One Nation Under God

The Christian influence in American history has been lost.
Kerby Anderson provides an overview of nearly 160 years of our
nation’s founding history by discussing Ten Things Every
Christian Should Know About the Founding of America.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

Founders of America: Part One

G.K. Chesterton once said that “America
is the only nation in the world that is founded on a creed.
That creed is set forth with dogmatic and even theological
lucidity in the Declaration of Independence.”{1l} We are going
to document the origins of this country by looking at a book
entitled One Nation Under God: Ten Things Every Christian
Should Know About the Founding of America.{2}

The first thing every Christian should know 1is that
“Christopher Columbus was motivated by his Christian faith to
sail to the New World.” One example of this can be found in
his writings after he discovered this new land. He wrote,
“Therefore let the king and queen, the princes and their most
fortunate kingdoms, and all other countries of Christendom
give thanks to our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, who has
bestowed upon us so great a victory and gift. Let religious
processions be solemnized; let sacred festivals be given; let
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the churches be covered with festive garlands. Let Christ
rejoice on earth, as he rejoices in heaven, when he foresees
coming to salvation so many souls of people hitherto lost.”{3}

The second thing every Christian should know is “The Pilgrims
clearly stated that they came to the New World to glorify God
and to advance the Christian faith.” It could easily be said
that America began with the words, “In the name of God. Amen.”
Those were the first words of our nation’s first self-
governing document—the Mayflower Compact.

The Pilgrims were Bible-believers who refused to conform to
the heretical state Church of England and eventually came to
America. Their leader, William Bradford, said “A great hope
and inward zeal they had of laying some good foundation, or at
least to make some way thereunto, for the propagating and
advancing the gospel of the kingdom of Christ in those remote
parts of the world; yea, though they should be but even as
stepping stones unto others for the performing of so great a

work."”{4}

Many scholars believe that the initial agreement for self-
government, found in the Mayflower Compact, became the
cornerstone of the U.S. Constitution. This agreement for self-
government, signed on November 11, 1620, created a new
government in which they agreed to “covenant and combine”
themselves together into a “Body Politick.”

British historian Paul Johnson said, “It is an amazing
document . . . . What was remarkable about this particular
contract was that it was not between a servant and a master,
or a people and a king, but between a group of like-minded
individuals and each other, with God as a witness and symbolic
co-signatory.”{5}



Founders of America: Part Two

The third thing every Christian should know is “The Puritans
created Bible-based commonwealths in order to practice a
representative government that was modeled on their church
covenants.” Both the Pilgrims and the Puritans disagreed with
many things about the Church of England in their day. But the
Pilgrims felt that reforming the church was a hopeless
endeavor. They were led to separate themselves from the
official church and were often labeled “Separatists.” The
Puritans, on the other hand, wanted to reform the Church of
England from within. They argued from within for purity of the
church. Hence, the name Puritans.

At that time, there had been no written constitution 1in
England. The British common law was a mostly oral tradition,
articulated as necessary in various written court decisions.
The Puritans determined to anchor their liberties on the
written page, a tradition taken from the Bible. They created
the Body of Liberties which were established on the belief
that Christ’s rule is not only given for the church, but also
for the state. It contained principles found in the Bible,
specifically ninety-eight separate protections of individual
rights, including due process of law, trial by a jury of
peers, and prohibitions against cruel and unusual punishment.

The fourth thing every Christian should know is that “This
nation was founded as a sanctuary for religious dissidents.”
Roger Williams questioned many of the Puritan laws 1in
Massachusetts, especially the right of magistrates to punish
Sabbath-breakers. After he left Massachusetts and founded
Rhode Island, he became the first to formulate the concept of
“separation of church and state” in America.

Williams said, “The civil magistrate may not intermeddle even
to stop a church from apostasy and heresy.”{6} In the 1643
charter for Rhode Island and in all its subsequent charters,
Roger Williams established the idea that the state should not



enforce religious opinion.

Another dissident was the Quaker William Penn. He was the main
author of the founding governmental document for the land that
came to be known as Pennsylvania. This document was called The
Concessions, and dealt with not only government matters but
was also concerned with social, philosophical, scientific, and
political matters. By 1680, The Concessions had 150 signers,
and in the Quaker spirit, this group effort provided for far-
reaching liberties never before seen in Anglo-Saxon law.

Paul Johnson said that at the time of America’s founding,
Philadelphia was “the cultural capital of America.” He also
points out: “It can be arqued, indeed, that Quaker
Pennsylvania was the key state in American history. It was the
last great flowering of Puritan political innovation, around
its great city of brotherly love.”{7}

Education and Religion in America

The fifth thing every Christian should know 1is that “The
education of the settlers and founders of America was uniquely
Christian and Bible-based.” Education was very important to
the founders of this country. One of the laws in Puritan New
England was the 0ld Deluder Act. It was called that because it
was 1intended to defeat Satan, the 0ld Deluder, who had used
illiteracy in the 0ld World to keep people from reading the
Word of God. The New England Primer was used to teach colonial
children to read and included the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostle’s
Creed, and the text of many hymns and prayers.

We can also see the importance of education in the rules of
many of the first colleges. The Laws and Statutes of Harvard
College in 1643 said: “Let every student be plainly instructed
and earnestly pressed to consider well the main end of his
life and studies is to know God and Jesus Christ which 1is
eternal life (John 17:3)."{8}



Yale College listed two requirements in its 1745 charter: “All
scholars shall live religious, godly, and blameless lives
according to the rules of God’s Word, diligently reading the
Holy Scriptures, the fountain of 1light and truth; and
constantly attend upon all the duties of religion, both in
public and secret.”{9}

Reverend John Witherspoon was the only active minister who
signed the Declaration of Independence. Constitutional scholar
John Eidsmoe says, “John Witherspoon is best described as the
man who shaped the men who shaped America. Although he did not
attend the Constitutional Convention, his influence was
multiplied many times over by those who spoke as well as by
what was said.”{10}

New Jersey elected John Witherspoon to the Continental
Congress that drafted the Declaration of Independence. When
Congress called for a national day of fasting and prayer on
May 17, 1776, John Witherspoon was called upon to preach the
sermon. His topic was “The Dominion of Providence over the
Affairs of Men.”

The sixth thing every Christian should know is that “A
religious revival was the key factor in uniting the separate
pre- Revolutionary War colonies.”

Paul Johnson, author of A History of the American People,
reports that the Great Awakening may have touched as many as
three out of four American colonists.{1l1l} He also points out
that this Great Awakening “sounded the death-knell of British
colonialism.”{12}

As John Adams was to put it afterwards, “The Revolution was
effected before the War commenced. The Revolution was in the
mind and hearts of the people: and change in their religious
sentiments of their duties and obligations.”

Paul Johnson believes that “The Revolution could not have
taken place without this religious background. The essential



difference between the American Revolution and the French
Revolution is that the American Revolution, in its origins,
was a religious event, whereas the French Revolution was an
anti-religious event.”{13}

Clergy and Biblical Christianity

The seventh thing every Christian should know is that “Many of
the clergy in the American colonies, members of the Black
Regiment, preached liberty.” Much of this took place in so-
called “Election Sermons” of Massachusetts, Connecticut, New
Hampshire, and Vermont. Often the ministers spoke on the
subject of civil government in a serious and instructive
manner. The sermon was then printed so that every
representative had a copy for himself, and so that every
minister of the town could have a copy.

John Adams observed, “The Philadelphia ministers thunder and
lighten every Sabbath’ against George III’'s despotism.”{14}
And in speaking of his native Virginia, Thomas Jefferson
observed that “pulpit oratory ran like a shock of electricity
through the whole colony.”{15}

Some of the most influential preachers include John
Witherspoon, Jonathan Mayhew, Samuel West, and Reverend John
Peter Muhlenberg. Reverend Mayhew, for example, preached a
message entitled “Concerning Unlimited Submission to the
Higher Powers, to the Council and House of Representatives in
Colonial New England.” He said, “It is hoped that but few will
think the subject of it an improper one to be discoursed on in
the pulpit, under a notion that this is preaching politics,
instead of Christ. However, to remove all prejudices of this
sort, I beg it may be remembered that all Scripture 1is
profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for
instruction in righteousness.’ Why, then, should not those
parts of Scripture which related to civil government be
examined and explained from the desk, as well as others?”{16}



The eighth thing every Christian should know is that “Biblical
Christianity was the driving force behind the key leaders of
the American Revolution.”

In 1772, Samuel Adams created a “Committee of Correspondence”
in Boston, in order to keep in touch with his fellow Americans
up and down the coast. Historian George Bancroft called Sam
Adams, “the last of the Puritans.”{17} His biographer, John C.
Miller, says that Samuel Adams cannot be understood without
considering the lasting impact Whitefield’s preaching at
Harvard during the Great Awakening had on him.{18} Adams had
been telling his countrymen for years that America had to take
her stand against tyranny. He regarded individual freedom as
“the law of the Creator” and a Christian right documented in
the New Testament.{19} As the Declaration was being signed,
Sam Adams said, “We have this day restored the Sovereign to
Whom all men ought to be obedient. He reigns in heaven and
from the rising to the setting of the sun, let His kingdom
come.”

The Founding Documents

The ninth thing every Christian should know 1is that
“Christianity played a significant role in the development of
our nation’s birth certificate, the Declaration of
Independence.” For example, the Presbyterian Elders of North
Carolina drafted the Mecklenburg Declaration in May 1775 under
the direction of Elder Ephraim Brevard (a graduate of
Princeton). One scholar says “In correcting his first draft of
the Declaration it can be seen, in at least a few places, that
Jefferson has erased the original words and inserted those
which are first found in the Mecklenburg Declaration. No one
can doubt that Jefferson had Brevard’s resolutions before him
when he was writing his immortal Declaration.”{20}

The relationship between the Declaration of Independence and
the Constitution is crucial. The Declaration is the “why” of
American government, while the Constitution is the “how.”



Another influence on the Declaration was George Mason'’s
“Virginia Declaration of Rights.” Notice how similar it sounds
to the Declaration: “That all men are by nature equally free
and independent and have certain inherent rights, of which,
when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any
compact, deprive or divest their posterity; namely, the
enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and
possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and
safety.”

Paul Johnson says, “There is no question that the Declaration
of Independence was, to those who signed it, a religious as
well as secular act, and that the Revolutionary War had the
approbation of divine providence. They had won it with God’s
blessing and afterwards, they drew up their framework of
government with God’s blessing, just as in the seventeenth
century the colonists had drawn up their Compacts and Charters
and Orders and Instruments, with God peering over their
shoulders.”{21}

The tenth thing every Christian should know is that “The
Biblical understanding of the sinfulness of man was the
guiding principle behind the United States Constitution.” John
Eidsmoe says, “Although Witherspoon derived the concept of
separation of powers from other sources, such as Montesquieu,
checks and balances seem to have been his own unique
contribution to the foundation of U.S. Government.”{22} He
adds, “One thing is certain: the Christian religion,
particularly Rev. Witherspoon’s Calvinism, which emphasized
the fallen nature of man, influenced Madison’s view of law and
government.”{23}
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American Government and
Christianity - A Biblical
Worldview Perspective

Kerby Anderson looks at how a Christian, biblical framework
operated as a critical force in establishing our constitution
and governmental system. The founders views on the nature of
man and the role of government were derived from their
biblical foundation.

America’s Christian Roots

The founding of this country as well as the framing of the key
political documents rests upon a Christian foundation. That
doesn’t necessarily mean that the United States is a Christian
nation, although some framers used that term. But it does mean
that the foundations of this republic presuppose a Christian
view of human nature and God’'s providence.

In previous articles we have discussed “The Christian Roots of
the Declaration and Constitution” [on the Web as “The
Declaration and the Constitution: Their Christian Roots” ] and
provided an overview of the books 0On Two Wings and One Nation
Under God. Our focus in this article will be to pull together
many of the themes of these resources and combine them with
additional facts and quotes from the founders.

First, what was the perspective of the founders of America?
Consider some of these famous quotes.

John Adams was the second president of the United States. He
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saw the need for religious values to provide the moral base
line for society. He stated in a letter to the officers of the
First Brigade of the Third Division of the Militia of
Massachusetts:

We have no government armed with power capable of contending
with human passions unbridled by morality and religion.
Avarice, ambition, revenge, or gallantry, would break the
strongest cords of our Constitution as a whale goes through a
net. Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious
people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any
other.{1}

In fact, John Adams wasn’t the only founding father to talk
about the importance of religious values. Consider this
statement from George Washington during his Farewell Address:

And let us with caution indulge the supposition, that
morality can be maintained without religion. Whatever may be
conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of
peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to
expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of
religious principle.{2}

Two hundred years after the establishment of the Plymouth
colony in 1620, Americans gathered at that site to celebrate
its bicentennial. Daniel Webster was the speaker at this 1820
celebration. He reminded those in attendance of this nation’s
origins:

Let us not forget the religious character of our origin. QOur
fathers were brought hither by their high veneration for the
Christian religion. They journeyed by its light, and labored
in 1its hope. They sought to incorporate its principles with
the elements of their society, and to diffuse its influence
through all their 1institutions, civil, political, or
literary.{3}



Religion, and especially the Christian religion, was an
important foundation to this republic.

Christian Character

It is clear that the framers of this new government believed
that the people should elect and support leaders with
character and integrity. George Washington expressed this in
his Farewell Address when he said, “0Of all the dispositions
and habits which lead to political prosperity, Religion and
Morality are indispensable supports.”

Benjamin Rush talked about the religious foundation of the
republic that demanded virtuous leadership. He said that, “the
only foundation for a useful education in a republic is to be
laid on the foundation of religion. Without this there can be
no virtue, and without virtue there can be no liberty, and
liberty is the object and life of all republican
governments.”{4}

He went on to explain that

A Christian cannot fail of being a republican . . . for every
precept of the Gospel inculcates those degrees of humility,
self- denial, and brotherly kindness which are directly
opposed to the pride of monarchy. . . . A Christian cannot
fail of being useful to the republic, for his religion
teaches him that no man “liveth to himself.” And lastly a
Christian cannot fail of being wholly inoffensive, for his
religion teaches him in all things to do to others what he
would wish, in like circumstances, they should do to him.{5}

Daniel Webster understood the importance of religion, and
especially the Christian religion, in this form of government.
In his famous Plymouth Rock speech of 1820 he said,

Lastly, our ancestors established their system of government
on morality and religious sentiment. Moral habits, they



believed, cannot safely be trusted on any other foundation
than religious principle, nor any government be secure which
is not supported by moral habits. . . .Whatever makes men
good Christians, makes them good citizens.{6}

John Jay was one of the authors of the Federalist Papers and
became America’s first Supreme Court Justice. He also served
as the president of the American Bible Society. He understood
the relationship between government and Christian values. He
said, “Providence has given to our people the choice of their
rulers, and it is the duty, as well as the privilege and
interest of our Christian nation to select and prefer
Christians for their rulers.”{7}

William Penn writing the Frame of Government for his new
colony said, “Government, like clocks, go from the motion men
give them; and as governments are made and moved by men, so by
them they are ruined too. Wherefore governments rather depend
upon men, than men upon governments. Let men be good, and the
government cannot be bad.”{8}

The founders believed that good character was vital to the
health of the nation.

New Man

Historian C. Gregg Singer traces the line of influence from
the seventeenth century to the eighteenth century in his book,
A Theological Interpretation of American History. He says,

Whether we look at the Puritans and their fellow colonists of
the seventeenth century, or their descendants of the
eighteenth century, or those who framed the Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution, we see that their
political programs were the rather clear reflection of a
consciously held political philosophy, and that the various
political philosophies which emerged among the American
people were 1intimately related to the theological



developments which were taking place. . . . A Christian world
and life view furnished the basis for this early political
thought which quided the American people for nearly two
centuries and whose crowning lay in the writing of the
Constitution of 1787.{9}

Actually, the line of influence extends back even further.
Historian Arnold Toynbee, for example, has written that the
American Revolution was made possible by American
Protestantism. Page Smith, writing in the Religious Origins of
the American Revolution, cites the influence of the Protestant
Reformation. He believes that

The Protestant Reformation produced a new kind of
consciousness and a new kind of man. The English Colonies in
America, 1in turn, produced a new unique strain of that
consciousness. It thus follows that it 1is 1impossible to
understand the intellectual and moral forces behind the
American Revolution without understanding the role that
Protestant Christianity played in shaping the 1ideals,
principles and institutions of colonial America.{10}

Smith argues that the American Revolution “started, in a
sense, when Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses to the church
door at Wittenburg.” It received “its theological and
philosophical underpinnings from John Calvin’s Institutes of
the Christian Religion and much of its social theory from the
Puritan Revolution of 1640-1660.{11}

Most people before the Reformation belonged to classes and
social groups which set the boundaries of their worlds and
established their identities. The Reformation, according to
Smith, changed these perceptions. Luther and Calvin, 1in a
sense, created a re- formed individual in a re-formed world.

Key to this is the doctrine of the priesthood of the believer
where each person is “responsible directly to God for his or



her own spiritual state... The individuals who formed the new
congregations established their own churches, chose their own
ministers, and managed their own affairs without reference to
an ecclesiastical hierarchy.”{12}

These re-formed individuals began to change their world
including their view of government and authority.

Declaration of Independence

Let’s look at the Christian influence on the Declaration of
Independence. Historian Page Smith points out that Thomas
Jefferson was not only influenced by secular philosophers, but
was also influenced by the Protestant Reformation. He says,

Jefferson and other secular-minded Americans subscribed to
certain propositions about law and authority that had their
roots in the Protestant Reformation. It is a scholarly
common-place to point out how much Jefferson (and his fellow
delegates to the Continental Congress) were influenced by
Locke. Without disputing this we would simply add that an
older and deeper influence — John Calvin — was of more
profound importance. {13}

Another important influence was William Blackstone. Jefferson
drew heavily on the writings of this highly respected jurist.
In fact, Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England were
among Jefferson’s most favorite books.

In his section on the “Nature of Laws in General,” Blackstone
wrote, “as man depends absolutely upon his Maker for
everything, 1t is necessary that he should, in all points,
conform to his Maker’s will. This will of his Maker is called
the law of nature.”{14}

In addition to the law of nature, the other source of law 1is
from divine revelation. “The doctrines thus delivered we call
the revealed or divine law, and they are to be found only in



the Holy Scriptures.” According to Blackstone, all human laws
depended either upon the law of nature or upon the law of
revelation found in the Bible: “Upon these two foundations,
the law of nature and the law of revelation, depend all human

laws.”{15}

Samuel Adams argues in “The Rights of the Colonists” that they
had certain rights. “Among the natural Rights of the Colonists
are these: First, a Right to Life; second, to Liberty; third,
to Property; . . . and in the case of intolerable oppression,
civil or religious, to leave the society they belong to, and
enter into another. When men enter into society, it is by
voluntary consent.”{16} This concept of natural rights also
found its way into the Declaration of Independence and
provided the justification for the American Revolution.

The Declaration was a bold document, but not a radical one.
The colonists did not break with England for “light and
transient causes.” They were mindful that they should be “in
subjection to governing authorities” which “are established by
God” (Rom. 13:1). Yet when they suffered from a “long train of
abuses and usurpations,” they believed that “it is the right
of the people to alter or abolish [the existing government]
and to institute a new government.”

Constitution

The Christian influence on the Declaration is clear. What
about the Constitution?

James Madison was the chief architect of the Constitution as
well as one of the authors of the Federalist Papers. It is
important to note that as a youth, he studied under a Scottish
Presbyterian, Donald Robertson. Madison gave the credit to
Robertson for “all that I have been in life.”{17} Later he was
trained in theology at Princeton under the Reverend John
Witherspoon. Scholars believe that Witherspoon’s Calvinism
(which emphasized the fallen nature of man) was an important



source for Madison’s political ideas.{18}

The Constitution was a contract between the people and had its
origins in American history a century earlier:

One of the obvious by-products [of the Reformation] was the
notion of a contract entered into by two people or by the
members of a community amongst themselves that needed no
legal sanctions to make it binding. This concept of the
Reformers made possible the formation of contractuals or, as
the Puritans called them, *“covenanted” groups formed by
individuals who signed a covenant or agreement to found a
community. The most famous of these covenants was the
Mayflower Compact. In it the Pilgrims formed a “civil body
politic,” and promised to obey the laws their own government
might pass. In short, the individual Pilgrim invented on the
spot a new community, one that would be ruled by laws of 1its

making. {19}

Historian Page Smith believes, “The Federal Constitution was
in this sense a monument to the reformed consciousness. This
new sense of time as potentiality was a vital element in the
new consciousness that was to make a revolution and, what was
a good deal more difficult, form a new nation.”{20}

Preaching and teaching within the churches provided the
justification for the revolution and the establishment of a
new nation. Alice Baldwin, writing in The New England Clergy
and the American Revolution, says,

The teachings of the New England ministers provide one line
of unbroken descent. For two generations and more New
Englanders had . . . been taught that these rights were
sacred and came from God and that to preserve them they had a
legal right of resistance and, 1f necessary a right to .
alter and abolish governments and by common consent establish
new ones.{21}



Christian ideas were important in the founding of this
republic and the framing of our American governmental
institutions. And I believe they are equally important in the
maintenance of that republic.
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On Two Wings

-

Introduction

Michael Novak has been and continues to be
one of the most influential intellectuals of our time. Author
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of more than thirty books, he has been a professor at Harvard,
Stanford, and Notre Dame and was awarded the $1 million
Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion.

So it is significant that his recent book, 0On Two Wings,
documents the Judeo-Christian foundations of this country and
disputes the teaching that the American Founders were secular
Enlightenment rationalists. Instead, he persuasively argues
that they were the creators of a unique American blend of
biblical faith, practical reason, and human liberty.

In his preface, Michael Novak says, “Although I have wanted to
write this book for some forty years, my own ignorance stood
in the way. It took me a long time, time spent searching up
many byways and neglected paths, and fighting through a great
deal of conventional (but mistaken) wisdom, to learn how many
erroneous perceptions I had unconsciously drunk in from public
discussion.”{1}

Novak believes that “most of us grow up these days remarkably
ignorant of the hundred men most responsible for leading this
country into a War for Independence and writing our nation’s
Constitution.”{2}

The way American history has been told for the last century 1is
incomplete. Secular historians have “cut off one of the two
wings by which the American eagle flies.” The founding
generation established a compact with the God of Israel “and
relied upon this belief. Their faith is an indispensable part
of their story.”{3}

Historical research by a number of scholars documents the
significant influence of the Bible on the founders. Two
decades ago, Constitutional scholars and political historians
(including one of my professors at Georgetown University)
assembled 15,000 writings from the Founding Era. They counted
3154 citations in these writings. They found that the two
political philosophers most often quoted were Montesquieu and



Blackstone. But surprisingly, the reference most quoted was
the Bible. It was quoted 34 percent of the time. This was
nearly four times as often as Montesquieu or Blackstone and 12
times more often than John Locke.

While secular historians point to Locke as the source of the
ideas embodied 1in Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of
Independence, they usually fail to note the older influence of
other authors and the Bible. “Before Locke was even born, the
Pilgrims believed in the consent of the governed, social
compacts, the dignity of every child of God, and political
equality.”{4} By forcing a secular interpretation onto
America’s founding history, these secular historians ignore
the second wing by which the American eagle took flight.

Philosophical Assumptions of the Founders
of this Country

First, the Bible was the one book that literate Americans in
the 18th century could be expected to know well. Biblical
imagery was a central part of American life. For example,
Thomas Jefferson suggested as a design for the Seal of the
United States a representation of the children of Israel in
the wilderness, led by a cloud by day and pillar of fire by
night.

Second, the founders believed that time “was created for the
unfolding of human liberty, for human emancipation. This
purpose requires humans to choose for or against building
cities worthy of the ideals God sets before them: liberty,
justice, equality, self-government, and brotherhood.”{5}

The first paragraph of The Federalist describes this important
moment with destiny:

It seems to have been reserved to the people of this country,
by their conduct and example, to decide the important
question, whether societies of men are really capable or not



of establishing good government from reflection and choice,
or whether they are forever destined to depend for their
political constitutions on accident and force.{6}

The founders believed that they could learn from history and
put together piece by piece what they called “an improved
science of politics.” History, they believed, was a record of
progress (or decline) measured against God’s standards and
learned from personal and historical experience.

Third, the founders also held that everything in creation was
intelligible and thus discernible through reason and rational
evaluation. They also believed that God was The Creator and
thus gave us life and liberty. Thomas Jefferson said, “The God
Who gave us life gave us liberty at the same time.”

Novak concludes that without this philosophical foundation,
“the founding generation of Americans would have had little
heart for the War of Independence. They would have had no
ground for believing that their seemingly unlawful rebellion
actually fulfilled the will of God — and suited the laws of
nature and nature’s God. Consider the jeopardy in which their
rebellion placed them: When they signed the Declaration, they
were committing treason in the King’'s eyes. If their frail
efforts failed, their flagrant betrayal of the solemn oaths of
loyalty they had sworn to their King doomed them to a public
hanging. Before future generations, their children would be
disgraced. To still their trembling, they pled their case
before a greater and wholly undeceivable Judge, appealing to
the Supreme Judge of the world for the Rectitude of our
Intentions.”{7}

Seven Events in the Founding of this
Country

The first event was the first act of the First Continental
Congress in September 1774. When the delegates gathered in



Philadelphia, their purpose was to remind King George of the
rights due them as Englishmen. But as they gathered, news
arrived that Charlestown had been raked by cannon shot while
red-coated landing parties surged through its streets.

The first motion of the Congress proposed a public prayer.
Some of the delegates spoke against the motion because, they
argued, Americans were so divided in religious sentiments
(Episcopalians, Quakers, Anabaptists, Presbyterians,
Congregationalists). Sam Adams arose to say he was no bigot
and could hear the prayer from any gentleman of piety and
virtue. He proposed that Reverend Duch had earned that
character.

The next day, a white-haired Episcopal clergyman dressed in
his pontificals pronounced the first official prayer before
the Continental Congress. Before this priest knelt men like
Washington, Henry, Randolph, Rutledge, Lee, and Jay. The
emotion in the room was palpable. John Adams wrote to his wife
Abigail that he “had never heard a better prayer, or one so
well pronounced.” He went on to say that it was “enough to
melt a heart of stone. I saw tears gush into the eyes of the
old, grave pacific Quakers of Philadelphia.”{8}

The second event was the sermon by John Witherspoon of
Princeton on May 17, 1776. In this pivotal sermon, Witherspoon
who had opposed the rebellion went over to the side of
independence. His influence cannot be overstated. He was James
Madison’'s teacher and he is credited with having taught one
vice-president, twelve members of the Continental Congress,
five delegates to the Constitutional Convention, forty-nine
U.S. representatives, twenty-eight U.S. Senators, three
Supreme Court justices, and scores of officers in the
Continental Army. His sermons were printed in over 500
Presbyterian churches throughout the colonies.

His message centered on the doctrine of divine providence. He
argued that even things that seem harmful and destructive may



be turned to the advantage of the patriots. Even the enemies
of law and morality cannot escape being the instruments of
Providence. Witherspoon argued that liberty is God’s gift and
all of creation has been contrived so that out of darkness and
despair, freedom will come to fruition.

Michael Novak concludes that, “During the years 1770-1776, the
fires of revolution were lit by Protestant divines aflame with
the dignity of human conscience. ‘To the Pulpit, the Puritan
Pulpit,’ wrote John Wingate Thornton, ‘We owe the moral force
which won our independence.'”{9}

The third event was the writing of the Declaration of
Independence. Its very form was that of a traditional American
prayer, similar to the Mayflower Compact. In essence, it was
only the latest in a long series of local and regional
covenants which put all governmental bodies on notice by
establishing a national compact.

The fifty-six signers of the Declaration were mostly Christian
and represented mostly Christian people. The four names that
these signers gave to God were: Lawgiver (as in “Laws of
Nature and Nature’'s God”), Creator (“endowed by their Creator
with certain inalienable rights”), Judge (“appealing to the
Supreme Judge of the World for the Rectitude of our
Intentions”), and Providence (“with a firm Reliance on the
Protection of divine Providence”).

Novak points out that “Three of these names (Creator, Judge,
Providence) unambiguously derive from Judaism and came to
America via Protestant Christianity. The fourth name for God,
‘Lawgiver,’ could be considered Greek or Roman as well as
Hebraic. But Richard Hooker showed that long tradition had put
‘Lawgiver,’ too, in a Biblical context.”{10}

The fourth event was a national day of prayer. Only five
months after the Declaration, “the pinch and suffering of war
and a poor harvest seriously imperiled morale.” Congress set



aside December 11, 1776 as a Day of Fasting and Repentance.

The fifth event occurred when George Washington became
commander of the amateurs who became the Continental Army. He
knew he had to prepare them for the adversity to come. “To
stand with swollen chests in a straight line, beneath snapping
flags, to the music of fife and drums is one thing; to hold
your place when the British musketballs roar toward you like a
wall of blazing lead, and all around you the flesh of
screaming friends and brothers is shredded, is another.”{11}

Washington knew there would be bitter winters and hot summers
with no pay and little food. Often the soldiers would have to
frequently retreat rather than face frontal combat from the
enemy. He knew his only hope was to fashion a godly corps
whose faith was placed in the Creator not battlefield
victories. So Washington gave orders that each day begin with
formal prayer, to be led by officers of each unit. He also
ordered that officers of every unit “to procure Chaplains
according to the decree of the Continental Congress.”
Washington knew that prayer and spiritual discipline were
essential to his army’s success.

The sixth event occurred toward the end of the fighting season
in late August, 1776. George Washington had assembled 12,000
local militiamen of the Continental Army on Long Island.
British Generals Howe, Clinton, Cornwallis, and Percy along
with the German Major General von Heister landed a royal
detachment twice as large to the rear of the Continental Army.
The British took up positions to march swiftly toward the East
River to trap Washington’s entire army and put an end to the
American insurrection.

Seeing that they might lose everything, Washington put out a
call for every available vessel so that he might ferry his
troops by cover of night back to Manhattan. All night the men
scoured for boats, marched in silence, and rowed. But by dawn,
only a fraction had made their escape. The Americans prepared



for the worst. As if in answer to their prayers, a heavy fog
rolled in and lasted until noon.

By the time the fog lifted, the entire Army escaped. Many gave
thanks to God. And Washington and many others considered it
one of those “signal interventions” by Divine Providence that
saved the army and allowed the revolution to continue.

The seventh event was the establishment of Thanksgiving near
the end of the third year of the war. Congress had many
reasons to express thanksgiving to God and to seek His
continued mercy and assistance. John Witherspoon was called
upon to draft a Thanksgiving Day recollection of those events.
The Congress urged the nation to “humbly approach the throne
of Almighty God” to ask “that he would establish the
independence of these United States upon the basis of religion
and virtue.”

Following the wartime precedent of the Congress, Washington
issued his first Thanksgiving Day Proclamation shortly after
becoming president in 1789. He reminded the nation of God’s
protection and provision in the Battle of Long Island all the
way to their victory at Yorktown. Years later Abraham Lincoln,
after annual presidential proclamations of Thanksgiving waned,
reinstituted a national day of Thanksgiving on November 26,
1863 and the tradition has continued ever since.

Conclusion

Michael Novak has provided Americans with a great service 1in
documenting the Christian influence in the founding of this
country. This religious influence is the second wing that
tapped into the deepest energies of the human spirit and
propelled this nation forward through difficult times and
great challenges.

It is also fitting that we remember these important religious
concepts and their influence on our nation. If we take



seriously the words of George Washington in his Farewell
Address to the Nation, then our ignorance of our nation’s past
may yet be our destruction. That is why we must study our
history and teach it correctly to the next generation so we
may keep the torch of freedom alive for generations to come.
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