The Development of Modern
Culture - Critical Role of
Christianity Downplayed

Steve Cable explodes 5 myths about history, showing
Christianity’s true critical role in the progress and
development of culture.

Is our history really what you have been taught in
school? For at least the last five decades 1in
schools across this nation, most of us have
digested a similar 1litany of facts about the
development of the Western world. Among these
commonly accepted facts are these five:

1. The Roman Empire introduced and maintained a period of
relative peace in which innovation and free thought could
flourish.

2. The Dark Ages, coming after the fall of the Roman Empire,
was a period of over 500 years during which the European
world languished in feudalism and ignorance.

3. The Protestant Reformation, fueled by the invention of
the printing press, introduced a new era of religious
freedom.

4. The Scientific Revolution was the result of Europe
casting aside religious “superstitions” during the so-called
Enlightenment.

5. Protestant missionaries were a negative, colonizing
influence on the non-Western world.
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SR D e In his recent book, entitled How the West
S eicn 2« i Won: The Neglected Story of the Triumph of
Modernity, Rodney Stark, Distinguished
Professor of the Social Sciences at Baylor
University, questions these “historical
facts” from our childhood along with many

Wt e ool others. His premise, based on the current

state of historical data and analysis, 1is
that the conventional wisdom about the

history of the western world was tainted by
the prejudices and lack of knowledge of the
early historical writers. His view 1is backed up by the
research and writings of many contemporary scholars. He
clearly points out that what is taught in our schools lags far
behind the common knowledge held by top researchers in the
field. It is interesting to note that this phenomenon is very
similar to the difference between high school textbooks on the
evolution of man and the current state of research into the
origins of life.

Stark concludes that contrary to the conventional wisdom of
high school textbooks, the worldview that developed as a
result of following after the God revealed in Christian
scripture was critical to the advent of our modern age. Only a
society steeped in the message of an all-powerful, loving,
creator of this universe was postured to take on the
scientific and societal endeavors which are crucial to our
society today. According to Stark, our modern world is not the
result of key people freeing themselves from the chains of
religious intolerance to pursue knowledge and truth, but
rather the result of people seeking to better understand this
universe created out of nothing into an orderly something by
our Lord and God.

In the remainder of this article, we will look at these five
key concepts of our history still taught to our students today
and see how contemporary research has significantly modified



or completely discredited them.

The Impact of Greece, Judaism, and Rome

Apart from periods of Jewish history, most of the world before
600 B.C. was controlled by systems of government that awarded
the elite few at the expense of the rest of society. In China,
India and Egypt societies had this common theme: “Wealth 1is
subject to devastating taxes and the constant threat of
usurpation; the challenge is to keep one’s wealth, not to make
it productive.”{1l} Their rulers strived to make it so. Stark
pointed this out: “As Ricardo Caminos put it about the ancient
Egyptians, ‘Peasant families always wavered between abject
poverty and utter destitution.’ If the elite seizes all
production above the minimum needed for survival, people have
no motivation to produce more.”{2}

Beginning around 600 B.C., the Greek city-states prior to the
reigns of Phillip of Macedonia and his son, Alexander the
Great, were the first to offer a different economic model on a
large scale. “The major benefit of Greek democracy was
sufficient freedom so that individuals could benefit from
innovations making them more productive, with the collective
result of economic progress.”{3} This unprecedented freedom
was partly the result of Greece having an unfavorable
geography with an abundance of mountains, no abundance of
natural resources, and no large navigable river. This
geography helped to promote the large number of small,
independent city states. “Thus, having an unfavorable
geography contributed to the greatness of Greece, for disunity
and competition were fundamental to everything else.”{4} Once
Greece was under the rule of the Macedonians and later the
Romans, the scale of innovation in the areas of democracy,
economic progress, the arts, and technology slowed
dramatically.

Unlike other peoples near the cities of Greece, the Jews were
greatly impacted by the Greek philosophers. Why? The God the



Jews worshipped was “conscious, concerned and rational”{5} and
as such the Jewish theologians were committed to reasoning
about God from the things God revealed through Scripture. At
this time the vast majority of Jews lived in the Diaspora
outside of Palestine. And so, like the Apostle Paul, these
Jews were exposed to Greek thought filtered through their
understanding of Scripture.

Of course, the early Christians accepted this view of God but
also added the idea that our knowledge of God and of his
creation 1is progressive.{6} Understand that our early
Christian fathers did not wholeheartedly embrace Greek ideas,
choosing to show how Christian doctrines were much more
rational. But they did embrace the ideas of reason and logic
which were behind Greek philosophy. This train of thought by
our Christian fathers set the stage for the development and
advances of science. As Stark notes, “The truth 1is that
science arose only because the doctrine of the rational
creator of a rational universe made scientific inquiry
plausible.”{7}

The rule of the Roman Empire provided centuries of relative
peace and free travel throughout the Mediterranean area. This
pax Romana facilitated the spread of Christianity across the
Mediterranean world and thus played an important role in the
growth of Christianity. However, Stark suggests that “the
Roman Empire as at best a pause in the rise of the West, and
more plausibly a setback.”{8}

Most of us probably view the Roman Empire as an expanded
version of the great age of Greece where advancements were
common in philosophy, commerce and technology. Stark points
out that as a large, centrally controlled empire, Rome had
plenty of labor and a large distance between the privileged
few and the laboring masses. Consequently, the art and
literature of the Roman period was fundamentally Greek. There
were very few technological innovations developed during this
period. In fact, “the Romans made little of no use of some



known technologies, e.g. water power.”{9} They preferred to
use manual labor rather than employ labor saving devices.

Stark suggests that two events during the period of Roman
control were important to the development of our modern
culture: the Christianization of the empire and the fall of
Rome. “It was Rome that fell, not civilization. . . the
millions of residents of the former empire did not suddenly
forget everything they knew. To the contrary, with the
stultifying effects of Roman repression now ended, the
glorious journey toward modernity resumed.”{10}

The Not-So-Dark Ages

My understanding of the Dark Ages as a student from the 1970’s
is probably similar to yours. It was pictured as a time in
which European culture took a step backward from the advances
of the Roman Empire and made little or no progress in
advancing culture, economics, philosophy, or technology. It
was a time characterized by wars and the stultifying
oppression of the Catholic Church. Many historians of the past
wrote that the fall of Rome cast Europe into this dismal age,
aided by Christianity which celebrated poverty and urged
contentment.

Stark, along with most modern historians, take a far different
view of this period of Western history. Stark puts it this
way: “The fall of Rome was, in fact, the most beneficial event
in the rise of Western civilization, precisely because it
unleashed creative competition among the hundreds of
independent political units, which, in turn resulted in rapid
and profound progress.”{11}

In this culture of independent political wunits, trade
developed and expanded rapidly, the average person ate better
and grew larger than in the past because the people could now
put to personal use the wealth Rome had previously squeezed
from them. “Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the Dark



Ages myth is that it was imposed on what was actually ‘one of
the great innovative eras of mankind.’'”{12} During this period
technology was developed and put into use “on a scale no
civilization had previously known.”{13}

One of the strongest influences during this period came from
the Scandinavians, the Vikings. “The Viking merchants traveled
a complex network of trade routes extending as far as Persia.

(The) Vikings had excellent arms, remarkable ships, and
superb navigational skills . . . Their boats were far superior
to anything found elsewhere on earth at that time.”{14} Our
history lessons, however, placed an emphasis on great empires
rather than movements impacting our way of life. “Not only
have they continued to regret the fall of Rome, but they
remember Charlemagne as the man who almost ‘saved’ Europe. In
fact, the Scandinavians were as civilized as the Franks, while
William the Conqueror was certainly as able as Charlemagne,
and considerably more tolerant.”{15}

One of the major events during this period was the rise of
capitalism as an economic driver. Capitalism can only exist in
societies with free markets, secure property rights and the
right of individuals to work where they wish. The Christian
West, out from under the yoke of the Roman Empire, was the
only society where this move was possible. As Stark explains,
“Of the major world faiths, only Judaism and Christianity have
devoted serious and sustained attention to human rights, as
opposed to human duties. Put another way, the other great
faiths minimize individualism and stress collective
obligations. They are . . . cultures of shame rather than
cultures of guilt. There is not even a word for freedom in the
languages in which their scriptures are written.”{16} Counter
to the position of earlier historians who put the advent of
capitalism much later in history, capitalism not only thrived
during this period but had been fully debated by theologians
who on the whole gave it general approval.

You may remember being taught that during these Dark Ages that



Islamic scholarship and technological innovation kept society
moving forward in the areas of science and technology. In
fact, Stark points out, “The ‘Golden Era’ of Islamic science
and learning is a myth. Some Muslim-occupied societies gave
the appearance of sophistication only because of the culture
sustained by their subject peoples — Jews and various brands
of Christianity.”{17} In fact when they later cleansed their
society of these other people, they soon fell back into a
state where any technology was bought from the West and in
many cases had to be operated by Westerners. One area where
this was revealed on multiple occasions was in the area of
military strategy and technology. In numerous battles between
A.D. 1200 and 1600, Western forces on land and on the oceans
typically inflicted casualties upon their Muslim foes at a
rate ranging from 10 to 1,000 Muslim casualties for every
casualty among the Western forces.

“Despite the record of Muslim failure against Western military
forces, far too many recent Western historians promulgate
politically correct illusions about Islamic might, as well as
spurious claims that once upon a time Islamic science and
technology were far superior to that of a backward and
intolerant Europe.”{18}

“In 1148 all Christians and Jews were ordered to convert to
Islam or leave Moorish Spain immediately, on pain of death.

. And as (they) disappeared, they took the “advanced” Muslim
culture with them. What they left behind was a culture so
backward that it couldn’t even copy Western technology but had
to buy it and often even had to hire Westerners to use

it.”{19}

What we had been taught were Dark Ages of no progress were
actually a period of great progress in the development of
individual freedom and the concept of capitalism.



The Reformation and Religious Freedom

Martin Luther, the catalytic figure of the Reformation,
asserted that salvation is God'’'s gift, freely given, and
gained entirely by faith in Jesus as the redeemer. Each person
must establish his or her own personal relationship with God.
This new emphasis on individual freedom and responsibility was
certainly consistent with the key aspects of Western
modernity. But the way these ideas played out in society were
a different matter.

The popular view promulgated by English and German historians
was that the Protestant Reformation, which roughly occurred
between A.D. 1515 and 1685, was facilitated by the printing
press and the spread of literacy, resulting in a “remarkable
revival of popular piety and the spread of religious liberty.”
You were probably taught that this new view of piety, placing
the responsibility of a relationship with God squarely on the
shoulders of the individual rather than on the intervening
work of the Church, created a new environment of religious
tolerance and personal piety. This environment was
invigorating to the concepts of scientific and economic
progress. However, the real situation was far different from
this idealistic view promulgated by English and German
historians. Far from introducing religious liberty to the
masses, the Protestant Reformation was more about switching
one monopoly religion for another.

Stark points out three ways in which earlier historians and
sociologists have misrepresented what went on in the spread of
the Protestant Reformation. These historians and probably your
high school history textbook, taught the following about the
Reformation:

1. The Reformation introduced an era of religious freedom in
Europe

2. The Reformation was able to spread rapidly because of the



newly invented printing press

3. The Reformation’s spread was partially a result of its
attractiveness to the common man.

On the first point, rather than introducing an era of
religious freedom, the Reformation produced competing monopoly
religions. Depending upon the area in which one lived, the
pressure to conform to the religion adopted by that region was
immense. So what determined whether your region would be
Catholic or Protestant? If the area’s current Catholic
hierarchy was not operating under the rule of local rulers or
councils, the rulers were very likely to convert to a
Protestant view, thereby removing the influence of the
Catholic Church in their domain. Importantly, it allowed them
to loot church property in the name of religion. As Stark
point out, “It is all well and good to note the widespread
appeal of the doctrine that we are saved by faith alone, but
it also must be recognized that Protestantism prevailed only
where the local rulers or councils had not already imposed
their rule over the Church. Pocketbook issues prevailed.”{20}

Was it the printing press that allowed the Reformation to
spread rapidly? If so, one would expect that cities with
printing presses producing Luther’s pamphlets and his Bible,
would be most likely to align with Protestantism. Yet what we
find is a negative correlation between towns with printers who
had published Luther’s Bible and those towns which had
converted to Protestantism. The printing press was certainly a
factor in spreading Luther’s theology, but if it was the
dominant factor we should see a strongly positive correlation,
not a negative one. “Indeed, assessments of the impact of
printed materials on the success of the Lutheran Reformation
too often overlook a critical factor: no more than five
percent of Germans in this era could read.”{21}

Finally, a widely held belief is that the Lutheran Reformation
touched the hearts of the masses, resulting in a huge revival



in personal faith and piety. However, most people were not
personally impacted by the theological arguments between
Catholicism and Protestantism. The common man in Germany at
that time was, at best, semi-Christian. As Stark points out,
“Eventually even Martin Luther admitted that neither the tidal
wave of publications nor all the Lutheran preachers in Germany
had made the slightest dent in the ignorance, irreverence, and
alienation of the masses. Luther complained in 1529, “Dear
God, help us! . . . The common man, especially in the
villages, knows absolutely nothing about Christian doctrine;
and indeed many pastors are in effect unfit and incompetent to
teach. Yet they all are called Christians, are baptized, and
enjoy the holy sacraments — even though they cannot recite
either the Lord’s Prayer, the Creed or the Commandments. They
live just like animals.”

The Scientific Revolution and
Christianity

The term “Scientific Revolution” was coined, referring to the
period in the sixteenth and seventeenth century beginning with
Copernicus and ending with Newton, when the rate of scientific
advancement was thought to have increased dramatically.
However, modern historians say that no such revolution
occurred, although the role of science definitely matured
during that period of time. Many of us remember being taught
three aspects of this so-called revolution that we want to
consider:

1. Most key scientific contributors had freed themselves
from the rigid dogmas of faith.

2. The Protestant Reformation had freed society from “the
dead hand of the Catholic Church,” thereby making real
scientific thinking possible.

3. Real science could not occur in universities controlled
by the churches.



However, Rodney Stark points out that current evidence
indicates that all of these claims are false, stating,
“Indeed, Christianity was essential to the rise of science,
which is why science was a purely Western phenomenon.”{22}

Of the 52 most prominent contributors to scientific
advancement during this period, we find that 60% of them were
devout believers in Christianity. Only one of them was a
skeptic toward the message of Christianity. And the rest were
classified as conventionally religious. So, the idea promoted
by contemporary philosophers that scientific advancement was
the result of freeing themselves from belief in the dogmas of
the faith could not be further from the truth.

Of these 52 leaders of the scientific community, 26 were
Protestant and 26 were Catholic. This equal distribution
belies the common wisdom that the Protestant revolution
allowed real scientific thinking to begin to take root. It
appears that prior advances in scientific thought had prepared
the minds of these individuals to advance the frontiers even
further, regardless of whether they were Protestant or
Catholic. Both faiths believed in God as the Intelligent
Designer of a rational universe, and a rational universe was
one that could be understood through the application of the
scientific method.

As noted earlier, most modern historians sided with the
statement, “Not only were the universities of Europe not the
foci of scientific activity . . . but the universities were
the principal centers of opposition for the new conceptions of
nature which modern science constructed.”{23} Actually, 92% of
these leaders in scientific research spent an extended period
of time of ten years or more in the universities. Nearly half
of them served as university professors during their careers.
In fact, the distinguished historian of science Edward Grant
stated, “The medieval university laid far greater emphasis on
science than does its modern counterpart.”{24}



Stark wrote, “Science only arose in Christian Europe because
only medieval Europeans believed that science was possible and
desirable. And the basis of their belief was their image of
God and his creation.”{25} As the distinguished mathematician
and scientist, Johannes Kepler stated, “The chief aim of all
investigations of the external world should be to discover the
rational order and harmony imposed on it by God and which he
revealed to us in the language of mathematics.”{26} Thus, the
so-called scientific revolution occurred not in spite of
Christianity but rather directly because a Christian worldview
beckoned them to study the nature of our world more closely.

Protestant Missionaries and the Rise of
Western Democracies

Protestant missionaries are often portrayed as the villains of
imperialistic expansion. They have often been portrayed as
having a greater interest in converting their charges to
Western culture than introducing them to eternal life through
Jesus Christ. However, their personal and public publications
do not support this negative view. On the contrary,
“Missionaries undertook many aggressive actions to defend
local peoples against undue exploitation by colonial
officials.”{27}

Beyond correcting this distorted view of missionary purpose,
modern historians have discovered an interesting impact. A
recent study has shown that the rise and spread of stable
democracies in the non-Western world can be attributed
primarily to the impact of Protestant missionaries. According
to a study by sociologist Robert Woodberry, {28} the impact of
these missionaries far exceeds that of fifty other control
variables such as gross domestic product and whether or not a
nation was a British colony. One would think that having a
healthy amount of production per individual would be one of
the biggest factors leading to a stable democratic government.
But the data shows that it has been much more important to



have the teaching and leadership development provided by
Protestant missionaries.

In addition, the greater number of Protestant missionaries per
capita in a nation in 1923, the lower that nation’s infant-
mortality rate in 2000. In this case, the effect of having
Protestant missionaries was more than nine times as large as
the effect of current GDP per capita. In other words, having a
history of Protestant missionaries is much more important than
having a large amount of money in determining a low infant-
mortality rate.

Conclusion

Many of us have been given the impression by educators that
the scientific, governmental, and societal advances we enjoy
are the result of enlightened people taking off their
religious blinders and thinking more clearly about these
topics. Sociologist Rodney Stark presents compelling data,
arguing that in fact it was the unique worldview of
Christianity that created societies in which new ideas could
foment and flourish. This Christian worldview was fundamental
to the advances in economics, science and government common 1in
our current world. Understanding the worldview that fueled the
advances making up our modern world is important if we are to
continue to move ahead responsibly.
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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
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:
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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 1is 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 institutions, 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, “Of 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 1ife 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 guided the American people for nearly two



centuries and whose crowning lay 1in 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, in 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 1is 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, it 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 is
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 its

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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