religion. He argues that religion contains universal norms of behav-
ior that are transmitted from generation to generation; as the spiri-
tual dimension of society, religion influences cultural development.
He values the crucial role that religion plays in assisting individuals to
“overcome the trials of human existence as well as their isolation and
alienation from one another.”41

Karimov proposes that the state be guided by five principles: respect
for believers’ religious feelings, recognition of the privacy of religious
convictions, equal rights for all religions with no persecution of
believers or non-believers, dialogue among all faiths to promote spir-
itual renewal and moral values, and the unacceptability of using reli-
gion for destructive purposes.42 With these five principles, Karimov
has broadened the role of the state beyond protection of religious
liberty in civil society; the Uzbek state may also involve itself with reli-
gion to attain the common good. According to the official annota-
tions of his written works, “Only organic combination of principles of
democratic society common to all mankind such as freedom, free
will, subordination of the minority to the majority, election of the
state and the accountability to the electorate and others with ethnic,
national, religious, social and historical peculiarities can help to build
not only democratic, but a just democratic society.”43 Echoing admo-
nitions of al-Farabi and Amir Temur, Karimov also asserts that “the
spirituality we promote . . . ought to nurture in people’s hearts and
minds a faith in the future, a love of the motherland, and human-
ism, courage, tolerance, and fairness.”44

The Privileged Position of Islam

The idea of civil society minimally requires a set of shared values,
even as a basis for diversity and liberty. With the collapse of the Soviet
Union, the attempt to create shared values based on Marxism-Leninism
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formally disappeared in the constituent republics, leaving a vacuum
to be filled by another ideology or public philosophy. In Uzbekistan,
the only existing worldview or perspective that commands the wide-
spread appeal of an alternative public philosophy is that of Islam.
While approximately 80 percent of Uzbek citizens are nominally
Sunni Muslim, the past millennium of developments in Islamic the-
ology has produced myriad schools of religious thought in Central
Asia. The major differences have less to do with theological doctrine
per se than with social ethics. That is, Islamic teachings have stead-
fastly focused on the moral imperative of the individual to make char-
itable contributions to the welfare of the poor, and that of the state
to correct widespread social injustice; nevertheless, diverse opinions
exist on how to fulfill these imperatives.45

With regard to strengthening Islam-state relations, Karimov values
highly the role to be played by the “Islamic factor” in Uzbek public
policy decision making:46 “Revival of Islamic cultural values that have
accumulated over a thousand years of national experience has become
an important step along the road of self-determination and realization
of the cultural and historical unity of the Uzbek people.”47 To this end,
governmental support of Islam has been ubiquitous in Uzbekistan. In
an effort to incorporate Islam into the new nationalism, according to
Karimov, it is crucial that the Uzbek people understand the contribu-
tions made historically by “distinguished Uzbek thinkers” to the world’s
understanding of science, culture, and religion that “helped shape the
very course of human knowledge.”48 He says that “it is difficult to over-
estimate the contribution of Uzbek ancestors on the development of
Moslem culture.”49 In fact, Karimov maintains that the modern con-
cept of religious freedom finds its roots in Moslem or Islamic culture.50

Traditionally, Islamic social thought argued that the state has an
interest that transcends that of umpire among competing interests.51

Given the depth of Islamic cultural roots and the inherently social
nature of Islamic ethical obligations, the presence of Islam in Uzbek-
istan appears to be crucial to the development of a national identity, as
necessitated by civil society.52 Karimov frequently refers to the historical
role of Islamic traditionalism in laying the foundation of shared val-
ues in Uzbek civil society. Indeed, to resist those militants who are
errantly borrowing from the Islamic past to subvert Uzbekistan’s
attempt to build a liberal-democratic society, Karimov appeals to the
historic contributions of the Uzbek Islamic heritage: “Reviving the
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spiritual originality and traditions of Central Asian Islam takes the
ground from under the followers of imported Islam as well as the politi-
cization of Islam and the Islamization of policy.”53

While he wants to encourage society’s gravitation toward the com-
passionate social character of Islam as the source of a new national-
ism and as a public philosophy, Karimov maintains that he does not
want a narrow religious or political ideology to control public policy
in Uzbekistan, as during the Soviet era. He wants to replace the
indoctrination of Soviet ideology with the inculcation of a combi-
nation of liberal political and Islamic ethical values, which will pro-
vide prospects in civil society for the free discussion of policy
options to achieve the common good. To this end, he argues that
Uzbekistan must foster the emergence of civil society to encourage
the development of voluntary associations, including religious sects,
and to promote respect for individual rights, including freedom of
conscience.

Yet despite his public and theoretical support of liberal democ-
racy, Karimov disapproves of many contemporary liberal societies that
permit narrowly focused religious organizations to advocate extremist
causes that threaten social stability and the legitimacy of the state
itself. While the typical modern liberal democratic state advocates
freedom of religion, Karimov perceives it as naïvely sowing the winds
of religious anarchism and disorder. Unable to accept such a ruinous
outcome, the Uzbek government restricts and proscribes public and
peaceful religious teachings and activities that appear to undermine
the collective welfare of society. With an alliance between government
authorities and a privileged sect, the state’s role as umpire of compet-
ing interests and protector of religious liberty is replaced with that of
a virtuous government promoting religious toleration, as advocated
by al-Farabi and Amir Temur.

Islamic Sufism

Karimov’s argument is that Uzbek law ought to reflect Islam as the
preferred religion, since Islamic beliefs and values form the religious
basis of Uzbek culture. To avoid the genetic fallacy in his appeal to
history, incorporate Islam into his new nationalism, and deflect pop-
ular interest in the fundamentalist teachings of various radical Mus-
lims, Karimov issued a decree in April 1999, creating the Tashkent
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Islamic University. The university operates independently of the
Uzbek system of higher education, and reports directly to the Cabinet
of Ministers.54 Reflecting on the importance of Uzbekistan’s inde-
pendence, the university administration states: “We emphasize that
an Independent Motherland, peaceful life and society with demo-
cratic principles was our ancestors’ dream. Nowadays their dream is
becoming true. There [has now] appeared the possibility of creating
a full-scale harmony [that] never existed before and [the] building
of [a] well-educated people’s city dreamed by Abu Nasr Farobi 
[al-Farabi].”55 Over several centuries, however, Muslim theologians
have produced diverse approaches to the task of developing an
Islamic orthodoxy, and jurists have advocated various approaches to
Islamic orthopraxis, both based on their theoretical and practical
understanding of the Qur’an and the Hadith. Out of this diversity
and with guidance from the state, the university emphasizes in its
curriculum the religious social values of the naqshbandiyya tarikat (the
way of Naqshband), an order of Islamic Sufism.

Islamic Sufism focuses on the internal dimensions of the soul as
they relate to the divine, “doing what is beautiful and striving after
spiritual perfection.”56 Four steps are required to reach perfection. The
first step requires complete obedience to the Shari’ah, the codification
of Islamic law based on the Qur’an and the Hadith, which governs
private lives and public matters of those living within the state; the
second requires obedience to spiritual leaders as they propound a
tarikat to resist and reject the material world; and the third and fourth
steps require the exercise of particular methods that lead the believer
toward ultimate spiritual perfection.57

Of particular interest in the incorporation of Islam in Uzbek
nationalism is the intent of the second step of embracing the
tarikat. The tarikat attempts to convince those who focus on the
material conditions of this world that they are putting in jeopardy
the salvation of their soul, when they divert their attention away
from God and the divine “prosperity” to be found in the next world.58

To bring the individual’s soul closer to God, various tarikats of
Sufism have taught the necessity of concentrating on identifying
divine presence through praying, fasting, pilgrimages, and other
personal practices. The ultimate worship of God comes by taking on
the personal character traits of God: poverty, love, mercy, compas-
sion, humility, and forgiveness. To this end, Naqshband developed
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his unique tarikat, one of the more influential orders of Islamic
Sufism, to draw individuals nearer to God through encouraging
contemplation on the Divine and providing assistance to the less
fortunate in society.59

Today Naqshband’s teachings continue to be widely influential in
central and southern Asia, as well as in the earlier fifteenth-century lit-
erary works of Alisher Navoi, Uzbekistan’s premier poet. In one of
his famous aphorisms focusing on self-awareness and improvement,
Navoi writes, “A wrong inflicted deliberately is certain to come back to
thee.”60 The traditional Sufism, as expressed in Navoi’s poetry, dis-
suades the contemplative Muslim from support of or participation in
subversive or revolutionary activities. These activities are part of the
mundane world, and participation in them detracts from the pursuit
of spiritual perfection. Instead, Sufism exhorts compliance with soci-
ety’s ethical expectations and legal requirements.

Karimov’s new nationalism advocates a synthesis of modern liber-
alism and the traditional spiritual values of Naqshbandi Sufism: “In
fact, the traditional Eastern culture that our people have been nurtur-
ing for thousands of years, and which we seek to retain, differs a great
deal from its Western counterpart.”61 Unlike the failed attempt of the
Soviet era guided by Marxism-Leninism, Karimov argues that Naqsh-
bandi Sufism provides the framework necessary to help society resist
the negative consequences of radical individualism, such as nihilism
and egoism, found in Western liberal societies. Naqshbandi Sufism’s
combination of “a certain inwardness resistant to ephemeral external
fashions” with “a certain openness promising great possibilities for
future development,” Karimov asserts, will provide the cultural and
spiritual basis for the development of Uzbek national identity.62 In
order to achieve a liberal democratic state committed simultaneously
to personal freedom and to realization of the public good, the Republic
of Uzbekistan has accorded a privileged position to Naqshband’s version
of Islamic Sufism.

Gala-Assiya, the Bukhara region and the Naqshbandi memorial
site, and indeed Uzbekistan epitomize the syncretism of Islam and
nationalism in Central Asia today, as they attempt to overcome the
ideological distance between state-sponsored atheism and the politi-
cally privileged position of Islam. To promote patriotic unity and sup-
port for the state, the Uzbek government has fundamentally altered
the commitments of the religious axis, which are critical to the success
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of liberal democracy; it has reversed the intent of civil society’s reli-
gious axis—from religious liberty to religious toleration.

The Uzbek government, then, is striving to build a liberal demo-
cratic state that resists the third commitment of the religious axis,
while formally adopting the first two commitments. By controlling
the standards of religious teachings, beliefs, and practices that are
legally permitted, the government is capable of identifying those reli-
gions that will be tolerated. Consequently, the government restricts
religious liberty in the marketplace of religious ideas. But in its
attempt to strengthen its fledgling liberal democracy, the govern-
ment’s amalgamation of Islamic Sufism with political features of its
Soviet legacy threatens the integrity and intent of the commitments of
the religious axis, particularly that of freedom of conscience. Serious
implications result from Uzbekistan’s attempt to effect a transition to
a liberal democracy, while favoring religious toleration over religious
liberty. With the crumbling of one, if not two, of the walls of the reli-
gious axis, recognition of a politically privileged position of one reli-
gious sect over others threatens the already fragile stability of Uzbek
liberal democracy.

The Limits of Religious Toleration

Karimov is attempting to create a synthesis of modern liberal values of
civil society and the traditional Islamic values of social welfare. He
advocates the importance of Islam in contributing to the rebirth of
an independent, just, and progressive Uzbekistan. But Karimov also
maintains that among the numerous Islamic organizations in Uzbek
society, the obtrusive religious teachings and practices of certain mil-
itant groups are undermining that synthesis. According to Karimov,
they want to impose “alien spiritual ideals and values” that will dis-
rupt Uzbek society and ultimately return Uzbekistan to “medieval
obscurantism.”63 He argues that Islamic militants, calling themselves
“fighters for faith,” attempt to justify their political activism by preach-
ing a perverted understanding of Islam. Declaring them to be the great-
est threat to Uzbek social stability and political sovereignty, Karimov
has condemned international terrorism as well as religious extremism
and fundamentalism.64

Following al-Farabi’s counsel and Amir Temur’s example, Karimov
relies on his government’s broad interpretation of constitutional
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authority to restrict unapproved religious activities in the name of
constitutional safeguards protecting individual rights:

A R T I C L E 2 0 . The exercise of rights and freedoms by a citizen shall
not encroach on the lawful interests, rights and freedoms of other citi-
zens, the state or society.65

To reduce political threats to Karimov’s regime, the Uzbek government
has banned most opposition political parties, both secular and
Islamic.66 Furthermore, to curb the influence of Islamic militancy, in
1998 the Oliy Majlis enacted the Law on Freedom of Conscience and
Religious Organizations to restrict the activities of virtually all reli-
gious denominations, including non-state-approved Islamic organi-
zations.67 Under this law, in addition to outlawing proselytism, all
religious organizations must be registered with and approved by the
Uzbek government before they may conduct worship activities and
religious rituals or carry out charitable and other social improvement
programs.

With regard to Islamic organizations, only those imams, mosques,
liturgy, and publications that have been approved by the Spiritual
Directorate for Muslims (the Muftiate) are permitted to be registered
and then to engage in spiritual and temporal activities. An official gov-
ernment agency whose members are appointed by the president, the
Muftiate reports to the Committee of Religious Affairs of the Cabinet
of Ministers. The primary targets of the religious bans and restric-
tions include followers of Wahhabism, the Army of Islam, the Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), and Hizb ut-Tahrir (Party of Libera-
tion, based in London, England).68

Many independent Islamic organizations in Central Asia and else-
where advocate teachings in their political theology that are at odds
with the ethos of religious toleration and pluralism. Hizb ut-Tahrir, for
example, proclaims the necessity of changing any and all corrupt soci-
eties where Muslims live into an Islamic society:

[Hizb ut-Tahrir] aims to do this by firstly changing the society’s existing
thoughts to Islamic thoughts so that such thoughts become the public
opinion among the people, who are then driven to implement and act
upon them. Secondly, the Party works to change the emotions in the
society until they become Islamic emotions that accept only that which
pleases Allah (swt) and rebel against and detest anything which angers
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Allah (swt). Finally, the Party works to change the relationships in the
society until they become Islamic relationships, which proceed in accor-
dance with the laws and solutions of Islam. These actions which the Party
performs are political actions, since they relate to the affairs of the people
in accordance with the Shari’ah rules and solutions, and politics in Islam
is looking after the affairs of the people, either in opinion or in execution
or both, according to the laws and solutions of Islam.69

With regard to Uzbekistan, Hizb ut-Tahrir criticizes the secular nature
of the constitution for embracing “the separation of religion from
state” and contradicting “the doctrine and ideology of the Quran.”70

Furthermore, this banned organization supports those in Uzbek soci-
ety and politics who believe it is their “primary function to protect
Islam and fight the enemies of Allah.”71

The Uzbek government’s containment of religious disorder in civil
society, however, has tended to exacerbate further its strained relations
with the citizenry, including those living in the major city of Andijan
in the Ferghana Valley of eastern Uzbekistan. The Ferghana Valley
encompasses the region where the borders of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,
and Kyrgyzstan converge. A densely populated area, the valley’s ten
million inhabitants are primarily of ethnic Uzbek descent and com-
mitted adherents of the Muslim faith.72 Furthermore, the highly
depressed economy has emboldened many residents to call for radical
economic reform. Formed shortly after the collapse of the Soviet
Union, the Adolat (Justice) Party brought political pressure to bear
on the Uzbek government to increase funding for economic develop-
ment in the Ferghana Valley. In response, the government banned
the party from electoral politics and civil society. Denied participation
in the political process, leaders of Adolat formed the IMU to engage in
armed struggle against the government.

In August 1999 the IMU formally announced “the Jihad against
the tyrannical government of Uzbekistan and the puppet Islam Karimov
and his henchmen.”73 Calling on faithful Muslims to defend fellow
believers who have been subjected to government imprisonment and
torture, the IMU proclaimed that “the Mujahedeen of the Islamic Move-
ment, after their experience in warfare [in Afghanistan and Tajikistan],
have completed their training and are ready to establish the Blessed
Jihad.” The IMU has been accused by the Uzbek government of insur-
rection and participation in earlier subversive activities in Tajikistan
and Kyrgyzstan, of cooperation with the Taliban and Osama bin
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Laden’s al-Qaeda network in Afghanistan, and of armed attacks on the
Uzbek state. The government blames the IMU for several murders of
police officers in the Ferghana Valley, for a failed assassination attempt
on Karimov in 1999, and for the suicide bombings of 2004 in
Tashkent and Bukhara.74 To preclude the possibility of an indepen-
dent Islamic state emerging out of the Ferghana Valley, the Uzbek gov-
ernment severely restricts political and religious activities in the
region.75

In an attempt to ameliorate impoverished economic conditions in
Andijan, an Islamic businessmen’s association, Akromiya, was formed.
Guided by Islamic principles of charity, Akromiya had organized local
businesses to provide assistance to their unemployed neighbors. In
2004, the association was accused by the government of affiliation
with Hizb-ut-Tahrir. Arrested and held in prison for more than a year,
twenty-three accused members of the association stood trial in Feb-
ruary 2005. Before the verdict of the court could be delivered in May
and in an effort to free the men on trial, a small group of Akromiya
supporters stormed the prison.76 Armed with weapons stolen from a
nearby police station, the assailants took control of the prison and
freed the Akromiya members as well as approximately two thousand
other prisoners, many of whom had been convicted of being Islamic
radicals. For more than a day, twenty to fifty thousand residents filled
the city’s public square, demonstrating against government corruption
and abuse of human rights as well as calling attention to the severe
economic problems of the region. In the meantime, the released
members of Akromiya and other prisoners seized control of several
government buildings. Fearing the long-anticipated uprising of
Islamic radicals in the Ferghana Valley, the Ministry of Internal Affairs
ordered military troops into the city to quash the demonstrations. In
the ensuing confrontation, approximately one thousand civilians
were killed, with hundreds more fleeing across the border to seek
refuge in Kyrgyzstan.77

International human rights organizations as well as many foreign
governments condemned the Uzbek government for its violations of
legal rights of due process and violent restraints on religious liberty in
Andijan. Indeed, government restrictions on religion under Karimov’s
administration have reached into Uzbekistan’s civil society and have
included the use of force, challenging internationally accepted norms of
respect for human rights.78 In its quest to effect the complete transition
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to constitutional liberal democracy, which nurtures and protects civil
society and the commitments of the religious axis, Uzbekistan has yet
to disestablish Islam and concede the advantage of religious liberty
over religious toleration. To do so would require it to maintain the
precarious nature of the three commitments of the religious axis,
which demands considerable restraints on government authority as
well as a civil society deeply committed to liberal values. Ironically,
Karimov’s obsession with and response to real and perceived threats
to Uzbekistan’s national security by Islamic militants may ultimately
undermine his attempt to create a stable and successful liberal
democracy.

Undermining the Promise of the Religious Axis

In classical liberal theory, the state serves as an umpire among com-
peting individual and group interests in civil society and the public
square, striving to avoid violence through the peaceful resolution of
conflict.79 The liberal state guarantees basic individual rights, including
freedom of conscience, speech, and association. In addition, it main-
tains public peace and order, supporting democratic processes in con-
sidering, discussing, and identifying the nature of the common good
and the public policies appropriate to implement it. In consequence,
virtually all religious teachings and practices, including peaceful par-
ticipation in politics, are encouraged, with no special favors granted
to one religion or denomination over another. From the perspective
of liberal democratic theory, Karimov’s support of a privileged position
for one sect of Islam is undermining his support for religious liberty
and the full development of civil society in Uzbekistan.

Instead Karimov’s authoritarian government has assumed the role
generally played by voluntary associations in civil society. In con-
tradistinction to typical liberal democratic governments, the Uzbek
government reflects the ethos promulgated earlier by al-Farabi, Amir
Temur, and the Soviet state. It continues to be responsible for pro-
moting particular political values and encouraging select public
expressions and activities that would normally be carried out volun-
tarily in the marketplace of civil society and the public square. More-
over, in the name of official declarations regarding religion and the
common good, the government’s use of coercion against unapproved
expressions of religious faith, when coupled with disregard for the
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rule of law, has resulted in human rights abuses. It appears that the
Uzbek state has in effect nationalized one version of Islam, subse-
quently marginalizing all other interpretations to the point of perse-
cution. That is, while Karimov has promulgated a vision of a civil
society characterized by religious liberty, the actions of Karimov’s gov-
ernment have merely replaced the former political ideology of the
Soviet era with a government-approved political theology that permits
only limited religious toleration. Thus it has undermined the promise
of the religious axis and the possibility of civil society itself.80

A violent struggle to define the religious character of society and
the government’s role in that process of definition pervades the Repub-
lic of Uzbekistan. Analyses of the struggle reveal the potentially volatile
mixture of faith and politics. This volatility results from vigorous
attempts to enforce conclusions of arguments based on tendentious
appeals to history. In this case, according to Karimov, society ought to
reflect Islam as the preferred religion, since Islamic beliefs and values
formed the religious basis of Uzbek culture. An essential ingredient in
the mixture, then, is the recognition of and acceptance by both gov-
ernment and citizenry that Uzbekistan is a Muslim nation. But as
revealed in their political arguments, both sides of the struggle over the
religious question in Uzbekistan maintain that the Muslim character-
istics of the population should directly influence the character of the
government and the content of its policies. In a dramatic way, then, the
experience of the Uzbek government under Karimov, in according a
privileged position to one version of Islam, illustrates the political risks
of precluding the commitment to religious liberty over religious toler-
ance, when attempting to develop a liberal democracy.

These risks attend to any country with a majority Muslim popula-
tion relying on a logically flawed appeal to history, such as demonstrated
by Iraq and its new constitution of 2005, which also accords a privi-
leged position to Islam. Moreover, the problem is not limited to Muslim
countries. Christian countries, as well, may succumb to the temptation
of establishing a privileged position for a religion or a religious sect.
The ultimate challenge to liberal democracy occurs from appeals to
history that undermine all three of the commitments of the religious
axis. This possibility is vividly illustrated in the appeal to history con-
tained in the political theology of Christian reconstructionism.
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In addition to Muslim countries, predominantly Christian coun-
tries may also be tempted to establish a privileged position for the

Christian faith or for a particular Christian sect. Succumbing to temp-
tation, advocates of religious establishment directly challenge the
legitimacy of the third commitment of the religious axis—religious
liberty over religious toleration—in the philosophical foundation
of liberal democracy. More ominously, the ultimate challenge to lib-
eral democracy occurs from appeals to history that, in addition to
undercutting the first commitment, undermine the other two com-
mitments of the religious axis: reason and empiricism, and individual
conscience and personal ethics.

This challenge can be illustrated vividly by a little-known political
theology that is steadily gaining adherents and influencing the direction
of conservative Christian politics in the United States. This theology
demands the reconstruction of contemporary Christianity and American
society. Disputing the moral legitimacy of modern political institu-
tions and seeking to transform modernity itself, Christian reconstruc-
tionism defies all three of the commitments of the religious axis. The
reconstructionists’ unconventional epistemology and hermeneutics,
inserted into a neo-Calvinist theological framework of Reformed
Christianity, provide an alternative foundation for a new political
regime incompatible with the political values and constitutional insti-
tutions of liberal democracy. Christian reconstructionists strive to

Christian Reconstructionism
Defying the Religious Axis
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dominate civil society and the public square, and to use the political
machinery of liberal democracy to transform the United States into
a Christian nation. In their defiance of the three commitments, recon-
structionists argue that American civil society and law ought to be
reconstructed to reflect biblical law of the Old and New Testaments.
Emerging during the Fourth Great Awakening, Christian reconstruc-
tionism is growing in popularity and political influence.

A Fourth Great Awakening

From the 1970s to the present, a Fourth Great Awakening has been
under way throughout the United States.1 Moving beyond the previous
three awakenings’ emphases on personal conversion and daily piety, this
movement attempts to awaken Christians to the need for their presence
beyond the public square. The perception of a moral decline in Ameri-
can civil society requires the presence of Christians in the halls of gov-
ernment. Attempts to attain political power have become increasingly
successful, as the social capital of communities of faith provides vari-
ous Christian interests in civil society with a strong base for political
activism.2 Religious social capital has developed, expanded, and inte-
grated itself more closely into civil society, broadening the influence of
religion throughout the public square, particularly at the polls.

The presence of Christian voters in the United States has increased
dramatically in recent elections for school boards and city councils, leg-
islatures and governorships, and for Congress and the presidency. Voter
turnout among the more conservative Christians in the U.S. presiden-
tial election of 2004 tipped the outcome in favor of President George W.
Bush over Senator John Kerry. What has frequently been referred to as
the “Christianization of the Republican Party” likely prepared the way
for Bush’s election victory for a second term.3 In the first election in
2000, Christian conservatives held moderate to strong influence in
88 percent of state Republican parties.4 By 2004 many religious insti-
tutions and individuals in the Christian community, responding to
the ethos of the factional imperative, increased their presence in
national elections. In fact, a majority of traditional mainline Protes-
tants, Catholics, and evangelical Christians identified themselves as
Republicans.5

Bush’s candidacy generally had great appeal in the Christian com-
munity: 61 percent of those who regularly attended church, 60 percent
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of those who described themselves as “committed Christians,” 58 per-
cent of those who described themselves as “deeply spiritual,” and
55 percent of those who were “concerned about the moral condition
of the nation.”6 Although Catholics were slightly less supportive than
Protestants, Catholic support for Bush in 2004 increased by 6 percent
from the 2000 presidential election. In the 2004 election, Protestants
also increased their voter turnout 6 percent over that of 2000; Protes-
tants supported Bush over Kerry by 15 percent. Born-again Christians
and evangelical Christians supported Bush over Kerry by 34 and
70 percent, respectively. Political analysts have observed that the 2004
election may “reflect the most cohesive outpouring of support from
the born again community in quite some time”;7 by 2010, “Christians’
power . . . could well produce a Christian-led Republican Party.”8 But
the presence of Christian reconstructionism behind the scenes has also
begun to focus attention on the degree of its influence in Christian
politics and the content of its political theology.

Kevin Phillips, a former Republican strategist, has observed the
increasing influence of Christian reconstructionism in conservative pol-
itics, including the Republican party. Phillips notes that, beginning in
the late 1980s, many state political parties in the South and Southwest
“endorsed so-called Christianization party platforms. These unusual
platforms . . . set out in varying degrees the radical political theology
of the Christian Reconstruction movement, the tenets of which range
from using the Bible as a basis for domestic law to emphasizing reli-
gious schools and women’s subordination to men.”9 In addition, he
cites reports of reconstructionist advocates influencing the political
positions of conservative Christian organizations, such as “the Southern
Baptist Convention, the Assemblies of God, Promise Keepers, the Chris-
tian Broadcasting Network, the Christian Coalition, the conservative
Council for National Policy, and other groups.”10 As a result of the active
participation of reconstructionists in conservative Christian politics and
the Republican party, Phillips explains how national party leaders,
including George W. Bush, maintain close ties with Christian recon-
structionists, while publicly downplaying their connection with the
movement of reconstructionism.11 The influence of reconstructionists is
fashioning a new sense of Christian political identity.

Political commentator Michelle Goldberg argues that the influx of
Christian activists into the public square and the general acceptance of
their conservative views in politics, especially by the Republican party,
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signal the emergence of “Christianity as a total ideology . . . [or] Chris-
tian nationalism.”12 Appealing to the Christian heritage of America,
activists are influenced by Christian reconstructionism and increas-
ingly work toward the restoration of Christian moral values in public
policy and law. For the reconstructionists, the distance between Chris-
tian nationalism and theocracy is virtually nonexistent. Goldberg notes
that a key element of reconstructionism is the theology of dominion-
ism, which argues that conservative Christians are called to assume
positions of political power in order to prepare the country for the sec-
ond coming of Christ.13 She observes that, while it was initially per-
ceived as a fringe movement in the 1960s, Christian reconstructionism
among Christian activists now appears to have “shaped the thinking
of the Christian nationalist movement as a whole.”14 Goldberg adds,
“With the rise of Christian nationalism, however, Reconstructionist
thinkers started migrating toward the political mainstream—or, rather,
the mainstream started migrating toward them. Especially after the
2004 elections, it grew ever harder to discern where the fringe ended
and the new right-wing establishment began.”15

Agitated by the perceived moral degradation of secular society and
its denigration of religion, an increasing number of conservative
Christians, including Christian reconstructionists, are demanding the
return of Christianity to a privileged position in American politics. By
formally reinserting Christian values and considerations into public
policy debate and formation, they argue, the moral bankruptcy and
decline of American society can be averted and reversed. The fac-
tional imperative of Christian religious institutions and individuals
has easily transcended civil society, reached deeply into the public
square, and now confronts the constitutional walls protecting the
foundation of the religious axis.

The political success of religious factions influenced by Christian
reconstructionism threatens and may eventually undermine the third
commitment of the religious axis. A shift from religious liberty to
religious toleration would adversely affect societal support for the
second commitment, freedom of conscience. Given the political
dynamics of the Fourth Great Awakening, the circle may be nearing
completion, reuniting religious proponents of Christian privilege with
the position that their Puritan forebears professed before the American
Revolution. The roots of Christian reconstructionism were somewhat
later, however, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, when Dutch
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Calvinism exercised a profound influence on Christian theological
approaches to society and politics, including the European and Amer-
ican Reformed Christian congregations and organizations and the
National Reform Association (NRA).

Pro Christo et Patria

Organized in 1864, the NRA sought to stem the tide of secularism that
it believed had brought divine retribution upon the United States.16

Alarmed by the evils of slavery, the national humiliation of the War of
1812, and the socially devastating effects of the Civil War, the NRA
believed that the United States would suffer even greater social
calamities in the future if it continued to resist efforts to acknowledge
God and Christianity in the U.S. Constitution. According to the NRA,
the failure of the 1787 federal convention to acknowledge God was due
to the prominence of the “secular theory of civil government” that over-
shadowed its framers’ thinking. The framers failed to strike a proper bal-
ance between the one extreme of formal collusion of church and state,
as commonly found in Europe, and the other extreme of secularism
without recognition of God or of the role of religion in forming public
morals and public policy. Instead of striking a proper balance, they
sided with the extreme of secularism. In opposition to secularism, the
NRA relied on Calvinist Reformed theology to defend its normative
claims: that authority has been bestowed by God on civil government
to exert political power over the citizenry, that Jesus Christ is the ruler
of all nations, and that God’s revealed will has supremacy in civil
affairs.17 The NRA argued that it was imperative that the Constitution
“contain explicit evidence of the Christian character and purpose of
the nation which frames it.”

In 1890, reflecting the religious upheaval of the Missionary or Third
Great Awakening (1880s–1900s) and carrying on previous efforts to
amend the Constitution by the Covenanters of the Second Great
Awakening (1820s–1830s), the NRA called for a Christian amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitution:

[We petition] . . . for such an Amendment to the Constitution of the
United States as shall suitably express our national acknowledgment
of Almighty God as the source of all authority in civil government; of
the Lord Jesus Christ as the Ruler of nations and of his revealed will as
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the supreme standard to decide moral issues in national life, and thus
indicate that this is a Christian nation, and place all the Christian laws,
institutions, and usages of the government on an undeniably legal basis in
the fundamental law of the land.18

According to the NRA, this amendment would require that the Con-
stitution be predicated upon three “great fundamental principles”:
all constitutional political authority originates with God, the Bible
provides the basis for national law as well as for individual ethics
and the moral teachings of the church, and Christ rules as “Supreme
Governor” over all nations.19

While not advocating the formal establishment of a particular
Christian denomination or sect, the NRA argued that the Christian
amendment to the Constitution would avoid the negative social con-
sequences of secularism by assuring that the development of public
law would reflect the “moral laws of the Christian religion.”20 A nation
that is “pro Christo et Patria,” argued the NRA, would avoid future
tribulations and be blessed by God.

Today, the NRA continues to call for a Christian amendment to mod-
ify the Preamble to the U.S. Constitution. It points to the increase in
national and international calamities that have befallen the United
States and the world since 1890, including two world wars and the war
on terrorism.21 According to the NRA, these calamities and other “cul-
tural atrocities” are God’s wrath for the sins of Christian apostasy, includ-
ing neglect of the necessity of a “Christian presence underlying civil
government, [which is] absolutely necessary to maintain a minimum
civic morality.”22 The NRA observes optimistically that, while God’s
wrath could potentially be more dreadful, he has now begun to exercise
patience and to withhold the greater punishments. The NRA asserts that
God is aware that conservative Christians, including reconstructionists,
are finally beginning to awaken to the true biblical teachings regarding
civil government and the crucial ideals that must be implemented:
“Jesus Christ is Lord of the state and His Word is the basis of civil law.”
To this end, the NRA calls for more Christians to gain a proper under-
standing of the moral teachings and civil intent of biblical scriptures, so
that they may better defend their cause in the public square. Their
understanding of the divine role of government is crucial.

Exemplifying the position of the NRA, evangelical theologian
Nicholas Wolterstorff’s exegeses of both the Old and New Testaments
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reveal that human governments and their laws have a divine role to
play: “Government is assigned the awesome task in God’s providen-
tial order for this present age of mediating God’s judgment . . . [by]
vindicating those who have been wronged and convicting and carrying
out retributive punishment on those who have done the wronging.”23

Wolterstorff also argues that, inasmuch as Christ is the head or ruler
of the church, the church inherently has a political dimension. The
church’s political dimension includes consideration of constitutional-
ism, the judiciary, and practical enforcement of laws, including both
laws mediating between the citizen and the government in the form of
retributive justice and laws contributing to the search for the common
good. Since its legitimate role is also to mediate Christ’s authority,
Wolterstorff believes, the government must find its justification in the
Christian tradition, particularly as defined by sixteenth-century Refor-
mation theologian John Calvin.24 Yet Calvin’s political theology has
proven to be contrary to the commitments of the religious axis and the
values of liberal democracy—and Calvinist theology provides an
approach to understanding the Bible as the basis for dominion theology,
the essence of Christian reconstructionism.

Revisiting Church and State

In an attempt to define, explain, and harmonize the theological chal-
lenges to the religious authority of the Roman Catholic Church during
the Protestant Reformation, Calvin published his Institutes of the Chris-
tian Religion in 1536. One of the more influential theological treatises of
the Reformation era, the Institutes gained much praise, including acco-
lades from Martin Luther. Luther’s own religious writings had served
as a theological wedge driven between the true believer and the Roman
Catholic Church, however. This wedge in turn contributed to the for-
mation of the religious axis and the ultimate, formal split between
church and state in the modern era. In contrast with Luther’s efforts,
Calvin argued for a version of the two swords doctrine, reminiscent
of that of Pope Gelasius I. Unlike the later writings of Thomas Hobbes
and James Madison—which had attributed the origins of religion to
individual psychological needs and environmental conditioning—
Calvin’s treatise maintained that the “seed of religion is divinely sown
in all.”25 Furthermore, this seed allows individuals to see the pres-
ence of God in all aspects of existence:
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Since the perfection of blessedness consists in the knowledge of God,
he has been pleased, in order that none might be excluded from the
means of obtaining felicity, not only to deposit in our minds that seed
of religion of which we have already spoken, but so to manifest his per-
fections in the whole structure of the universe, and daily place himself
in our view, that we cannot open our eyes without being compelled to
behold him.26

Individuals may choose to turn away from and not act upon the
presence of God in all things, but according to Calvin they cannot
honestly disavow knowledge of God in their daily lives.

Calvin acknowledged the presence of two kingdoms, one the spiri-
tual kingdom of Christ, the other the temporal presence of civil gov-
ernment; a proper understanding of the relationship between the two
is necessary, otherwise “the purity of the faith will perish.”27 While the
gospel of Christ “begins the heavenly kingdom within us,” Calvin
argued that the divine role assigned to civil government is “to foster
and maintain the external worship of God, to defend sound doctrine
and the condition of the Church, to adapt our conduct to human soci-
ety, to form our manners to civil justice, to conciliate us to each other, to
cherish common peace and tranquillity.”28 Yet without Christian citi-
zens, he maintained, the role of civil government loses its divine efficacy.
There is a symbiotic relationship between the two that transcends out-
ward behavior; the secular quest for the just or good society, he believed,
is futile without Christians leading the quest in the name of God.

In addition to maintaining public order, protecting property and
commerce, and promoting honesty, Calvin stipulated that political
authorities and civil law are ordained of God to protect the church
against public expressions of religious idolatry, blasphemy, and false-
hoods. In fact, civil authorities must ensure that “a public form of
religion may exist among Christians, and humanity among men.”29

Here he alluded to the possibility of a state of religious toleration,
but with Christianity in its privileged position permitted full expres-
sion of beliefs, teachings, and practices; furthermore, he suggested
that such a state would redound to the benefit of all of humanity. But
civil authorities, Calvin argued, must “remember that they are the
vicegerents of God, it behooves them to watch with all care, diligence,
and industry, that they may in themselves exhibit a kind of image of
the Divine Providence, guardianship, goodness, benevolence, and
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justice.”30 Nonetheless, as the vicegerents of God, serving as divinely
sanctioned, temporal administrators, Christians are still flawed
human beings; checks on their exercise of political authority are still
needed. Calvin argued for a government similar to Aristotle’s politeia,
a mixed regime of the best political features of aristocracy and
democracy.31 In this way, he maintained, the likelihood of govern-
ment officials gaining too much power and becoming oppressive is
diminished, because their political authority is limited.

Favoring religious toleration over religious liberty, Calvin avoided lib-
erating religion from the state, as in the modern era. The political author-
ities, as God’s earthly deputies and defenders of the faith and church,
ideally will enact legislation based on the law of Moses, especially as
inscribed on the two tablets of the Decalogue.32 The commandments
on the first tablet refer to “the duties of religion which relate to [God’s]
worship,” and those on the second tablet refer to “the duties of charity
which have respect to man.”33 Calvin argued that the commandments
regarding worship take precedence over, yet are directly related to, those
regarding charity; the former cultivate spiritual piety, the latter right-
eous conduct towards others. According to Calvin,

It is vain, therefore, to talk of righteousness apart from religion. . . .
Without the fear of God, men do not observe justice and charity among
themselves. We say, then, that the worship of God is the beginning and
foundation of righteousness; and that wherever it is wanting, any
degree of equity, or continence, or temperance, existing among men
themselves, is empty and frivolous in the sight of God. We call it the
source and soul of righteousness, inasmuch as men learn to live together
temperately, and without injury, when they revere God as the judge of
right and wrong.34

Harmonizing the religious and social expectations of the Old and
New Testaments, Calvin maintained that the New Testament com-
mands, to love God first and then to love others, in fact summarize
the divine intent of the two tablets. Consequently, unless the state
enforces both sets of commandments, any attempt to enforce the
social restraints of the second tablet, while neglecting enforcement
of the worship requirements of the first tablet, is of no spiritual value.

Calvin asserted that religious pluralism is to be avoided in politi-
cal society: “It is indeed a bad thing to live under a prince with whom
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nothing is lawful, but a much worse thing to live under one with
whom all things are lawful.”35 Defending the civil laws of the state as
reflecting the moral laws of God, Calvin’s political theology reduces
the possibility of a civil society separate from the state—and, along
with it, the factional imperative fueling religious dissent, diversity, and
pluralism. Although Calvin recognized that Christians have been
admonished not to harm others, he maintained that Christian gov-
ernment officials are authorized on God’s behalf to punish evildoers
and the enemies of God: “it is true justice in them to pursue the guilty
and impious with drawn sword.”36 The enemies of God can be iden-
tified by government officials as those who violate the laws of God,
which originate principally in the Ten Commandments.37

Christian reconstructionists find their political theological inspira-
tion in Calvinist methodology and teachings, particularly as interpreted
in the Reformed theology of Abraham Kuyper in late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century.38 The founder of Dutch Calvinism, Kuyper
was also active in Dutch politics, having been elected to Parliament in
1874 and as prime minister of the Netherlands in 1901–1905. He relied
on Calvin’s interpretation of Jesus’s references to the kingdom of God
as demanding that Christians bring all aspects of life, including politics,
under the reign and lordship of Jesus Christ.39 Building on Calvin’s
foundation, Kuyper argued that Christians must develop a biblical
worldview that encourages civic engagement. As prime minister, he
used his political position to advance his religious objectives by influ-
encing state policies to reflect Christian beliefs.

Kuyper’s reinvigoration of Calvin’s foundation for a political the-
ology has proven pivotal in the rise of Christian reconstructionism
and activism in the public square. His writings influenced a new gen-
eration of such eminent theologians as Herman Dooyeweerd and
Cornelius Van Til. In particular, Van Til’s Christian epistemology has
provided the methodological basis for reconstructionism.

Epistemological Framework

Influenced by Kuyper, Van Til builds on several of Calvin’s theological
arguments: that all of creation reveals God’s handiwork, that the
divine seed of religion is sown in each individual, and that all indi-
viduals are capable of grasping God’s plan of salvation and his pres-
ence in the world.40 According to Van Til, God has in fact revealed his
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will and plan to humankind, both in the natural world and within
the individual. More specifically, God has revealed his presence in
nature; within each individual, God has revealed his truth regard-
ing salvation: “Thus the knowledge of God is inherent in man.”41

Furthermore, Van Til asserts that this divine revelation cannot be
denied or escaped.

Given this divine revelation, Van Til argues that, in order to under-
stand the world and defend the Christian faith, Christians must develop
an appropriate apologetics based on a specific epistemological frame-
work. Since Christian “apologetics is the vindication of the Christian
philosophy of life against the various forms of the non-Christian phi-
losophy of life,”42 an appropriate framework must begin with certain
presuppositions: “To argue by presupposition is to indicate what are
the epistemological and metaphysical principles that underlie and
control one’s method.”43 In any epistemological framework, he
asserts, there is no neutrality. Van Til maintains that the epistemol-
ogy and metaphysics of any legitimate methodology attempting to
describe and explain the world must begin with the presupposition
that the Bible is comprehensively true, and that, as such, it is the basis
of all facts. That is, the Bible serves as both the point of departure
and the source of unity for apprehending God’s will as well as under-
standing the nature of the universe:

To begin with then I take what the Bible says about God and his rela-
tion to the universe as unquestionably true on its own authority. The
Bible requires men to believe that he exists apart from and above 
the world and that he by his plan controls whatever takes place in
the world. Everything in the created universe therefore displays the
fact that it is controlled by God, that it is what it is by virtue of the
place that it occupies in the plan of God. The objective evidence for
the existence of God and of the comprehensive governance of the
world by God is therefore so plain that he who runs may read. Men
cannot get away from this evidence. They see it round about them.
They see it within them.44

According to Van Til, the Bible contains its own set of presupposi-
tions, which must compose any satisfactory epistemology: the aseity
of God or his uniquely necessary existence; all of creation, including
human beings made in God’s image; God’s comprehensive plan and
presence in the universe; and humankind’s fall and participation in
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sin.45 With these presuppositions, Christian apologetics can then
demonstrate that “there is absolutely certain proof for the existence of
God and the truth of Christian theism.”46 Moreover, other epistemo-
logical claims, including those of science, history, or logic, are legiti-
mate only if they presuppose the veracity of the Bible, and thus
observe the world only in light of Holy Scripture.47 Epistemological
claims about the world, both natural and social, will only be accu-
rate to the extent that they conform to the nature of God and his plan
as revealed in the Bible.48 In fact, according to Van Til, due to its pre-
suppositions, only the Christian epistemological framework is capa-
ble of revealing the coherence and unity of all human knowledge and
experience.49

Van Til recognizes that the presuppositionalist approach to episte-
mological and metaphysical claims appears tautologous and subjec-
tive. However, he maintains that all epistemological frameworks are
subjective regardless of claims of objectivity: “to admit one’s own
presuppositions and to point out the presuppositions of others is
therefore to maintain that all reasoning is, in the nature of the case,
circular reasoning. The starting point, the method, and the conclusion
are always involved in one another.”50 Christian theology, then,
becomes Christian self-description, born out of experience of a reli-
gious community with its own unique understandings of its values
and traditions.51

Given the reality of God and the presupposition of the Bible as
the starting point for understanding the world, Reformed theology
claims that only it can provide epistemological clarity. The difference
between Reformed Christian apologetics relying on a presupposi-
tionalist epistemology and other epistemologies, according to Van Til,
is that only the former is “accessible to the penetration of the truth
by the Spirit of God.”52 Furthermore, he asserts that all non-Christian
epistemologies are in fact anti-Christian. That is, an epistemology is
either theocentric, favoring God’s law or theonomy as revealed in the
Bible, or egocentric, favoring individual moral autonomy.

Adopting Van Til’s Christian apologetics, Christian reconstructionists
have developed their political theology according to the presupposition
that the Bible is infallibly and comprehensively true. They maintain that
there is no need to search for evidence or engage in rational arguments
regarding the truth claims of the Bible.53 As presuppositionalists, since
they do not attempt to prove the veracity of the empirical and norma-
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tive claims of the Bible, reconstructionists emphasize the necessity of
all individuals to submit to biblical commandments. The necessity of
submission also applies to those who are not personally converted to
the truth of Christ’s redemption but are nonetheless in need of regen-
eration by God.

Furthermore, Christian reconstructionists have become increas-
ingly disillusioned with the inability of the contemporary secular state
to maintain the moral culture upon which American civil society was
originally founded. Reconstructionists express exasperation with the
political and cultural values of liberal democracy, from an increasingly
licentious civil society to legal disregard—even persecution—of Chris-
tian beliefs and values in the public square. Short of revolution, they
have extolled the triumph of Van Til’s “epistemological demolitions”
that have destroyed humanist philosophical frameworks and non-
Reformed Christian theologies influenced by humanism.54

The postulations contained in the political theology of Christian
reconstructionism defy the three commitments of the religious axis,
which make civil society possible. Reconstructionists see the first
commitment of the reliance of intellectual pursuits on rational and
empirical analyses as fatally flawed due to its inherent fact–value
dichotomy, which has had the practical if unanticipated effect of
detaching science from religion.55 Inasmuch as modern science claims
superior descriptive competence to that of religion, science eschews
the Reformed epistemologies’ assessment of the universe from a
biblical perspective. Consequently, reconstructionists argue that
reliance on reason and empiricism alone denigrates the importance
of value judgments as hopelessly subjective and therefore irrelevant
in the modern world.

Contrary to contemporary science based on the presuppositions
of modernity, from the structure of the universe to the intricacies of
mathematics, reconstructionists claim that all truth finds its roots in
the Bible.56 A new science based on the all-inclusive relevance of bib-
lical theology is necessary, such as that exhibited by arguments sup-
porting creationism or Intelligent Design. Furthermore, they are using
Van Til’s epistemology to develop a biblical worldview whose values
demand the reconstruction of all aspects of society in accordance with
biblical law and Christian moral values, continuing their defiance of
the second and third commitments of the religious axis.
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Social Reconstruction

With the profound conservative swing of American national politics
in 1980, Reformed and Presbyterian theologian Francis A. Schaeffer,
another influential figure in the development of Christian reconstruc-
tionism, observed that “there is at this moment a unique window
open in the United States.”57 Recognizing a window of opportunity
for Christians to influence politics, Schaeffer issued a Christian Man-
ifesto. In the Manifesto, he applies Van Til’s epistemological frame-
work, which highlighted the presence of contrary and competing
worldviews, to analyze the dynamics and direction of secular society.
Schaeffer argues that, during the past several decades, the United
States has strayed from its Christian heritage by banning religion from
politics and substituting humanism in its place.58 He warns that, as a
consequence of the popular and political ascendancy of humanism,
“the whole structure of our society is being attacked and destroyed.”59

The drift from America’s Christian heritage, according to Schaeffer,
has occurred primarily as a result of the U.S. Supreme Court’s mis-
understanding of the intent of the First Amendment. Instead of pro-
hibiting the establishment of a national church and proscribing
government restrictions on religious expression, the court has recog-
nized humanism as a religion. In turn, humanism has been allowed
to guide the design and implementation of public policies, and to
restrict expression of religious values in the public square. In the
process, Schaeffer maintains, the courts have abandoned the unique
understanding of the founders of the American republic regarding the
relation between religion and politics.60 He argues that the founders
had been profoundly influenced by the legal writings of Sir William
Blackstone, who had relied on the medieval writings of Henry de
Bracton, who understood Christianity as the necessary basis of civil
law. Schaeffer reiterates Bracton’s affirmation that “the civil govern-
ment, as all of life, stands under the Law of God.”61 Furthermore, he
asserts, “we must work for reconstruction. In other words, we should
attempt to correct and rebuild society before we advocate tearing it
down or disrupting it.”62 To bring about social regeneration, a biblical
worldview is necessary.

Supporting the intent of Schaeffer’s Christian Manifesto and adopt-
ing Van Til’s epistemology, including the presupposition of biblical
primacy as interpreted through neo-Calvinist lenses, contemporary
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Christian reconstructionists have created a biblical worldview by
which all spiritual and temporal aspects of life may be evaluated.
According to reconstructionist Gary DeMar,

The world view of humanism sees man as the center of all of reality—
an idol created by man for man. Humanism declares that a man can
determine good and evil for himself, independent of God’s view of real-
ity. This was and is Satan’s lie. By contrast, the Christian world view
declares that God gives meaning to all of life; thus, no fact in the uni-
verse can be adequately explained unless evaluated in terms of God’s
word. By rejecting God’s interpretation of reality, man believes he can
interpret reality independently, not realizing the consequences of distor-
tion due to his own inherent limitations.63

For DeMar, the only way to regenerate individual morality and social
decency is to recognize and return to the sanctity of life guided by
biblical law.

Biblical Law

Rousas John Rushdoony, a prominent Reformed theologian in the lat-
ter part of the twentieth century and the founder of Christian recon-
structionism, integrated Van Til’s Christian epistemology and its
emphasis on the Bible into his political theology. Accepting Calvin’s
argument that the law of Moses should be applied to civil society,
and agreeing with the theologies of Kuyper, Van Til, and Schaeffer,
Rushdoony criticizes Martin Luther for initiating the development
of antinomian theologies with his “extended attacks on the law.”64

Rushdoony maintains that Luther denied the necessity of obedience to
the law of Moses with preference instead for justification by faith. Fur-
thermore, Luther’s denial has resulted in a rejection of the crucial
importance of the Talmud with its explications of the Mosaic law.65

This rejection, in turn, prompted a theological separation between
God’s law and temporal law, with detrimental consequences for the
promise of the Reformation: “[With Luther] having denounced God’s
law, the only alternative was Thomism and natural law. The Refor-
mation was thus stillborn.”66

Rushdoony maintains that the triumph of the Enlightenment over
the Reformation, with its abandonment of universal, divine law in
favor of rationalist theories of natural law, laid the epistemological
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foundation for the humanism of the modern era. He points out that
humanist philosophers, such as George Berkeley, Immanuel Kant, and
G. W. F. Hegel, were influenced by the methodology of René Descartes,
who initiated moral and physical speculations on the universe from
the vantage point of the individual.67 The error of Descartes’ episte-
mological methodology, according to Rushdoony, is its emphasis on
the problem of knowledge instead of the problem of sin. By focusing
on how the individual may use reason to comprehend the external
world, Descartes prepared modern metaphysics to lay an error-ridden
epistemological foundation. Modern epistemological frameworks typ-
ically and errantly reflect the use of individualist language to construct
an understanding of nature and society. Rushdoony also criticizes
Cartesian dualism for providing modernity with a new methodology
upon which to construct scientific paradigms, philosophical systems,
and other Christian theologies. He emphatically rejects the “autonomy
and existentialist consciousness of the human mind” that has led to
the abandonment of biblical truths throughout civil society, with
moral relativism filling the vacuum.68

Furthermore, Rushdoony maintains, there is a close connection
between mores in civil society and the nature of politics in the public
square. The individual, and by extension the sovereignty of the mod-
ern state with its diverse ideologies of radical freedom, have now
come to be relied on as the new god—in place of the God of the
Bible, who taught moral obligations. Yet, until the modern era, the
biblical God had been the basis of Christian thinking, which had
understood and taught individual liberty as a privilege or immunity
granted by religion.69 But, argues Rushdoony, humanism has now
displaced the Christian religion, biblical law, and God as the basis
of a just society. Modernity defines liberty as a grant of authority from
the state, which is “humanity’s new god walking on earth.” The sec-
ond commitment of the religious axis, to individual conscience and
personal ethics, has reversed the beliefs of true Christianity. Rush-
doony laments that modernity’s elevation of individual autonomy
above God’s will has resulted in anti-Christian governments and
laws: “the decline of true Christian liberty began when the Enlight-
enment ideas of natural religion infiltrated the church and replaced
the biblical doctrine with the new ideas of ‘natural liberty.’ ”70 Fur-
thermore, he asserts that most of the contemporary denominations
of the Protestant Reformation, such as Lutheranism, emphasize
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“ineffectual pietism” and spiritual withdrawal from the world, while
God demands obedience to his laws and civic engagement for their
implementation.

Obedience to biblical law, including the nonceremonial civil code
of the Old Testament, is a crucial element of Rushdoony’s political
theology. According to Rushdoony, “It is only God’s grace and God’s
law which can reconstruct and restore a world ravaged by sin, by
man’s attempt to be his own god, determining for himself what con-
stitutes good and evil.”71 He argues that personal salvation requires
a covenant between the individual and God; “without a covenant,
there is no law; a covenant requires a law.”72 Biblical law has been
revealed by God and must serve as the covenant between humankind
and God to effect personal salvation.73 The Ten Commandments
provide a summary of the covenant, from which all other biblical
case laws derive: “The law, as given through Moses, established the
laws of godly society, of true development for man under God, and
the prophets repeatedly recalled Israel to this purpose.”74 According
to Rushdoony, as the “new Israel of God” Christianity is today sub-
ject to the same laws as was ancient Israel, and should abide by
them.75 To do so, the second commitment of the religious axis must
be abandoned.

Christian reconstructionists maintain that not all religious beliefs
are correct. Furthermore, since God has sown the seed of religion in
each individual in a way that is easily recognizable, those who refuse
to recognize God’s truth, acknowledge Christ’s redemption for their
sins, and become regenerated are dishonest, perpetrating the fraud of
philosophical neutrality, and devoid of true religious belief.76 Non-
believers consciously reject God’s gift of faith, which is a necessary
and sufficient condition to gain knowledge of God’s plan of salvation.
Ultimately, reconstructionists argue, individual consciences must be
open to and believe in the real possibility of being saved through the
grace of God’s laws, as enforced through the civil and criminal laws
of the state.

Reconstructing Society

Given the moral centrality of biblical injunctions, Rushdoony main-
tains that Christians have a moral imperative or “cultural mandate” to
extend their religious dominion over the earth. He emphasizes that
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the biblical command to Adam to dominate the earth applies today to
Christians:

The Biblical law or covenant is that it constitutes a plan for dominion
under God. . . . The purpose of God in requiring Adam to exercise
dominion over the earth remains His continuing covenant word: man,
created in God’s image and commanded to subdue the earth and exer-
cise dominion over it in God’s name, is recalled to this task and privilege
by his redemption and regeneration. The law is therefore the law for
Christian man and Christian society. Nothing is more deadly or more
derelict than the notion that the Christian is at liberty with respect to
the kind of law he can have.77

Christians, then, “are recalled to the original purpose of man, to exer-
cise dominion under God.”78

Rushdoony’s dominionism involves more than simply the New Tes-
tament’s Great Commission to evangelize throughout the earth; the
Old Testament command to exercise dominion includes establishing
godly authority in all aspects of life. Rushdoony points out that
humankind finds itself in a material world and consequently the teach-
ings of the Bible must be relevant to the world: “If man wants a spiri-
tual or mystical religion, then the law is his enemy. If he wants a
material religion, one fully relevant to the world and man, then Bibli-
cal law is inescapably necessary for him.”79 The material world includes
all private organizations and public institutions. Furthermore, accord-
ing to Rushdoony, in a fully implemented biblically based community,
pluralist tolerance for another religion is not possible:80 “The fulfill-
ment of that covenant is their great commission: to subdue all things
and all nations to Christ and His law-word.”81

Rushdoony’s theonomy follows Calvin’s belief in the relationship
between the law of Moses and civil government: “And civil law cannot
be separated from Biblical law, for the Biblical doctrine of law
includes all law, civil, ecclesiastical, societal, familial, and all other
forms of law.”82 The civil laws must be used to encourage all citizens
to accept Christ as their personal savior, to serve as a moral standard
for Christians, and to maintain social order by preventing or punish-
ing those who engage in socially destructive, evil behavior. From the
life of the individual, to family life, society, and the state, such domin-
ion can only be achieved through evangelization at the personal level
and the reconstruction of society through available political means
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to implement biblical law, according to Rushdoony: “Both church and
state must serve the Lord, but each in its place, one as the ministry of
grace, and the other as the ministry of justice.”83 More importantly, the
reconstruction of society, including the state’s service as God’s min-
istry of justice, is a necessary prerequisite for the second coming of
Jesus Christ.

In the postmillennialism of Christian reconstructionism, the mil-
lennium must and will precede Jesus’s second advent, regardless of
the length of time required. Indeed, the term “millennium” is under-
stood as a figurative expression that refers to the period of time
between the first and second advents of Christ.84 While premillenni-
alism was predominant among Christians in the twentieth century,
Christian reconstructionists have now revitalized the postmillennialism
that dominated American evangelicalism in the nineteenth century.
Nineteenth-century postmillennialism, such as that of the theology
undergirding the NRA, viewed the American nation as a means to bring
about a millennium of Christian civilization.85 Postmillennialist the-
ologies, then, promote building the kingdom of God before Christ’s
second advent; as they have done so, they have asserted a necessary
bond between American government and Christianity.

Inheriting nineteenth-century postmillennialism, today’s Christian
reconstructionists argue that Jesus established his kingdom during his
first advent. Jesus was the first to have the power to bind Satan, they
maintain, which he then gave to his followers: “His binding of Satan
is the theological foundation of the Great Commission.”86 According
to interpretations of the scriptures by Rushdoony and his protégés,
Gary North and Gary DeMar, Christ will return to the earth in glory
and reign over all nations, but only after the millennium of righteous
governments enacting God’s laws has been completed. Given that
the millennium commenced with Jesus’s first advent, DeMar main-
tains that a proper exegesis of the New Testament reveals that the king-
dom of God is already present.87 He calls for “the advance of God’s
kingdom (i.e., civilization) and the progressive defeat of Satan’s king-
dom prior to Jesus’s bodily return in glory.”88

The postmillennialist theology of Christian reconstructionism calls
Christians to civic engagement and political action: “The Bible makes
it clear that God has called His people to go forth in his name, under
His authority, to exercise dominion for the extension of Christ’s king-
dom.”89 In this way, Christians can further the righteous cause of Christ’s
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kingdom before his return. Once Christians have actively opposed and
subdued all contrary religious and political movements and extended
their dominion worldwide, reconstructionists assert, Satan will be com-
pletely bound and Christ can then return as he promised.

DeMar maintains that the political ethics of Christian reconstruc-
tionism is not revolutionary, but instead advocates building the king-
dom and implementing biblical law by participation within the
current political system to change its secular emphases and laws.90

North also asserts that God is active in history and his kingdom will
emerge and triumph over all others: “Rushdoony has said it well:
‘Fundamentalists believe in God but not in history. Humanists believe
in history but not in God. Postmillennialists believe in both God and
history.’ History is therefore not a threat to Christianity; it is an
inescapable threat to anti-Christianity.”91

Regarding the anti-Christian character of secular liberal democra-
cies, DeMar asserts that the contemporary state’s acclamation and
celebration of religious diversity and pluralism is a fraud perpetrated
by liberal democratic governments: “The modern concept of plural-
ism is one of the most pernicious inventions of the twentieth century
designed to eliminate the Christian religion.”92 According to DeMar,
since the state is guided by humanism and not biblical law, it is nei-
ther neutral nor trusting of religion. Consequently, in order to elimi-
nate “every competing religious system,” the state ostensibly promotes
religious pluralism while cultivating moral relativism, which will ulti-
mately undermine personal faith, lead individuals away from God,
and destroy true religion.

Christian reconstructionists agree with the third commitment of the
religious axis—the preeminence of religious liberty over religious
toleration—but only as a temporary bulwark against the totalitarian
tendency of contemporary political states guided by ungodly, humanist
philosophies.93 They maintain that humanism denies the superiority of
biblical law to secular law, potentially allowing the state to ignore or
destroy individual religious liberty, if no constitutional safeguards exist.
Reconstructionists affirm that religious toleration will supersede reli-
gious liberty and become the norm, once Christian dominion has been
achieved and biblical theonomy supplants the secular intent of liberal
democracies and other humanist regimes. The limits of toleration
will be determined by Christian reconstructionism’s reliance on bib-
lical law.
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DeMar acknowledges, moreover, that Christian dominion over gov-
ernment will ultimately result in a theocracy, not merely a Christian
commonwealth. In fact, Christian theocracy will replace secularism
and democracy, which are themselves simply humanistic theocracies
where the human being is god.94 Thus in direct opposition to the
intent of liberal democracy, he argues that organized society ought to
reflect Christianity as the preferred religion, since Christian beliefs and
values are the original teachings mandated by God.

To protect and reinvigorate Christianity, DeMar and other recon-
structionists actively disseminate educational materials to Christian
churches and institutions. In these materials, as well as national work-
shops and conferences, the reconstructionists appeal to the religious
founding of America to give their arguments legitimacy. In appealing
to history, they emphasize the influence of Puritan Christianity on the
British colonies and advocate returning to the values of America’s
Christian heritage as the proper basis for reconstructing society.

A Christian Nation

To help Christians understand the importance of their role in politics,
Christian reconstructionists interpret history and the Bible to construct
a biblical worldview of civil government, especially emphasizing the
founding of America’s constitutional republic. According to Christian
reconstructionist and Presbyterian pastor D. James Kennedy, the
preparation of North America for the planting of Protestant Chris-
tianity and the birth of a new nation was “under the direction of the
invisible hand of the Almighty, who conducts the affairs of men.”95

Kennedy maintains that, as in Old Testament stories of God inter-
vening to aid the ancient Israelites in overcoming their enemies, God
intervened in European affairs to protect Protestant Christianity. He
sees divine intervention at work in the destruction of the Spanish
Armada that threatened to end Protestant political control of England
in 1588, and in the disruption of French attempts to colonize New
England under Catholic control in 1606.

The Puritan Pilgrims first fled England for Holland, where they
developed their understanding of Calvinist theology and true Chris-
tianity. Under divine guidance—according to Kennedy—the Pilgrims
later escaped Europe and landed at Plymouth Rock in 1620, operat-
ing under the charter of the Mayflower Compact, which ultimately
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became the cornerstone of the U.S. Constitution.96 During the more
than 150 years following the landing at Plymouth Rock, he maintains,
God continued to participate in the formation of the American repub-
lic. Instances of divine intervention include the Pilgrims’ survival in
an extremely harsh environment as they sought a refuge from religious
intolerance; the writing of the Declaration of Independence with its
acknowledgment of God-given rights; the improbable victory of Gen-
eral George Washington and the Continental Army over the superior
military might of Great Britain during the American Revolution; and
the writing of the U.S. Constitution, which guaranteed religious free-
dom and individual liberty. Ultimately, Kennedy argues, “America
would be a free nation, and it would be that Puritan and evangelical
form of Christianity that would give birth to our nation. . . . We must
never forget that Christianity gave birth to the U.S. Constitution.”97

In defense of Christian theonomy in the United States, DeMar further
explains that the founders of America and the framers of the Constitu-
tion relied on biblical principles when they arranged the political insti-
tutions of civil government.98 The framers’ recognition of the biblical
teaching of the depravity of man was behind their efforts to ensure that
political power not devolve to one person, who would be more likely
to use it in unjust ways. DeMar argues that, despite the touted influ-
ence of Montesquieu, the framers applied a biblical concept of separa-
tion of powers that had been developed and used by the “Hebrew
republic” when it separated the functions of the judge, lawgiver, and
king.99 Furthermore, he points out, the Hebrews maintained a federa-
tion among the twelve tribes of Israel, which the framers emulated as
they sought to protect the sovereignty of the thirteen American states.
Thus under the Constitution of 1787, DeMar says, the national gov-
ernment and state governments had their respective rights and respon-
sibilities to further the “stewardship” of extending Christian dominion
“to effect change in [civil society] by implementing the word of God.”100

Christian reconstructionists argue that determining the proper
meaning of a constitutional provision or legislation must start with
identifying the original intent of the Constitution’s framers or the
legislation’s proponents.101 Reconstructionist David Barton argues that
the Constitution’s framers were influenced by their readings of the
Bible to a greater extent than by their studies of the political theories
available to them.102 In addition to the biblical concepts of separa-
tion of powers as well as checks and balances, the framers understood
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that natural rights were derivative of natural law, which was given by
God in the Bible.103 Furthermore, Barton asserts, it was the intent of
Congress when proposing the first ten amendments to the Constitu-
tion that the rights ratified would serve to delimit the power of the
national government in deference to that of the state governments.
The First Amendment of the Bill of Rights, then, was intended to pro-
tect religious expression from restriction only by the national govern-
ment.104 Barton concludes that the original intent of the framers of the
Constitution and of the Bill of Rights was never meant to exclude
Christian influence in matters of public policy and law.

In fact, recognizing the lack of references to God or Christianity in
the U.S. Constitution, DeMar denies the religious relevance of their
absence by arguing that the Constitution was only intended to be a
political document to unite the independent states in a federal rela-
tionship.105 Under the dual federalism intended by the Constitution,
the relationship between church and state was not to be a national but
a local matter. In fact, prior to the writing of the Constitution, each
of the state constitutions already contained explicit acknowledgment
of God.106 Since each state was free to choose whether or not to base
its laws on Christian moral values, asserts DeMar, there was no need
for the federal Constitution to address the matter. Furthermore, he
argues, the framers of the Constitution at the convention in Philadel-
phia could have taken the opposite tack and proposed a national gov-
ernment that expressed hostility toward religion in general and
toward Christianity in particular, as would be done a few years later in
Europe, under the radical agenda of the French Revolution.107 Yet here
too, maintains DeMar, the framers chose not to attack religion or
Christianity, but to leave matters of the interface between religion and
government to the jurisdiction of the states.

Under the original intent of dual federalism, according to DeMar, the
recognition that state governments had the sole jurisdiction in matters
of relations between church and state, as well as the presence of reli-
gious diversity at the constitutional convention, led the framers to
include the prohibition on religious tests of Article VI.108 He argues
that the intent of the prohibition was to permit the option of religious
toleration for the state governments, as opposed to the acknowledg-
ment of a universal preference for religious liberty, as promoted by the
third commitment of the religious axis. Later, under the First Amend-
ment, the national government would continue to be prohibited from
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interfering with religious matters that had been left to the states’ juris-
dictions. Thus, DeMar asserts that the framers assumed a continuity of
the presence of Christianity in the public square: from the planting of
Christianity in early seventeenth-century America, through officially
established religions in the colonies, to the writing of the Constitution.

Barton also argues that for the first 150 years of the nation’s history,
court opinions of the U.S. Supreme Court and federal courts consis-
tently acknowledged America as a nation based on Christianity, in
cases dealing with issues of relations between church and state.109 As
an example, he cites the 1892 U.S. Supreme Court opinion written
by associate justice David J. Brewer in Church of the Holy Trinity v. U.S.,
which affirmed that the United States “is a Christian nation.”110 Justice
Brewer later gave a series of public lectures to present historical evi-
dence to justify the references in his court opinion to America as a
Christian nation: “By these and other evidences I claim to have shown
that the calling of this republic a Christian nation is not a mere pre-
tence but a recognition of an historical, legal and social truth.”111

As a Christian nation, the U.S. government must be limited by and
act according to biblical principles, according to Christian reconstruc-
tionism. Building on Rushdoony’s advocacy of theonomy and later
developments of other reconstructionists, DeMar contends that the
purpose and functions of civil government must accord with biblical
teachings. According to the Bible, civil government does not have
authority to rule over matters of family, education, economy, and
church, but only to enforce biblical laws and punish evildoers:112 “God
has established civil government to be an avenger who brings (God’s)
wrath upon those who practice evil. The civil government’s power to
use the sword is legitimate in certain limited cases. The Bible has man-
dated that the power of the sword is to keep the peace, to protect those
who do what is right.”113 In this way, argues DeMar, “rulers are said to
be ministers of God.”

Families must also be permitted to obey God’s commandments,
according to Christian reconstructionists. Inasmuch as God is the
creator of the universe and thus owner of his creation, families have
a sacred stewardship over the material, practical, and social means to
effect a godly life. North maintains that “the concept of Christian
stewardship is a fundamental tenet of the Christian social order.”114

DeMar too argues that there must be laws protecting family resources
or private property so that “an individual can claim ownership and
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stewardship for his assets.”115 Consequently, they assert, regenerated
Christians should embrace the right to private property and the neces-
sity of market economics to the extent that it permits them to accu-
mulate wealth to be used responsibly according to biblical law. In
addition, their resources should be used as “a tool for expanding pro-
ductivity so the work of God’s kingdom can flourish.”116

The Christian reconstructionists, then, believe that the United
States was originally founded as a Christian nation whose social
mores and political culture were based on Christian values. While
they believe the United States is still nominally Christian, the recon-
structionists see a steady erosion of the moral fiber of the nation, as
federal and state courts increasingly interpret laws and the Constitu-
tion in ways that further secularization and its debilitating social
effects. They assert the superiority of Christianity to other religions
and argue for a return to the incorporation of biblically based, Chris-
tian morality in civil society, the public square, and the implementa-
tion of public policy.

Social Degeneration

DeMar and other Christian reconstructionists find the U.S. federal
judiciary to be the major threat to the struggle for Christian dominion
and the Christian heritage of American civil government. In particular,
they lament the activism of the U.S. Supreme Court during the past
five decades, which has caused the court to depart radically from its
original constitutional purpose of interpreting and enforcing laws
according to the Bible.117 Barton maintains that the earlier and proper
interpretation of the relation between religion and government was
fatefully rejected by the Supreme Court in 1947 in the case of Everson
v. Board of Education, which incorporated the establishment clause of
the First Amendment into the provisions of the Fourteenth Amend-
ment, against the original intent of Congress.118 In subsequent cases,
through its decisions based on the precedent of incorporation estab-
lished by the Everson case, Barton asserts that the Supreme Court has
continued to usurp the authority of the state governments over reli-
gious matters, by ordering the removal of expressions of religion from
the public square. This is especially noticeable regarding displays of
the Ten Commandments, the basis of civil law.119 To correct this situ-
ation, Barton advocates the impeachment of U.S. Supreme Court jus-
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tices who are voting against preservation of “the rights of the people
and the states.”120

Similarly, Kennedy argues that belief in moral absolutes with liberty
under law has been abandoned by government policies and court
decisions in favor of moral relativism and liberty from law. He calls
attention to the activism of the federal judiciary that has led to “state-
sanctioned atheism” and the loss of public morality by actively
intervening throughout society to remove prayer and Bible reading
from public schools, the Ten Commandments from public buildings,
and religion itself from the public square.121 Echoing his Puritan reli-
gious forebears, Kennedy argues that the American founders under-
stood liberty to mean “liberty under God—freedom to do what is
right.”122 He laments that liberty has now come to be identified with
license: “I can do anything I want to do—anything my sinful little heart
desires; and there will be no restraints whatsoever upon my con-
duct.”123 As a result, American society is now experiencing moral
decline, as various sinful practices gain ascendancy, such as pornogra-
phy, gambling, the breakdown of the family, homosexuality, and elec-
tive abortion.124 Furthermore, Kennedy believes that the governmental
abandonment of God and morality has led to a growing prejudice in
American society against Christianity and against Christians, especially
in their outspoken defense of morality.

Similar to Rushdoony’s claim that “we are seeing an assault on and
an erosion of the Biblical doctrine of wealth and stewardship,”125

DeMar argues that collectivist policies of the humanist state, whether
welfare or socialist, are contrary to God’s intent; they violate biblical
law by restricting market economics and redistributing property
through coercive measures of taxation. According to DeMar, “the
state’s authority to punish those who do evil [ought] only [to include]
crimes that are designated as such by the word of God”; to do more
than this “is overstepping its legitimate authority.”126 He argues that
the laws of the U.S. government should emulate those found in bib-
lical law to carry out God’s intent.127

Because they advocate the primacy of original intent regarding the
founding of the republic and the framing of the Constitution, Christian
reconstructionists demand a return to the beliefs, expressions, and
stewardship of the Christian faith present during the founding of the
American republic. Only in this way can the moral decline of the
nation be stopped and reversed, and Christian dominion restored. In
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addition to its appeal to history, Christian reconstructionism’s com-
prehensive political theology sets the basis for Christian political
ethics and activism. DeMar asserts that “if you believe that the Bible
applies to issues beyond personal salvation, then you are a Recon-
structionist in some sense.”128 Barton encourages all Christians to
accept their religious and political obligation as “national stewards”
of the common good.129

For moral values and religious liberty to be protected, Kennedy
argues that America must become a Christian nation again. He believes
two major courses of action must be taken “to reclaim America.”130

The first involves the election of true Christians to local, state, and
national political offices. In this way, as stewards of the common good,
Christians may influence the direction of public policy decisions, from
local school boards to the halls of Congress, so that law once again
reflects its original foundation of Christian values. The second necessary
course of action is evangelization. Kennedy calls on Christians to
“become involved in our culture and proclaim the gospel of Jesus
Christ.” He believes that an overwhelmingly committed Christian pop-
ulation will properly resolve the social and moral problems facing soci-
ety. Growing numbers of Christians have heeded the call to biblical
stewardship throughout the United States—including Ohio.

Mobilization in the Public Square

Influenced by Christian reconstructionism’s call to biblical steward-
ship of the nation and seeking to capitalize on their political success
in the 2004 U.S. election, evangelical Christian leaders in Ohio estab-
lished the Ohio Restoration Project (ORP). In its appeal to history, the
ORP maintains that the American republic was founded more than
two centuries ago by God, as a Christian nation “to share a living Sav-
ior with a dying world.”131 Echoing the NRA’s reference to the national
disasters of the nineteenth century, the ORP cites the growing threat 
of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases to the health 
of the nation, attributing this to secularism’s refusal to condemn
immoral sexual practices. Furthermore, it argues, “secularists have
hijacked our culture” with efforts to ban the teaching of creationism
in public schools, permit same-sex marriage, allow elective abortion,
and sanction other ungodly and anti-Christian practices.132 Although
the constitutional framework of American politics was founded on
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the commitment to religious liberty over religious toleration, the ORP
argues that, as a result of the cultural wars and their moral devasta-
tion, a repoliticization of religion is now necessary.

As a result of this current state of “spiritual warfare,” the ORP “was
established in order to inform, inspire, and mobilize the Christian
community” to carry out the mandate of “the stewardship of our citi-
zenship.”133 Consequently, as stewards of the nation’s divine trust,
Christians have a moral obligation to participate in politics that they
may affirm, protect, and advance Christian ethics in America. To this
end, the ORP called for a statewide organization of “patriot pastors”
to mobilize Christian voters to elect “Godly candidates” in the Ohio
state elections. In 2006, in addition to having taken control over the
Ohio Republican Party, the ORP supported the Secretary of State of
Ohio, a conservative Republican, for governor.134 Further blurring the
distinction between church and state, the secretary assisted the ORP
by participating in its sponsored radio spots on “The Stewardship of
our Citizenship.”

The number of conservative Christian organizations influenced by
Christian reconstructionism and emulating the ORP is legion. Increas-
ingly, they demand the repoliticization of religion, at variance with the
commitments of the religious axis of liberal democracy. Christian
reconstructionism influences the views and activities of numerous
educational and religious outreach organizations active throughout
American civil society, including the Alliance Defense Fund, American
Family Association, American Vision, Chalcedon Foundation, Council
for National Policy, Family Research Council, Institute for Christian
Economics, Rutherford Institute, WallBuilders, and Coral Ridge Min-
istries. In addition, the Coral Ridge Ministries has established two
overtly political centers: The Center for Reclaiming America for Christ
and the Center for Christian Statesmanship, both under the leader-
ship of D. James Kennedy.135

As senior minister of Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church and presi-
dent of Coral Ridge Ministries, an international Christian broadcast-
ing organization based in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, Kennedy preaches
sermons reflecting the doctrines of theonomy and dominionism of
Christian reconstructionism. He has been relentless in encouraging
his followers to political action: “As the vice-regents of God, we are
to bring His truth and His will to bear on every sphere of our world
and our society. We are to exercise godly dominion and influence over
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our neighborhoods, our schools, our government . . . our entertain-
ment media, our news media, our scientific endeavors—in short, over
every aspect and institution of human society.”136 In 1986, Kennedy
served as a member of the steering committee of the Coalition on
Revival, an organization to discuss and disseminate reconstructionist
doctrine among evangelical Christians and other Protestants. Along
with Rushdoony, North, DeMar, and several other prominent recon-
structionists, Kennedy contributed to the writing of Coalition on
Revival’s Manifesto for the Christian Church, which calls for the
restoration of America to “function as a Christian nation as it did in
its earlier years.”137 In 2005, senior pastors of American Protestant
churches recognized Kennedy for his public crusades in defense of
conservative Christianity and placed him among the top ten religious
leaders in the United States on their list of “Most Trusted Spokesperson
for Christianity.”138

Kennedy claims that many public policy issues are also moral and
thus spiritual issues. With this claim, he uses his ministry’s consider-
able financial resources to motivate his religious supporters to action
in the political arena. Recognizing “the essential link between per-
sonal faith and public life,” Kennedy’s Center for Christian States-
manship provides spiritual workshops and other activities for members
of the U.S. Congress, “calling on our leaders to embrace America’s her-
itage of Christian statesmanship and rebuild our nation’s foundation
for liberty.”139 In 1997 the center honored Alabama Chief Justice Roy
S. Moore with the Distinguished Christian Statesman Award for his
“commitment to Christian statesmanship that could not be shaken.”140

In addition, Kennedy encourages his followers to political action
through the signing of his political petitions, which are initiated by
his Center for Reclaiming America for Christ, and contacting local,
state, and national political leaders regarding moral issues and pub-
lic policies.

The center’s annual Reclaiming America for Christ conferences have
become the largest political gatherings of conservative Christian lead-
ers and Christian reconstructionists in the United States, with calls to
prevent a “neo-pagan triumph” by returning America to its “Judeo-
Christian moral consensus.”141 Kennedy declares that the work of his
center helps “Christians to defend and implement the biblical prin-
ciples on which our country was founded. The [center] provides non-
partisan, nondenominational information, training, and support to
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all those interested in impacting the culture and renewing the vision
set forth by our Founding Fathers.”142 From providing legal defense
assistance to Chief Justice Moore in his court battles over public dis-
play of the Ten Commandments to politically supporting campaigns
to elect conservative Christians to national office, the conference
organizers and attendees assert that they are not just “sunshine war-
riors in the culture war.”143 They emphatically resolve to continue
involvement in American politics until all aspects of family, church,
and social life have been reconstructed according to biblical law.144

Toward the objective of returning America to its Christian heritage,
Kennedy credits his political centers with registering more than four
million voters in 2004, helping to return George W. Bush to the White
House, along with thirty-two new members of the U.S. Congress.145 In
addition to greater electoral presence, Kennedy and other Christian
reconstructionists have united to work for legislative measures to facil-
itate the political presence of religion in the public square, such as
the Houses of Worship Free Speech Restoration Act. Introduced in
Congress in 2005, this act would “amend the Internal Revenue Code
of 1986 to protect the religious free exercise and free speech rights of
churches and other houses of worship.”146 If passed by Congress and
signed into law, the act will permit religious leaders and institutions to
participate actively in politics without jeopardizing their nonprofit,
tax-exempt status.

Christian Reconstructionism and Liberal Democracy

The epistemology, apologetics, and systematic theology of Christian
reconstructionism constitute a political theology nurtured in civil
society, yet which threatens the very existence of civil society. Civil
society affords reconstructionists the personal freedom, public toler-
ation, and factional imperative to develop and disseminate their reli-
gious views among evangelical and other Christians predisposed to
criticisms of society’s moral decline and perhaps partial to Reformed
theology. Reconstructionists endorse a political strategy of evangeliza-
tion through the myriad religious institutions of civil society, and
political participation through elections and legal reform in the pub-
lic square. They use the social and political resources of the liberal
democratic state in their efforts to realize their image of a just society
founded on the moral expectations of biblical law. By ostensibly
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supporting a market economy and a minimal state, reconstruction-
ists appeal to a broader cross section of conservative Christians, par-
ticularly among the wealthy.

The coupling of religious fervor and financial support from con-
servative religious activists and donors provides resources for Chris-
tian reconstructionists to achieve greater influence and victories in
electoral politics, as well as to enhance the ability to apply political
pressure through participation in interest groups involved with
select public policy issues. Their recent successes—swaying the out-
come of a growing number of elections for local, state, and national
offices; submitting amicus curiae briefs in high-profile court cases;
pressuring government agencies to adopt new policies—suggest that
the influence of Christian reconstructionism is steadily increasing.147

Consequently, reconstructionism breaks the tension between indi-
vidual rights and the common good as promoted by civil society.
Furthermore, it undermines the commitments of the religious axis of
liberal democracy.

By robustly defending its empirical claims and normative positions
that Christianity is the preferred religion, that the Christian religion
formed the original basis of American culture, and that American law
ought to reflect the original basis of American culture, Christian
reconstructionism clearly avoids the logical problem of the genetic fal-
lacy. Furthermore, reconstructionists reject the claims of Christian
theologies of premillennialism, which do not focus on the cultural man-
date to extend Christian dominion and build a political and legal king-
dom of God on earth. In this way, they claim that their political theology
emerges as the only legitimate biblical worldview. However, recon-
structionists have not clearly described, explained, and justified the
hermeneutics of their own biblical interpretations. Granting Van Til’s
presuppositionalism, the methodology of Christian reconstruction-
ism begs the question of justification of its distinctive approach to
biblical interpretation, upon which its understanding of biblical law
depends. That is, neo-Calvinist hermeneutics presupposes the very
principles its biblical interpretations claim to corroborate. Inserting a
tautology within a tautology, Van Til simply asserts that “the power
of the Holy Spirit” affirms the superiority of his presuppositionalist
epistemology.148

Paradoxically, without a means by which it can be falsified, Christian
reconstructionism’s critique of humanism, religious pluralism, Cartesian
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dualism, individual autonomy, rationality and empiricism, and mod-
ern science bears remarkable resemblance to some of the claims of
postmodernism, whose worldviews are anathema to reconstruction-
ists. Ironically, the political theology of Christian reconstructionism
enjoys social toleration and political protection in liberal democracy’s
civil society and the public square, while working toward securing
the privileged position of its version of Reformed Christianity by
undermining the commitments of the religious axis.
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Classical liberalism postulates innate rights promoting the value
of individual and organizational freedom of conscience and

association. Democratic theory focuses on the value of participatory
politics to attain the common good. The triangular configuration of
the three commitments of the religious axis provides the strength to
maintain a tension between the two contrary sets of liberal and dem-
ocratic values. Furthermore, exhibiting a fusion of the two sets of val-
ues, liberal democracy has set in motion a factional imperative that
encourages religious expression in civil society and political partici-
pation in the public square. But religious organizations often empha-
size one set of values over the other, and they frequently seek a
privileged position in politics, if not in the state itself.

The sowing of religious winds of expression and activity in civil
society has unleashed religious turbulence. Many religious organiza-
tions enthusiastically participate in the public square to press for
adoption of their social and political agendas. To achieve these objec-
tives, they use the political and legal procedures of liberal democracy
to influence the formation and implementation of public policies that
may undermine the foundation of liberal democracy itself—albeit
sometimes unintentionally. The political institutions based on sown
values of liberty and democracy are reaping the threatening and
unpredictable—and sometimes violent and destructive—whirlwind
of religion and politics. The commitments of the religious axis may
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fall victim to religious intemperance. If so, the rejection of any one
of the commitments will fatally weaken the tension between the two
and undermine the promise of liberal democracy. To prevent the com-
mitments of the religious axis from being undermined, liberal democ-
racy must place in civil society the tension between the values of
individualism and the ethics of the community.

Civil society occupies a delicate position within liberal democracy,
as it copes with powerful threats from religious pluralism, while
attempting to maintain the commitments of the religious axis. The
political culture of civil society must emphasize the critical impor-
tance of the two contrary political principles, thus maintaining the
tension between them. In this way, liberal democracy can be protected
and social turmoil minimized, if not prevented. This tension in civil
society, along with constitutional institutions, works to restrain reli-
gious worldviews and movements when they attempt to transgress the
limits of liberal democracy. Providing assistance to preserve the ten-
sion between the two in civil society is the primary constitutional
and management objective of liberal democracy.
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Religion is seldom a strictly private matter; most expressions of reli-
gion have been “deprivatized.”1 The deprivatization of religion—

the development of political theologies, emergence of prophetic
movements in civil society, sectarian activism in the public square,
mobilization of religious voters, and scattered irruptions of faith-
based terrorism—has become a permanent feature of the modern
world. Liberal democracies have contributed to the present state of
religious deprivatization. They provide fertile soil for planting the
breezes of religious liberty. In turn, the sown, nourished, and culti-
vated winds of religious expression have yielded a crop of religious
whirlwinds that prophesy sweeping changes to transform the charac-
ter of modern civilization. From radical Islam to Christian recon-
structionism to countless other worldviews, religious “eschatologies
promote the ultimate competition, a final battle between the forces of
good and the forces of evil,”2 which challenges the moral, philosoph-
ical, and political integrity of the liberal democratic state.

Nevertheless, on the religious question in the modern era, liberal
democracies have been searching to identify the proper line between
the secular and the sacred. Liberal democratic governments are typi-
cally founded on a constitutional framework designed to blunt the
excesses of majoritarian democracy in order to protect individual
rights and the commitments of the religious axis. The spirit of liber-
alism inspires attempts to protect the individual from undue restraint
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on personal freedoms, including religious liberty and the free exercise
of religious expression. As modern political institutions developed, a
need became apparent to create a safe haven—civil society—for the
exercise of individual religious rights.

Contemporary civil society emerged with the advent of modernity,
as medieval thinking about the nature of the world and about the
meaning of humankind’s presence in the universe faded from view. In
the transition from medieval to modern thinking, the importance of the
community gave way to the importance of the individual, inevitably
transforming ideas about their relationship. Under the impetus of
classical liberalism, later emended by democratic theory, the liberal
democratic state gradually recognized a distinction between the pri-
vate sector and the public sector. It also began to recognize the possi-
bility that personal and collective decision making might coexist
simultaneously and harmoniously. Nevertheless, these two arenas of
decision making were also understood to rest on two sets of values—
values inherently contrary to one another.

One set of values defends the rights of the individual driven by self-
interest, while the other set defends the necessity for democratic gov-
ernment to achieve the common good. The juxtaposition of these
contrary values generates tension; it is of key importance that this ten-
sion is the basis of stability in society. But the existence of this tension
is itself precarious. Although it ensures the normative presence of the
three commitments of the religious axis, which permits the develop-
ment of diverse religious perspectives, these same commitments also
create the factional imperative, which threatens social stability and
individual liberty. The character of civil society must embrace the ten-
sion that protects the commitments of the religious axis and sustains
the values of liberal democracy. To maintain the tension, civil society
must promulgate arguments in its own defense and resist counter-
arguments, especially those based on appeals to history—including
those that correct for the genetic fallacy.

History and Logic

The historical record of human civilization is replete with examples of
the convergence of formal religious expectations and public policies.
From the United States to Brazil, Uzbekistan, and other corners of
the globe, proponents of closer and stronger relations between reli-
gion and government find growing audiences receptive to their mes-
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sage. Occasionally, such advocates can be found in government posi-
tions, wielding considerable political power. The American colonies
were founded primarily by Protestant immigrants, whose religious
values influenced political decisions and public law. After five hun-
dred years of religious missions and evangelization, the vast majority
of Brazilians and their political leaders have been guided by the social
teachings of their Catholic faith. And the pervasive presence of Islamic
beliefs has influenced the development of Uzbek culture and politics
for more than a millennium.

Echoing the positions of the late medieval Spanish empire and the
contemporary Republic of Uzbekistan, many religious activists in the
United States call for their majoritarian religion to underlie politics
and law. Their demands for a privileged position for religion and a
return to America as a Christian nation appeal to history, in particu-
lar to the social practices and religious teachings of early European
colonists. Both prior to and after the American Revolution, the inter-
mixing of religious and political language was ubiquitous in sermons,
political speeches, and common discourse in civil society. In addition,
many Christian political activists even point out the overwhelming
presence of Christians in the United States today as sufficient justifi-
cation for the privileged position of Christianity. Nevertheless, the
employment of historical examples alone to justify the melding of
church and state reveals a suspect argument.

To appeal solely to the original historical circumstances of a society
as a sufficient argument to justify its reestablishment or continuance
is to rely on a genetic fallacy. This use of the historical context mis-
takes empirical evidence for a normative claim. In a logical argument,
the historical evidence alone is insufficient to justify the conclusion
that a particular religion ought to be accorded a position of privilege.
Without an additional premise containing a moral imperative for
such a position, the argument is fallacious. To avoid the genetic fal-
lacy, the additional premise must claim that Christianity, Islam, or
another faith is the politically preferred religion to the exclusion of all
other religious faiths and traditions. And it is precisely this claim of
exclusivity that political regimes based on the values of classical lib-
eralism and democratic theory, including that of the United States,
find difficult to accommodate. Particularly troubling are the theolog-
ical soundness of the unstated second premise and the threat posed
by the argument’s conclusion to the commitment to religious liberty
over religious toleration.
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In addition to edging closer to the precipice of the genetic fallacy,
a thinly veiled argument also underlies the objective of a privileged
position for religion. Examination of the argument reveals an under-
lying bias toward the particular faith or sect to be established. Such an
establishment runs counter to the intent of liberal democracy. The
normative content of the religious axis, when fully implemented, obvi-
ates the need for the establishmentarian argument to address the prob-
lem of the genetic fallacy, as it avoids the argument altogether. Appeals
to history notwithstanding, the U.S. Constitution, the bedrock of
American liberal democracy and protector of the commitments of the
religious axis, contains no reference to God and conscientiously under-
cuts the temptation to create a privileged position for Christianity
with the prohibition on religious tests of Article VI.

Countries throughout the world are increasingly attempting to
establish modern regimes based on constitutionally protected, liberal
democratic values. The constitutional framework of liberal democracy
is intended to assure the stability of the three interlocking spheres of
economy, state, and civil society. The normative commitments of the
religious axis, embedded in the philosophical foundation of liberal
democracy, in turn assure religious diversity in civil society. The struc-
ture of the liberal state also encourages the factional imperative of
civil society, which increases growth in social capital, religious plu-
ralism, and political competition in the public square.

Yet there can be a “dark side” to religion as social capital, as power-
ful interests in the marketplaces of economics and religion find com-
mon cause.3 Alliances between religious advocates in civil society and
financial interests in the economy often provide galvanizing chal-
lenges to the autonomy of the liberal democratic state, particularly
when strident political theologies focus on the structure of the con-
stitutional framework. Ironically, the global spread of liberal democ-
racy is fueling religious competition and conflict, particularly among
major religions able to garner sufficient social capital to effect politi-
cal change. Religious resistance to the essence of liberal democracy
may result in tragic consequences.4

Religious Turbulence

Over time, many communities in which one religious culture pre-
dominates have evolved to the point of freely and formally expecting—
indeed, mixing—particular religious considerations and privileges as
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governmental favors. With regard to traditional Muslim communities,
Shias and Sunnis have developed their own sense of a good and civil
society. Likewise, traditional Christian communities exhibit a variety
of interpretations of the ideal commonwealth. Typical of traditional
communities, these groups tend to demonstrate a clear cultural pref-
erence for religious toleration over religious liberty when making rules
for society and state, thus excluding a critical commitment of moder-
nity’s religious axis. Typically, the cultural values of a traditional civil
society originate in the religious worldviews of its members. The cul-
ture’s worldview, then, determines the context and parameters of reli-
gious toleration as well as the moral limits that justify forms of
political participation, including the use of intimidation and coer-
cion. In fact, to the extent that the cultural context embraces an illib-
eral worldview, violence and terrorism may be accepted as morally
legitimate and necessary.5

On February 22, 2006, Sunni militants bombed the al-Askariyya
mosque (Golden mosque) in the city of Samarra, one of four sacred
sites for Shias in Iraq. The bombing has come to be considered the
event that precipitated Iraq’s slide into religious civil war. The choice
of a precipitating event is paralleled in the treatment of the bombard-
ment in 1861 by Confederate forces of the Union-occupied Fort
Sumter in Charleston Harbor, South Carolina. That bombardment is
also frequently regarded as the event that precipitated the American
civil war—but in both cases, the appeal to a single historic event
obscures the complex dynamics of social upheaval. As with the civil
war that so tragically divided Americans, the civil war in Iraq finds its
genesis in the distant and complicated past, long before the bomb-
ing of the al-Askariyya mosque. As discovered by Americans, Iraqis are
tragically learning that the promise of liberal democracy turns on
more than the mechanical implementation of an ostensibly reason-
able constitution. The constitution is a necessary but insufficient con-
dition for the success of liberal democracy; success also requires a civil
society that inculcates the commitments of the religious axis.

In August 2003 in the United States, Christian supporters of the pub-
lic display of the Ten Commandments were defeated in their legal bat-
tle. They saw this battle as only a minor struggle in a broader cultural
and religious war, however. Vowing to continue their movement for
the public acknowledgment of God and the restoration of Christianity
as the basis of public law, the Christian activists formed the Spirit of
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Montgomery, a religious advocacy organization whose mission is “to
fan the flames of spiritual and moral renewal birthed in Montgomery,
Alabama, during the summer of 2003.”6 The Spirit of Montgomery
encourages Christians to resist judicial tyranny, where “the Federal
courts have used their usurped authority in a manner that evinces a
clear design to enforce at every level of government throughout the
United States a uniform regime of atheism.”7 It calls for Christians to
become politically active in their local congregations and communi-
ties in order to promote public display of the Ten Commandments
and legal recognition of the sovereignty of God. The movement recog-
nizes that “the enemies of the people’s right to honor God under the
Constitution prevailed [in Alabama], but a firestorm of freedom was
ignited in the hearts of Americans. The Spirit of Montgomery is dedi-
cated to fanning that fire as it spreads throughout the United States
and the world!”8 Again, the commitments of the religious axis have
been defied and liberal democracy challenged.

Regardless of the faith involved, civil societies premised on world-
views rejecting the commitments of the religious axis drastically reduce
their potential for a successful transition to liberal democracy. And even
within a pluralist society, the worldviews of religious communities fre-
quently challenge their host societies. The character of civil society,
then, is crucial for the cultural defense of liberal democracy.

The Character of Civil Society

For three centuries, classical liberalism has extolled the preeminence of
the individual before the power of the state. Consequently, the values
of individual liberty, private property, and social contracts have
become accepted as virtually inviolate. Similarly, the institutionaliza-
tion and implementation of democratic procedures, and the values of
majority rule, equality of rights, and the rule of law have also occu-
pied the moral high ground.9 Yet from each theoretical perspective,
that set of values seems clearly to override the other set. Liberalism
sets the rights of the individual and self-interest above the demands
of a likely tyrannical majority; democracy sees the mandate of the
majority in achieving the common good as outweighing the often
self-serving and socially disruptive interests of the individual. To main-
tain a balance between these competing and contrary sets of values is
to diminish the likelihood of extreme antagonism in either direction.
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As liberal democracy developed, its civil society forged a practical
tension between the two competing sets of values.10 In the American
experience, the political and religious cultures reflect this tension.
According to political scientist H. Mark Roelofs, American culture is
characterized by a Protestant ethos and a bourgeois ethos, which
reflect the values of those who settled in America.11 The Protestant
ethos encompasses a sense of radical individualism, through its com-
mitment to a doctrine of personal salvation by faith and grace. Related
to individualism is commitment to a view of radical egalitarianism,
which recognizes the equal dignity of each human being. Finally, the
Protestant ethos contains a sense of radical communitarianism, in that
it supports an ethical commitment to care for one’s neighbors. The val-
ues of the Protestant ethos incline toward a sense of community and
the common good.

Similarly, observes Roelofs, the bourgeois ethos comprises three
imperatives that also reflect the values of the early settlers.12 Its demand
for recognition of individualism grows out of modernity’s preoccupa-
tion with the welfare of the individual in contradistinction to the wel-
fare of the community, similar to the origins of radical individualism
in the Protestant ethos. Also related to individualism, the bourgeois
ethos embraces personal freedom and the rights that give freedom its
practical expression. Finally, it holds fundamental the right of private
property, as both a means of survival and a defense against govern-
mental tyranny. While the Protestant ethos reflects the importance of
the community and the bourgeois ethos reflects the importance of the
individual, the tension between the two is maintained in civil society
at the point of their common commitment to individualism. The val-
ues of the Protestant ethos and bourgeois ethos pervade civil society;
the stable construction and continuance of liberal democracy hinges
on this tension.

Civil society maintains this tension, thereby preventing a collapse
into either anarchy or totalitarianism. Both sets of values are extended
legitimacy through opportunities for voluntary participation in a
plethora of activities of a nonpolitical and noneconomic character,
from family life to self-help associations to religious organizations.13

The protection of civil society, in which individuals are free of political
compulsion but also free to join voluntarily nonpolitical associations,
has become the hallmark of liberal democracies throughout the
world. Civil society, in defending voluntary associations, religious
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diversity, and religion in the public square, promotes religious plu-
ralism in the search for the good society.

The epistemological, axiological, and political commitments of the
religious axis provide the basis for civil society’s acceptance of open
expressions of religiosity. The epistemological commitment encourages
individual intellectual pursuits based on rational, empirical analyses,
including biblical hermeneutics, philosophical speculation, and scien-
tific investigations. Enlightenment values of rationalism and empiri-
cism permeate the culture of civil society.

The axiological commitment defends individual conscience as the
basis of religious belief, including personal theological development
and participation in religious rituals. Civil society promotes the impor-
tance of freedom of thought, speech, and association, not only with
regard to politics but also with regard to religious matters.14 Without
use of political coercion, religious individuals and organizations may
freely attempt to convince each other of the truth or virtue of their
positions on matters of salvation, individual morality, social ethics,
and the common good.

The political commitment mandates the preference for religious lib-
erty over religious toleration with regard to the government’s relation-
ship to religion. When the government cannot use an official religion
to determine acceptable religious doctrine or practice for restrictive
purposes, religious liberty thrives. In addition, civil society is not to
be organized such that it can be controlled by the state, by powerful
economic interests, or by a single religious institution. When civil soci-
ety accepts the commitments of the religious axis as an inviolable obli-
gation, freedom of religion is protected, active, and flourishing.

In principle, all religions are treated equitably in the public square,
which reduces the likelihood of sectarian conflict. Equitable treatment
of religious sects tends to encourage theological anarchy in civil soci-
ety, however, as there can be no appeal to an external government insti-
tution for an authoritative decision about competing claims to
orthodoxy and orthopraxis. Nevertheless, as with many other social
issues, a gray area shrouds the point of divergence between religious
liberty and anarchy, often making it difficult to determine when the
blending of religious beliefs and political activity has become uncivil.

The values of American political culture, founded on the religious
axis and promulgated in civil society, place religious communities in
a peculiar situation. Religious beliefs and practices tend to be non-
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negotiable before nonbelievers and political authorities, in contrast to
public policy issues, which are generally subject to the demands of
negotiation and compromise in democratic polities. Yet, as organized
groups motivated by the factional imperative, religious groups seek
to influence the moral and political direction of society by participat-
ing in public policy debates along with secular interest groups. To be
effective in the public square, religious communities have had to learn
the language of public discourse and the techniques of political com-
promise. Nevertheless, the very essence of their beliefs, practices, ritu-
als, and ultimate social objectives, as well as their political activities,
tend to be illiberal. Liberalism, in turn, has abandoned grounding
individual rights in religious platitudes in favor of practical and
rational frameworks to justify acceptance of these rights. Fundamen-
tal differences about the sources of moral legitimacy remain.

The Source of Morality and Religious Liberty

In the modern era, religious arguments have conventionally relied
on the nonrational supposition that moral values are directly related
to natural rights, and that both originated with God. During the past
century, however, many liberal democratic states have shied away
from legal recognition of the increasingly questionable idea of natural
rights, relying instead on the relatively well-known concept of consti-
tutional rights. Furthermore, the idea of constitutionally posited indi-
vidual rights admits of rational defense. In the latter part of the
nineteenth century, John Stuart Mill provided the rational basis for
defending individual rights, including freedom of religion.

Mill argued that all points of view ought to be permitted free and
open expression in civil society, regardless of the absurdities advocated
or the eccentricities practiced.15 He defends his position by utilizing
two suppositions based on his own practical experience: the inability
of the state to possess a monopoly on truth, and the practical value of
diverse and contrary opinions expressed throughout civil society. He
asserts that the validity of theories based on empirical claims cannot
be known with any absolute certainty. A hypothesis about nature,
whether advocated as a scientific theory or from a theological perspec-
tive, can only be refuted, never verified.16 A single counterexample can
falsify a hypothesis, but to corroborate the hypothesis, all possible con-
ditions must be investigated, which is rarely possible. While the
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hypotheses of science lend themselves to free and open empirical fal-
sification or corroboration by others, theology encounters even greater
difficulties in advancing claims regarding nature.

According to Mill, “If religion, or any particular form of it, is true,
its usefulness follows without proof.”17 Nature, however, affords
no empirical evidence from which to derive transcendent truths or
develop a natural theology.18 That is, observations of human activ-
ities, which are a part of the natural world, reveal actions that may
be adjudged as good or bad. Individual judgments based on expe-
rience regarding the moral value of human behavior provide the
basis of civilized society. Nevertheless, Mill argued, to infer from
the existence of human or positive laws the existence of a natural
moral law is a logical mistake. Furthermore, to assert the existence
of natural law concomitant with a natural theology is to elevate
instinctual feelings, wishes, or sentiments above reason.19 Mill con-
cludes that “the sentiment of justice is entirely of artificial origin,
[with] the idea of natural justice not preceding but following that of
conventional justice.”20 The artificial elevation of subjective senti-
ments restricts the use of reason and denies it the possibility of dis-
covering any a priori natural law. The essence of Mill’s argument,
then, implies that the appeal to nature as a standard of morality is
not unlike the appeal to history as the basis for public policy; to
avoid a logical fallacy, both must insert subjectively determined
premises based on tendentious presuppositions of natural moral-
ity or divine intention.

Mill’s observations support the modern liberal claim that the polit-
ical culture of civil society must rely on rational as well as practical
considerations, not religious dogma. The culture must inculcate in
citizens the values necessary to resist authoritarian temptations and to
sustain and defend the liberal democratic state. These fundamental
values ought to guide civil society with regard to the political expec-
tations of individuals and groups. The recognition of individual and
group rights enables political and legal equality to protect religious
diversity and conflicting beliefs. The protection of diverse beliefs and
practices encourages the proliferation of religious factions competing
for new adherents. Under the factional imperative, correlated with the
success of their proselytizing efforts, many religious institutions will
utilize their social capital to compete for the attention of govern-
ment.21 They will perceive government as a source of benefits for sup-
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porting their religious activities as well as a means toward realizing the
social objectives of their public or political theologies.

Religion and Politics

The liberal democratic state supports the values of religious diversity
and liberty promoted by civil society, particularly in response to the pre-
vailing influences of the Protestant ethos and the bourgeois ethos. In
addition, the liberal democratic state also constructs internal obstacles
to the ascendancy of any faction attempting to seize political power.
In this way, cultural values and political restraints work together to
frustrate the dynamics and objectives of religious organizations that
seek the implementation of their particular vision of a just society.
Nevertheless, the neutral state is often perceived as hostile to the
intents of religion, even as it defends religious liberty. Political restraints
on religion, and official neutrality toward it, frequently put weaker reli-
gious organizations in the position of having to modify their teachings
and practices;22 many fear that modifications instigated by the state
will ultimately force them to become fully assimilated into secular
society, or be annihilated if they resist. Stronger religious organiza-
tions actively resist state restrictions on their activities, to the point of
threatening liberal democracy itself. They also compete with each
other for greater political influence.

The very process of religious factions struggling with each other to
attain political power diverts political energy away from other policy
issues. If the state fails to contain the struggle, the losing factions may
be annihilated. Yet the costs of annihilating the losing factions may be
greater than the benefits the dominant faction would gain. Depending
on the goals set by the dominant faction, the legal structure will likely
be used as a vehicle for the competition, which will resort to other tac-
tics should the legal structure fail. To the extent that the victor is
restrained from annihilating the losers, the losers will continue to
exist with a certain degree of autonomy. To the extent that the consti-
tutional framework of liberal democracy maintains a political infra-
structure with separation of powers including an independent
judiciary, the physical annihilation of losing factions will be unlikely.

The boundaries of constitutional restraints, moreover, could be
weakened and eventually left inoperable. Weakened boundaries would
allow long-term political domination by a religious faction, which
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could develop into a theocratic state. A theocracy would entail costs to
other religious factions, their severity depending on the theocracy’s
position between religious toleration and religious exclusivism. Even
far short of a theocracy, a religious faction that seeks vigorously both
to influence the cultural values of civil society and to gain political
ascendancy will likely generate widespread dissatisfaction, increasing
(perhaps exponentially) as the influence of other religious interests
decreases. This would polarize the citizenry, as the new religious
authoritarian regime emerged. The proponents of religious exclu-
sivism do not adhere to the logic of liberal democracy; indeed, the
logic of religious exclusivism conflicts with the logic and the dynam-
ics of liberal democracy in ways prone to produce universally devas-
tating consequences.

The Character of Liberal Democracy

Classical liberal theory, with democratic modifications within a con-
stitutional framework, recognizes a distinction between private or
individual pursuits and the public interest. With this distinction, indi-
viduals are assumed to possess inherent rights that afford them certain
freedoms in their personal pursuit of the good. Acknowledgment of
these rights serves both to restrain the behavior of other individuals
and to limit the actions of government. To prevent the unjust exer-
cise of collective power, these delimiting or negative rights require that
the policies of the government be restricted in their reach. By delim-
iting the power of government, individuals pursue their interests,
including associating with others, but only as long as others’ rights are
respected.

Furthermore, groups also take on the dynamics of individuals, as
they pursue their organizational interests. Recognizing that groups
possess most of the negative rights of individuals, the liberal demo-
cratic state concedes the freedom of groups to behave in self-interested
ways within civil society and the public square. Just as the inordinate
exercise of individual rights may lead to personal quarrels, the fac-
tional imperative may result in social conflict. Government must pro-
tect individuals’ rights from encroachments by other individuals, and
in a similar way must protect civil society from unacceptable exercise
of power by organized interests. Moreover, a government itself may
also behave as a troublesome faction, and so the internal arrangement
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of political power must be so ordered as to hinder government’s own
tendency toward despotism.

In addition, with regard to political economy, the constitutional
framework focuses primarily on the assignment of political powers
and functions, leaving economic matters as the proper subject of legis-
lation. In liberalism, the assumption of individual rights suggests the
presence of a market economy dependent upon supply and demand
as the pricing mechanism for efficient production and distribution of
resources, goods, and services. Given the primacy of individual rights
and their use to advance self-interest, the public good may not be
attained. Unrestricted, the personal pursuit of private interest, guided by
individual rationality alone, may result in unintended and unaccept-
able social consequences, and collective irrationality for civil society.
Given its responsibility to provide a political culture that maintains
social stability, civil society must maintain the tension between the
competing and contrary values of private interest and the common
good. Maintaining this tension allows both individual rights and
majority rule to coexist, if uneasily. When coexistence is threatened by
the factional imperative, however, a logic that justifies the imposition
of restrictions by the state on civil society also becomes imperative, par-
ticularly with regard to religious competition and sectarian violence.

When social conflict erupts as a result of religious activism in civil
society or the public square, the role of the liberal democratic state must
shift from passive observer to active intervener. In its passive role, the
state promulgates both sets of values in civil society. In active inter-
vention, however, the state will restrict personal or group behavior that
hinders public policies based on those competing values. The state
determines at what point religious liberty must be restricted so as to
preserve social stability and meet its policy objectives. The state must
first decide, through legislative or adjudicative means, the acceptable
threshold for implementing governmental restrictions, while it rec-
ognizes the necessity of preserving the tension in civil society between
freedom of religion and the common good.

For instance, violent militants may cross the threshold of liberty to
establish a preferred sect in the state; the sect would then be in a position
to justify intolerance toward other sects. Paradoxically, the potential
for abusing the commitments of the religious axis leaves the state in
the position of intervening to restrict religious liberty because religious
liberty is threatened. Moreover, while certainly not all government
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restrictions on religious liberty are violations of individual or human
rights, human rights abuses tend to occur when state intervention in
civil society disrupts, rather than protects, the tension between indi-
vidual rights and the common good.

Revisiting Religion and Modern Constitutionalism

By the first half of the nineteenth century in the United States, the
ethos of Enlightenment rationalism permeated civil society, as citi-
zens speculated on a variety of issues, including religious questions of
biblical meaning, especially as they related to personal salvation.23

Political and cultural acceptance of political freedoms of speech and
association found common cause with the emergence of populist
hermeneutics of interpretations of the Bible and the subsequent out-
burst of religious revivals. The increase in Christian freedom of
reliance on private judgement undermined the authority of the sys-
tematic theologies of mainline Protestant denominations and the
reach of religious hierarchies.24

The confluence of the three commitments of the religious axis and
the factional imperative had resulted in an explosion of religious
diversity and sectarian discord. Constitutional protection of the three
commitments placed Thomas Hobbes’s plague of religious pluralism
in the quarantine of civil society, with visiting rights in the public
square. Civil society provided fertile soil for the factional imperative
that nourishes the growth of religious pluralism, and political insti-
tutions provided the barriers that keep the wildness of religious over-
growth from choking all life out of the promise of liberal democracy.
By design, these conditions highlighted two difficulties encountered
by religious factions as they seek to find their place in the sun of lib-
eral democracy: fragmentation and subversion.

The first difficulty, foreseen by James Madison, serves as a natural
barrier to the possibility of a single religious faction occupying a priv-
ileged position and assuming political control of the state. Echoing
Hobbes’s insight of the relationship between passion and reason,
Madison stated, “As long as the reason of man continues fallible, and
he is at liberty to exercise it, different opinions will be formed. As long
as the connection subsists between his reason and his self-love, his
opinions and his passions will have a reciprocal influence on each
other; and the former will be subjects to which the latter will attach
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themselves.”25 While providing the basis of religious pluralism, the
factional imperative scatters on the wind the diverse seeds of reli-
gious ideas and institutions. In Adam Smith’s marketplace of religious
ideas, committed individuals and factions ply fundamentally different
beliefs, rituals, and practices, as they compete for adherents. Reli-
gious fragmentation, theological discord, and sectarian contention
in civil society spill over into the public square, where the exclusivism
of theological positions frequently undermines attempts to develop
religious coalitions to influence public policy. As long as religious
liberty is protected, religious diversity nurtured, and politics frag-
mented, the factional imperative serves as a deterrent to the likelihood
of close relations between religion and government. Religious factions
then develop and rely on public theologies, which encourage follow-
ers to accept the constitutional restrictions of liberal democracy. They
can then participate within the confines of fragmented politics to
influence policies regarding specific moral issues.

Ironically, the second difficulty of subversion also involves the fac-
tional imperative. While some religious individuals and groups opt for
external separation or internal withdrawal from civil society, more often
religious factions opt to remain and develop their own political or pub-
lic theologies to justify and encourage greater participation in the pub-
lic square. Religious factions may develop theologies of politics that
subvert the common understandings of liberal democracy. Motivated
by a subversive political theology, such factions then strive to accede to
political power through the mechanisms of the liberal democratic state;
they may attempt to use that power to contravene constitutional struc-
tures, change fundamentally the institutions of liberal democracy, and
progress toward a theocracy or religious commonwealth.

Nearly fifty years after the federal convention that produced the
U.S. Constitution, Alexis de Tocqueville visited the United States in
1831–1832 to observe what had been set in motion by the new and
revolutionary constitutional framework. In the two volumes of his
Democracy in America, published in 1835 and 1840, Tocqueville
recorded and analyzed American culture and social practices. In awe
of the extent to which the ethos of the religious axis had permeated
American society, he scrutinized the interconnectedness of the “spirit of
liberty” and the “spirit of religion.”26 Regarding politics and the role of
religious faith, Tocqueville found that civil liberty provides the ground-
ing for free discussion of social problems and proposed resolutions,
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and it considers the role of religion to be “the safeguard of morality,
and morality as the best security of law and the surest pledge of the
duration of freedom.”

Ironically, according to Tocqueville, it is in civil society, and not in
the public square, where religion influences politics: “In the United
States religion exercises but little influence upon the laws and upon
the details of public opinion; but it directs the customs of the com-
munity, and, by regulating domestic life, it regulates the state.”27 In
this way, the cool waters of religious morality can directly temper the
sizzling passions permitted by the liberal democratic state, and thus
indirectly impact the law-making process. On the other hand,
observed Tocqueville, “religious zeal is perpetually warmed in the
United States by the fires of patriotism.”28 He recommended that a
clear distinction be maintained between the essence of religion and
the fundamental nature of politics, since religious dogma and doc-
trine channel the direction of individual speculation regarding beliefs
and matters of personal salvation, while the public square relies pre-
cisely on free and open speculation regarding matters of public policy:
“The circle within which [religious sects] seek to restrict the human
intellect ought therefore to be carefully traced, and beyond its verge
the mind should be left entirely free to its own guidance.”29

Coinciding with Tocqueville’s observations and compatible with his
appraisal of religion and politics, Madison had earlier reaffirmed
Hobbes’s insight that religion arises from the innate need of individu-
als to understand and feel secure in their place in the universe.30 He also
reaffirmed his belief that “the rights of conscience” would be “invaded
by all Religious establishments,” including Christianity, if the United
States had established and financially supported a state religion.
Furthermore, Madison observed that the American experiment of dis-
establishmentarianism had demonstrated that both government and
the nation were better off without formal recognition and provision of
aid to religion: “But the existing character, distinguished as it is by its
religious features, and the lapse of time, now more than fifty years, since
the legal support of religion was withdrawn, sufficiently prove, that it
does not need the support of government. And it will scarcely be con-
tended that government has suffered by the exemption of religion from
its cognizance, or its pecuniary aid.”31

The relegation of religion to civil society with its support of reli-
gious pluralism had not harmed the ability of individuals to con-
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tribute privately toward the support of their denomination of choice,
according to Madison.32 As for the threat of the factional imperative,
he optimistically maintained that the presence of “excessive [reli-
gious] excitement” in civil society is not to be feared, as “reason will
gradually regain its ascendancy.” Invoking the essence of his argument
from half a century earlier, Madison concluded:

I must admit, moreover, that it may not be easy, in every possible case,
to trace the line of separation, between the rights of religion and civil
authority, with such distinctness, as to avoid collisions and doubts on
unessential points. The tendency to a usurpation on one side, or the
other, or to a corrupting coalition or alliance between them, will be best
guarded against by an entire abstinence of the government from inter-
ference, in any way whatever, beyond the necessity of preserving pub-
lic order, and protecting each sect against trespasses on its legal rights
by others.33

Madison continued to defend the exclusion of religion from a privi-
leged position in society and state, which he and his fellow delegates
had crafted at the federal convention.

Heeding Montesquieu’s warning that religion is easily tempted to
use the state for tyrannical purposes, modern constitutionalism typi-
cally implements a separation between religion and government—
some version of John Locke’s “bounds,” Thomas Jefferson’s “wall,”
Tocqueville’s “circle,” or Madison’s “line.” Like a fortified enclosure
to confine the unbridled forces of spiritual passion, the constitutional
framework of liberal democracy restrains the factional imperative of
religious denominations, sects, and movements of civil society when
they enter the public square. When predicated on the critical com-
mitments of the religious axis that initially protected the stirrings of
religious breezes, the Constitution protects these energetic organiza-
tions and their public and political theologies that challenge its struc-
tural integrity.

The line of demarcation between public theologies and political
theologies may not be obvious or impervious to the uncontrollable
dynamics of the other. Ever-increasing oscillations between the two
under the factional imperative increase the likelihood of the “public”
becoming “political.” Diverse theologies, interests, and objectives
swirl in the unpredictable mix of religion and politics, some ripe for
prudent coalitions, others clashing on points of doctrine or ethics.
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But if Madison’s assessment of the temperament of factions is sound,
the imperatives of religious fervor will increasingly test and even
threaten the constitutional boundaries and restraints that protect and
nurture them.

Maintaining the tension between the value sets of the Protestant
ethos and bourgeois ethos in civil society, however, virtually assures
that neither the ultimate objectives of individual freedom, including
religious liberty, nor those of social justice, including religious com-
munitarianism, will ever be completely realized. Liberal democracies
will incessantly experience religious conflict whenever the stability of
this tension is threatened. In the American experience, these two sets
of values have frequently clashed, requiring practical solutions to
avoid widespread social conflict. Consequently, to minimize conflict,
the United States has encouraged an atmosphere of prudence and
compromise in civil society, alongside commitment to its core politi-
cal values. Prudence and compromise, key to the success of both the
public square of democratic politics and the marketplace of religion
in civil society, have precluded ideological strife and religious warfare
that have plagued many non–liberal democratic societies. Further-
more, according to liberal democratic theory, constitutional protec-
tion of the commitments of the religious axis provides the necessary
conditions for a well-developed civil society. Thus a self-contained if
gyrating whole is maintained, which gives liberal democracy its pre-
carious balance and momentary stability.
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