
The Constitution of the United States was written over two hundred years ago. Needless to say, it has stood the test of time. However, as in any written work that has remained essentially unchanged (many amendments have been added but the text has remained unchanged), there will always be questions as to the interpretation of certain points. When those points deal with everyday issues that mean so much to us as citizens, those discussions can become quite heated indeed. One of the most prevalent disputes today has to do with the separation of Church and State. 


This issue is important to the vast majority of American citizens. That is why I have endeavored to add something to this debate. The reader should be warned: if he or she is looking for the definitive word on this debate, they will be disappointed. However, if the reader seeks a new perspective on this debate, one that can bring people together instead of apart, I believe they will find this essay to be of interest.


The new perspective I offer is one that is not often heard in the debate. It has three components. First, the Founding Fathers were religious men. Second, they wanted a separation of church and state. Finally, they wanted a separation of church from state not in spite of their religious beliefs but because of their religious beliefs. The body of the paper shows how I came to this conclusion.


The first step in creating a new perspective on this debate is to consider the current perspectives in this debate. While there are a number of different opinions in this debate, there are two major schools of thought that define the current status of the debate. In this essay I have identified the two groups, or schools of thought, as separatists and fundamentalists. Separatists are those that believe in a strict separation between church and state. In general, they object to any involvement of government in religious matters. This group represents many different organizations. Fundamentalists do not believe in a strict separation of church and state. They advocate such things as mandatory school prayer. This grouping also represents many organizations, mostly fundamentalist Christians. The question becomes how did these two schools of thought come to different conclusions based on the same evidence? 


The difference between these positions is interpretation and emphasis. The first thing to consider is what the law and the Constitution mandates regarding the relationship between government and religion. Both sides agree with what the Constitution (in the Bill of Rights) says and the importance of the dictates within but do not agree in regards to the interpretation. Separatists hold to the letter of the law. The Constitution makes little mention of religious matters, except to say that there would be no “religious litmus test” to determine someone’s qualifications for public office.
 The Bill of Rights endeavored to clarify government’s role in religion. The First Amendment reads as follows “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof . . .”
 Separatists believe that this means that any government involvement in religion is unconstitutional. This is the crux of the separatist argument. Fundamentalists disagree, they see the First Amendment as a protection of one’s right to practice their religion but that it does not exclude any and all government participation in religion. Their argument is based on the writings of the Founding Fathers, a group of men who were involved in writing the Constitution as well as a great amount of material dealing with their thoughts on government, religion and other subjects.
 The fundamentalists believe that these writings prove that the Founding Fathers were Christians and that they had a Judeo-Christian country in mind when they created the Constitution. The separatists reject this argument on three levels. First, they claim that some of the quotes the fundamentalists use are erroneous or taken out of context. Second, separatists also use quotes from the Founding Fathers to support their position. Third, the laws say what they say and they must be adhered to. It does not matter how the Founding Father’s writings are interpreted (not that they believe the Founding Fathers did not support their position), the laws are paramount.
 Fundamentalists also believe that since the courts declared activities such as school prayer unconstitutional, society’s problems such as crime rate have increased. Separatists do not see a relationship between the lack of school prayer and society’s current problems.


This essay will concentrate on the second argument cited in the previous paragraph.  In regard to the first argument, the laws themselves are not debated but rather their interpretation. As far as the third argument is concerned, it is beyond the scope of this essay to speculate on sociological issues. Therefore, this essay will concentrate on the writings of the Founding Fathers. The debate centers on what the Founding Fathers meant. Fundamentalists and separatists do not dispute the laws or their significance, they disagree on the interpretation of those laws and what the Founding Fathers meant when they wrote those laws.  I will attempt to shed some light on the Founding Fathers intentions by analyzing their writings. I intend to use quotes that show the Founding Fathers’ views on religion and how those views affected the government they created. Some of the quotes will be longer than those normally used in this debate; indeed one of my goals is to present context. Longer quotes serve this goal nicely. I believe that they will show both of the commitments the Founding Fathers made: to their religious beliefs and to the separation of church and state. 


It is important to establish some background before delving into the writings of the Founding Fathers. The Founding Fathers were, like anyone else, responding to the social and philosophical forces of the time. Foremost among these forces is the Enlightenment. The Enlightenment was an 18th century movement that, among other things, rallied against the rule of the Church and the monarchy. While they were not anti-religion, they were against the rigid church doctrines of their day. This movement led to republicanism, a political theory that eschewed the capricious rule of a monarch for the rule of law. Even the monarch was subject to the government and its laws. This had a significant impact on the thoughts and views of Founding Fathers such as Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. Jefferson and Madison knew about the philosophies in Europe. They had liberal ideas about freedom of conscience. Leo Pfeffer and Anson Stokes, leading church and state scholars, consider their contributions in bringing about separation of church and state and the resulting religious freedom was nothing short of epoch-making.
 


The second force that impacted the Founding Fathers was the Great Awakening. The Great Awakening took place between 1720 and 1750. It featured a heightened interest in religion. Men such as Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield traveled from church to church to preach their message of religious fervor. It also encouraged diversity within Christianity that led to an increase of sects, referred to today as denominations. Because of these sects, it was increasingly more difficult for one Christian denomination like the Puritans or Calvinists to dominate a government in any particular colony as they did in the early colonial days. Related to this rise in religious toleration was a man named Roger Williams. Williams was the leader of the colony of Rhode Island. His ideas on religious toleration were far and above any others at that point. The tide in history was turning against religious conformity and toward religious liberty.


These social forces had a definitive impact on the Founding Fathers. The Great Awakening caused people to not only be more tolerant of other Protestant sects but also caused an increase in religious awareness and devotion. Men like Jefferson and Madison may have paved the way in a legal sense for the separation of religion from government but the greater diversity in the religious population (along with the aforementioned Enlightenment ideas) prompted them towards this action. As historians point out, these social forces and the religious devotion that was evident in the Founding Fathers was the impetus for governmental acts concerning religious devotion and religious liberty
. It was common for the Continental Congress to issue fast-day proclamations before the Revolutionary War. The Continental Congress opened with prayer before convening as well. The Declaration of Independence makes four references to God, showing a fundamental theistic belief if not the evangelistic fervor found among more devoted followers. Pfeffer maintains that The Declaration of Independence is almost as important for religion as it was for politics. It asserts that government is subject to a higher authority and that it cannot take certain freedoms away, including freedom of religion. George Washington, after he was inaugurated as President, declared November 26, 1789 as a national day of prayer and thanksgiving, a tradition which has endured for the better part of two hundred years. Historians use these actions as evidence of the religious nature of the newly minted country and its leaders.


Historians also point to this time period as one in which religious plurality existed. In 1797, a treaty with Tripoli asserted that the United States was not in any sense founded on the Christian religion. James Madison proclaimed several days of prayer and fasting for the war of 1812 but the Federalists opposed this because they did not approve of the war and found his declaration to be at the height of arrogance. Thomas Jefferson did not continue the tradition of proclaiming national days of prayer and fasting, believing that the responsibility lay with the religious societies themselves.


The Constitution, the Bill of Rights and some background on these two documents are important to an understanding of this debate as well. As was noted earlier, the Constitution made no mention of God and very little about religion. There were those that opposed the Constitution because of this. For example, Timothy Dwight of Yale, considered the foremost representative of conservative Christianity, decried the omission and attributed it to Thomas Jefferson’s influence.
 Common wisdom attributes this omission to the idea that since the Constitution was a federal document and that any powers not attributed to the federal government were remanded to the states, the Framers saw no reason to refer to something (religious freedom) which the federal government had no place. Nevertheless, some of the states as well as Thomas Jefferson and some others demanded amendments to insure that the federal government would stay out of religion, among other things. Federalists such as Alexander Hamilton, John Jay and James Madison assured everyone that there was no need for such amendments. Madison eventually relented and joined the Committee of Eleven that wrote the Bill of Rights; the first being the establishment and free exercise clause.


How do historians view the religious beliefs of the Founding Fathers themselves? It is obvious by the Founding Father’s actions (and it will become more so by their own words) that they had strong religious beliefs. However, historians do not have any firm details on their religious beliefs. This becomes important when the Fundamentalists assertion that America was founded on Christianity (or at least a Judeo-Christian ethic). Thomas Jefferson is thought by most to be a Deist, one who believes in an ultimate power but does not believe that it meddles extensively in human affairs. There is much debate on George Washington’s religious beliefs, many Christians look at his writings as conclusive proof that Washington was a Christian, others are not so sure. One book that delves into this subject is Paul Boller JR’s book George Washington and Religion. He does not reach any definitive conclusions he does state that while Washington was a supporter of religious liberty, he did not make any definitive statements about the specifics of his faith. Boller goes so far as to say that his references to the Christian religion were formalistic in nature and betrayed an outsider outlook.
 Similar ambiguities exist when discussing the specifics of the religious beliefs of the other Founding Fathers.


This background information is important to consider in any conversation on the subject. However, this essay is dedicated to reexamining the words of the Founding Fathers themselves. The question then becomes which Founding Fathers should be considered? The criteria to be considered are as follows: one, did the person have a significant impact on the Constitution and the Bill of Rights; second, did the person support the Constitution and the Bill of Rights after they were written and three, did the person have strong opinions regarding the issues related to religion and government. These criteria led to the omission of several men. For example, Alexander Hamilton was an influential man in the making and ratifying of the Constitution but he wrote little about the religion and government issue. He did have strong religious convictions that he occasionally mentioned, especially in the time right before his death in a duel with Aaron Barr but he did not write much about government’s role in it (perhaps feeling it was a state matter). Another example involves Patrick Henry. He had strong opinions on the religion and government issue and he articulated them but he was not a supporter of the Constitution that he had a small hand in building. Many famous Americans had strong opinions regarding the religion issue but since they were not involved in the framing of the Constitution, their opinions do not advance the debate. In the end, there were three men who met the criteria: Thomas Jefferson, James Madison and George Washington. Jefferson and Madison are considered by historians to be the foremost proponents of this issue. They supported the Constitution that they had a great hand in creating and left many writings on the subject. They are also cited with regularity by both separatists and fundamentalists alike. Both sides also cite George Washington and while he was not as prolific on the religion issue, he did have quite definitive opinions that deserve consideration. I have also studied John Adams’ opinions on the subject and while I did not find a great deal of useful material, I do use one quote in which he offers his definitive opinions on the subject.


The modern researcher or historian has the great tool of compilations available to him or her. These compilations contain most or all of someone’s unedited important writings, including speeches, bills and personal letters, in one convenient place. They also have limited, unobtrusive commentary that explains some points the researcher might find useful but allows the researcher to find what he or she will without interference. The ones I have used include: The Complete Madison, Thomas Jefferson’s Writings, John Adams’ Political Writings and The Complete Hamilton (consulted but not used in the essay). I have also found the previously mentioned book George Washington and Religion book useful, especially its appendix of Washington’s letters that are unedited thus rending it useful for both primary and secondary source material. The only disadvantage to using compilations is that one is at the editor’s mercy in regards to what is included and what is not but by securing a through compilation, that problem can be minimized. I have analyzed these primary sources in regards to the writings offered on religion and the government’s place in it.


After considering the writings of these men, I have found it obvious that religion was extremely important to them. I have also found that religious liberty and the lack of governmental interference was equally important. Finally, I have found that the religion these men practiced formed their opinions on government, certainly not the other way around. My conclusion is thus: The Founding Fathers set up the separation of church and state not as a limit to religion but rather as an enhancement to religious practice and expression. I offer the following analysis of the primary sources to support my thesis.


Thomas Jefferson is considered to be among the foremost of the Founding Fathers. He was a proponent of the Constitution but only if a Bill of Rights was created to safeguard the citizens from their government. In a letter addressed to Alexander Donald, he wrote, “I wish with all my soul that the nine first conventions may accept the new Constitution, because this will secure to us the good it contains, which I think great and important. But I equally wish, that the four later conventions, which ever they may be, may refuse to accede to it, till a declaration of rights be annexed.” He listed freedom of religion and freedom of the press and commerce. Jefferson found the freedoms of the citizens, starting with religion, to be of primary importance.


Thomas Jefferson wanted a strong separation of church and state. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, he explained how the history of the first settlers shaped that belief. He wrote:
The first settlers in this country were emigrants from England, of the English church, just at a point in time when it was flushed with complete victory over the religious of all other persuasions. Possessed, as they became, of the powers of making, administering and executing the laws, they shewed equal intolerance in this country with their Presbyterian brethren, who had emigrated to the northern government. The poor Quakers were flying from persecution in England. They cast their eyes on these new countries as asylums of civil and religious freedom; but they found them free only for the reigning sect.


 Jefferson had observed and experienced the disadvantages of government involvement in religion. He also rallied against several statutes in Virginia law that regulated religious practice. For example, a denial of the Christian religion and its doctrines was illegal, punishable by disqualification to hold public office, payment of fines and, on the third offense, three years imprisonment without bail. The offender’s children could also become wards of the state during this imprisonment.
 Jefferson tasted the fruit of religious intolerance in his home state and found it bitter.


Due to his experiences, Thomas Jefferson became an advocate of eliminating religion from government. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson established the tenants for government involvement in religion as well as his rationale. “The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as there are injurious to others”, said Jefferson and he continued with this assessment “But it does me no injury for my neighbour to say there are twenty gods or no god. It neither picks my pocket or breaks my leg.”
 Jefferson did not concern himself with the religious beliefs of others.


Jefferson was a crusader for the cause of separation of church and state. In a letter to the Danbury Baptist Association he stated: 

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between man and his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legislative powers of government reach actions only, and not opinions. I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American people which declared that their legislature should ‘make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof’, thus building a wall of separation between church and state.
 

This is purported to be the first use of the term “separation of church and state” but it does not mean, as some fundamentalists purport, that the principal is not present in the Constitution. The term is simply an eloquent way of stating the constitutional principle of freedom of religion and that is why it is widely used today, especially by separatists.


Another example of Jefferson’s commitment to the separation principal can be found in his letter to Reverend Samuel Miller concerning the recommendation of a day of prayer and fasting. He begins his response noting the distinction between recommending and prescribing (or forcing) and adds:

It must be meant too that this recommendation is too carry some authority, and to be sanctioned by some penalty on those who disregard it; not indeed of fine and punishment, but of some degree of proscription perhaps in public opinion. And does the change in the nature of the penalty make the recommendation the less a law of conduct for those to whom it is directed?

 Jefferson had no intention to broach even a recommendation from government concerning religious practices. He believed that a social stigma could be as difficult to deal with as a jail term or fine and he would not allow it.


Because of Jefferson’s staunch approach to the separation of church and state, it would be possible to conclude that Jefferson was an irreligious man. That would be untrue. However, it is true that Jefferson’s religious beliefs were somewhat different than the typical beliefs of his time period. For example, the virgin birth along with resurrection of Christ is considered by most Christians to be the foundation of their faith. Jefferson dismissed the virgin birth with the following “And the day will come when the mystical generation of Jesus, by the supreme being as his father in the wound of a virgin will be classed with the fable of the generation of Minerva in the brain of Jupiter”.
 This is not to say that Jefferson lacked respect for Jesus. For example, he referred to Jesus as “the most venerated reformer of human errors”.
  Jefferson had a somewhat unique view on the Christian religion. He asserts that he is “a Christian, in the only sense he wished anyone to be” (the he referring to Jesus himself). Jefferson explains that statement with this description of his beliefs “sincerely attached to his doctrines, in preference to all others; ascribing to himself every human excellence & believing he never claimed any other”.
 In other words, he admired Christ but did not adhere to the religion that his followers established.

He disputed those who inserted Platonic elements into “pure Christianity”, claiming they “call me infidel and themselves Christians and preachers of the gospel, while they draw all their characteristic dogmas from what its author never said nor saw”. In that same letter he maintained that if Jesus “were to return to earth, (he) would not recognize one feature” of the religion he was credited with founding.
 Even though Jefferson describes himself as a Christian, it is likely that fundamentalists would not share that opinion, perhaps calling him infidel.

There is no question Jefferson considered himself a religious man but did his religious beliefs enter his political writings? Yes, they did. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, he explains why he is adamant about the separation of church and state. He states that “reason and free enquiry are the only effectual agents against error. Give a loose to them, they will support the true religion by bringing every false one to the tribunal, to the test of their investigation. They are the natural enemies of error, and of error only.” Government interference can only squelch the power of reason. In that same passage, Jefferson makes this interesting statement: “Had not the Roman government permitted free enquiry, Christianity could have never been introduced” According to Jefferson, the reason Christianity was able to grow was due to the Roman government’s lack of interference in religious matters. This point could be disputed, the Roman government first persecuted Christians then, after the period of tolerance Jefferson is undoubtedly referring to, made Christianity the only legal religion of the Empire. Nevertheless, Jefferson’s opinions on the idea that religious ideas only grow when government does not force the citizens to adhere to a state sponsored and approved religion are expressed clearly here.


It is true that Thomas Jefferson was a supporter of church and state because it would allow religious belief to flourish. If he were the only one, it would be important but it would not be definitive. Jefferson may have been the most eloquent founding father who supported separation but he was not the only one. James Madison is another devoutly religious founding father who supported the separation of church and state because he believed it would allow religious belief and expression to flourish.


James Madison’s opinions on the separation of church and state are very valuable in the debate. Madison co-authored, along with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, The Federalist. This book serves as an advocate and a defense for the U.S. constitution. He also contributed much to the writing of the Constitution. Because of this, Madison’s opinions and thoughts have much influence.


Religious persecution was a subject that James Madison was quite familiar with. In a letter to William Bradford, Jr. he relays the following: “that diabolical, hell-conceived principle of persecution rages among some; and to their eternal infamy, the clergy can furnish their quota of imps for such business. This vexes me the worst of anything whatever. There are at this time in the adjacent country not less than five or six well-meaning men in close jail for publishing their religious sentiments, which in the main are very orthodox”. This letter expresses Madison’s profound opposition to any manner of religious persecution both professionally and personally.


James Madison was a supporter of the separation principal. An example of his diligence in this manner appears in a veto he wrote in 1811 regarding a bill entitled “An Act incorporating the Protestant Episcopal Church in the town of Alexandria, in the District of Columbia”. The reasoning for his veto is as follows:

The bill exceeds the rightful authority to which governments are limited by the essential distinction between civil and religious functions, and violates in particular the article of the Constitution of the United States which declares that ‘Congress shall make no law respecting a religious establishment.
 

Madison would not allow the government to get involved in religion in any way and rejecting this bill is evidence of that. 


According to Madison, America was fortunate to have a variety of religious sects; otherwise freedom of religion would be a vice, not a virtue. He stated in the Virginia convention: “if there were a majority of one sect, a bill of rights would be a poor protection for liberty” but because of the variety of sects “no one sect will ever be able to outnumber or depress the rest.”
 Madison was a great supporter of religious variety. It is doubtful that he would be a supporter of the Fundamentalist view that this is a Judeo-Christian nation, he would see such a view as a threat to the religious liberties that he supported and that America enjoys today.


Even though Madison supported the separation principal, he was not an irreligious man. In fact, he was quite religious and he expressed that on multiple occasions. One of his most definitive expressions of faith came in an address to the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia in 1785. Even though this was an address that stressed the importance of the government keeping separate from religion he concludes his address with this statement “earnestly praying, as we are in duty bound, that the Supreme Lawgiver of the Universe, by illuminating those to whom it is addressed, may on the one hand, turn their councils from every act which would affront his holy prerogative, or violate the trust committed to them: and on the other, guide them into every measure which may be worthy of his blessing…”.
 Madison placed great importance on enacting the will of God, whom he calls the Supreme Lawgiver of the Universe, and urged others, especially in government, to do the same.


If Madison was such a religious man, why was he so opposed to the involvement of the government in religion? In fact, this is one of the fundamentalist arguments: since the founding fathers were a religious group, they could not have meant for such a drastic separation of government and religion. In Madison’s case, this argument is false. In a letter addressed to F.L. Schaeffer, he made the connection between the separation principal and his devout religious beliefs saying:

The experience of the United States is a happy disproof of the error so long rooted in the unenlightened minds of well-meaning Christians, as well as in the corrupt hearts of persecuting usurpers, that without a legal incorporation of religious and civil policy, neither could be supported. A mutual independence is found most friendly to practical Religion, to social harmony and to political prosperity.

 This statement is as relevant today as it was in 1821 when Madison wrote it, especially in light of the current church and state debate. Through the separation principal, Madison aimed to aid, not hinder religion.


Jefferson and Madison were the most outspoken and perhaps most eloquent proponents of the separation of church and state but they certainly were not the only proponents. For example, George Washington also believed that church and state should remain separate. While historians do not always consider Washington a founding father per se, he certainly had enough influence to affect political and popular opinion and was also the first President of the United States. In a letter written in 1789 to the First Presbytery of the Eastward, Washington definitively declares himself in favor of separating religion from government by making this statement: “and here, I am persuaded, you will permit me to observe, that the path of true piety is so plain as to require but little political attention. To this consideration we ought to ascribe the absence of any regulation respecting religion from the Magna Charta of our country. 
 In another letter, this one addressed to the Quakers and composed in 1789 as well, Washington makes a less explicit but no less definitive statement on the relationship between religion and government: 

The liberty enjoyed by the people of these states, of worshipping Almighty God agreeably to their consciences, is not only among the choicest of their blessings, but also of their rights. While men perform their social duties faithfully, they do all that society or the state can with propriety demand or expect; and remain responsible only to their Maker for the religion, or modes of faith, which they may prefer or profess.

 Not only does this statement confirm Washington’s commitment to the separation principal but it also shows Washington as a man of religious conviction. It was never Washington’s intention to hinder the cause of religion as he asserts:

If I could have entertained the slightest apprehension that the Constitution framed in the Convention, where I had the honor to preside, might possibly endanger the religious rights of any ecclesiastical Society, certainly I would have never placed my signature to it; and if I could now conceive that the general Government might ever be so administered as to render the liberty of conscience insecure, I beg you will be persuaded that no one will be more zealous than myself to establish effective barriers against the horrors of spiritual tyranny, and every species of religious persecution.


John Adams is undoubtedly one of the most influential founding fathers. He was the second President of the United States and a man who followed his conscience rather than accede to the popular opinion of the day. Although Adams was not prolific in his writings on the proper relationship between church and state, a clause written in A Declaration of the Rights of the Inhabitants of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts defines his commitment to the separation principal, his religious faith and the idea that separating religion from government helps rather than hinders religious faith. It stated:

It is the duty of all men in society, publicly and at stated seasons, to worship the SUPREME BEING, the great Creator and preserver of the universe. And no subject shall be hurt, molested or restrained, in his person, liberty, or estate, for worshipping GOD in the manner most agreeable to the dictates of his own conscience; or, for his religious profession or sentiments, provided he does not disturb the public peace or obstruct others in their religious worship.


It may seem like a contradiction that the founding fathers were both supporters of separation of church and state and devoutly religious men. However, they believed that the only way to preserve freedom of religion for all was to make sure government had no power to regulate or support religion. Judging from the variety, the quantity and the quality of religious belief in America today, it has worked quite well for all of America’s citizens. Indeed, when what seemed to be a contradiction is examined further, it is revealed that not only does it all make sense, it makes sense in a way that no other explanation can.


The perspective I present is this: after carefully examining the writings of the Founding Fathers, it is obvious that they advocated the separation of church and state. There is no other conclusion that can be made. Jefferson coined the phrase separation of church and state. In both word and deed, Jefferson supported the separation principal and this essay has provided irrefutable evidence of that. Madison was no different, he wrote on the necessity of a separation of government and religion and he also made governmental decisions to support the separation principal. There were other Founding Fathers who also supported the separation of church and state; George Washington and John Adams are two such examples. They may not have written as much on the subject but what they did write leaves no doubt, they supported religious liberty. The separatists are clearly right on this count.


The second area of contention in the debate is the idea that the Founding Fathers were religious. As I have stated before, fundamentalists use this assertion as the basis for their argument. They reason that since the Founding Fathers were religious, surely they did not mean to cut every connection between religion and government. The Founding Fathers were indeed religious. It was quite common, as seen by their writings cited in this essay, for Jefferson, Madison and Washington to address religious concerns in their discourses. They affirmed on numerous occasions their belief in a higher power that rules over the universe. However, most fundamentalists are Christians and there is no evidence that the Founding Fathers were Christians. Jefferson declared himself a Christian but fundamentalist Christians would probably not see him that way if he lived today. Madison did not go into great detail about his specific religious beliefs and while Washington appears to be a Christian, it obviously did not affect his stance against government involvement in religion. In fact, none of the Founding Fathers cited here supported government involvement in religion because they were religious. This fundamentalist argument is errant because it takes a fact and races to the wrong conclusion with it.


This is not to say that the religious beliefs of the Founding Fathers did not affect the way they set up the government, far from it. It was because of their religious beliefs that they were so concerned with insuring that the government would be unable to support any religion. As was detailed in the essay, the Founding Fathers saw the abuses of government involvement in religion and decided to protect citizens from such abuses by supporting the separation of church and state. This is the new perspective that I wish to introduce. It is not because they thought so little of religion that they endorsed separation; instead, it is because they had such a high regard for religion that they decided to protect it from the government.


The Founding Fathers possessed a great deal of foresight. They wrote the Constitution that created a government that has lasted well over two hundred years and shows no signs of disbanding anytime in the foreseeable future. This makes the words and ideas of Jefferson, Madison, Washington, Adams as well as the other Founding Fathers well worth heeding. Fundamentalists would do well to consider the words of these men instead of combing them for evidence that supports their particular position. Freedom of religion is not designed to be an albatross around the neck of Christians but rather a protection that allows them (us) to practice their (our) faith without government interference. By petitioning the government to get more involved in religion, specifically to indirectly endorse Christianity, are fundamentalists not opening a Pandora’s Box which Jefferson, Madison and others labored so very hard to shut. To be more direct, what will happen when the government decides to endorse a religion that is not yours? As it stands now, any given religion (including Christianity) may be slightly inconvenienced but certainly not persecuted or even inhibited significantly. If the government is allowed to get involved in religion, there could be irreparable damage to all citizens of faith. Separatists should be careful and not go too far in regards to the separation principal, the men they cite as evidence for their position did not intend to erect any walls between the citizens and their faith. The Founding Fathers knew that religion would only have a positive impact on this country and two hundred years of American History proves them right.


The debate of church and state will continue. The great danger is that one side or the other will be a conclusive victor. Americans will be well served if a middle position is embraced; one in which religious freedom is protected but no one religious perspective is endorsed. That is what the Founding Fathers wanted all along.
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