SUMMARY NOTES
The Origins of Civil Religion
"There is, therefore, a purely civil profession of faith of which the Sovereign should fix the articles, not exactly as religious dogmas, but as social sentiments without which a man cannot be a good citizen or a faithful subject. ... Now that there is and can be no longer an exclusive national religion, tolerance should be given to all religions that tolerate others, so long as their dogmas contain nothing contrary to the duties of citizenship."
"The dogmas of civil religion ought to be few, simple, and exactly worded, without explanation or commentary. The existence of a mighty, intelligent and beneficent Divinity, possessed of foresight and providence, the life to come, the happiness of the just, the punishment of the wicked, the sanctity of the social contract and the laws: These are its positive dogmas."

- Jean Jacques Rousseau, "On the Social Contract" (1762)
Contemporary References can be Found in Many Places

"The same revolutionary beliefs for which our forebears fought are still at issue around the globe - the belief that the rights of man come not from the generosity of the state but from the hands of God."
- John F. Kennedy, Inaugural Address, Jan. 20, 1961
"I've spoken of the shining city all my political life, but I don't know if I ever quite communicated what I saw when I said it. But in my mind it was a tall, proud city built on rocks stronger than oceans, wind-swept, God-blessed, and teeming with people of all kinds living in harmony and peace ..."
- Ronald Reagan, Farewell Address to the Nation, Jan. 11, 1989

"It is through the truthful exercising of the best of human qualities - respect for others, honesty about ourselves, faith in our ideals - that we come to life in God's eyes. It is how our soul, as a nation and as individuals, is revealed."
- Bruce Springsteen, "Chords for Change," Aug. 5, 2004

"It can be said that the September 11 attacks have produced a great revitalization, for a time, of the American civil religion, that strain of American piety that bestows many of the elements of religious sentiment and faith upon the fundamental political and social institutions of the United States," wrote Wilfred McClay in his article, "The Soul of a Nation" (The Public Interest, Spring, 2004).
In General
"There is a religious aura and coloration in the ways many Americans think about, live within and operate in relation to their ideas of their country as sacred entity." "People believe the country has been specially blessed by God, and that means they, the Americans, have been blessed. America and Americans, therefore, have a special place and role in the world and in human history." (Roland Sherrill, chair of Religious Studies at Indiana University, Purdue.  Sept 23, 2002.)
A 2002 survey by the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press bears out this notion. Nearly half of Americans (48 percent) think that the United States has had special protection from God for most of its history. But this view is not unanimous: One quarter of the respondents say America has had no special divine protection.
"American civil religion is not the worship of the American nation but an understanding of the American experience in the light of ultimate and universal reality," Bellah wrote in his influential essay, "Civil Religion in America." "Civil religion at its best is a genuine apprehension of universal and transcendent religious reality as seen in or, one could almost say, as revealed through the experience of the American people."

Civil religion does involve patriotism - when it is taken to mean the love and commitment to one's country. But only when the religious significance and character of the country are added does the equation add up to civil religion, Sherrill said.

"Civil religion adds to the idea [of patriotism] that the governing authority and civil order are sanctified in some way with spiritual or religious significance," Sherrill said.

Alexis De Tocqueville, the great 19th century political scientist, described what he observed in America as a "republican religion":

"In the United States even the religion of most of the citizens is republican, since it submits the truths of the other world to private judgment, as in politics the care of their temporal interests is abandoned to the good sense of the people. Thus every man is allowed freely to take that road which he thinks will lead him to heaven, just as the law permits every citizen to have the right of choosing his own government," he wrote in Democracy in America (Book I, Chapter XVIII).

The Genesis of American Civil Religion
"Thus stands the cause between God and us. We are entered into covenant with Him for this work. We have taken out a commission. ... For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us."
- John Winthrop, "A Model of Christian Charity," 1630
John Winthrop's famous sermon, quoted so often by Ronald Reagan, is the genesis of American civil religion. It is the formal beginning. Winthrop, a devout Puritan and leader of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, delivered the sermon on board the Arabella en route to Massachusetts.

"The people set to come here were thinking about themselves in biblical language, especially the language of the Hebrew Bible. They referred to this place before they even got here as 'God's new Israel' and 'God's new Zion,'" Sherrill said.

George Washington, also a strong promoter of republican virtue, added the civil religious element by connecting "providence" with virtue and morality. (Providence, frequently invoked in the language of civil religion, basically means "God's plan," which is rooted in Calvin's theology of predestination.)

"Can it be that Providence has not connected the permanent felicity of a nation with its virtue?" Washington said in his Farewell Address (1796). "It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular government. The rule, indeed, extends with more or less force to every species of free government. Who that is a sincere friend to it can look with indifference upon attempts to shake the foundation of the fabric?"

"May that Being who is supreme over all, the Patron of Order, the Fountain of Justice, and the Protector in all ages of the world of virtuous liberty, continue His blessing upon this nation and its Government and give it all possible success and duration consistent with the ends of His providence."
- John Adams, Inaugural Address, 1797
The Language of Civil Religion
The early American presidents referred often to God - but usually in other symbolic terms. In his inaugural address, Washington talks about the "Almighty Being who rules over the universe" and the "Great Author of every public and private good." Jefferson refers to the "Infinite Power which rules the destinies of the universe." James Monroe cut to the chase with "Almighty God" in his Second Inaugural Address in 1821.

John F. Kennedy, in his 1961 Inaugural Address, carried the theme through more than a century later.

"I have sworn before you and the Almighty God the same solemn oath our forebears prescribed nearly a century and three quarters ago," Kennedy said. "Let us go forth to lead the land we love, asking His blessing and His help, but knowing that here on earth God's work must truly be our own."

It is crucial that presidents never mention "Jesus" or "Christ" in this context, which would cross the line from civil religion into sacral religion. American civil religion transcends denomination and religious affiliation. The "Almighty" of civil religion could be Christian, Jewish or Muslim. Even Wiccans might feel kinship with Jefferson's "Nature's God." Strict atheists, however, would be alienated.
Test of the Civil War
Abraham Lincoln, regarded by many as the greatest American civil theologian, cast the Civil War as a trial of the nation's soul, and preservation of the union became an article of faith. In his Second Inaugural address, Lincoln used the language of civil religion to call the nation to account for the offense of slavery - an offense against humanity and an offense against God, who had wrought the retribution the earlier Americans had feared.

"If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but which, having continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came, shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to Him? Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away,"
- Abraham Lincoln, Second Inaugural Address

In the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln called for the rebirth of the nation under a new covenant, purified in the blood of the fallen soldiers.

"We here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain; that the nation shall, under God, have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth," he said.

Reprise - Civil Religion and Civil Rights
"And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: We hold these truths to be self-evident that all men are created equal."
- Martin Luther King, August 28, 1963
Civil Religion and Diversity
Most Americans see the creed as the crucial element of their national identity. The creed, however, was the product of the distinct Anglo-Protestant culture of the founding settlers. Key elements of that culture include the English language; Christianity; religious commitment; English concepts of the rule of law, including the responsibility of rulers and the rights of individuals; and dissenting Protestant values of individualism, the work ethic, and the belief that humans have the ability and the duty to try to create a heaven on earth, a "city on a hill."
- Samuel P. Huntington, "The Hispanic Challenge," Foreign Policy magazine
Harvard Professor Samuel Huntington has taken the highly controversial view that the American creed is the product of Anglo-Protestant culture. This "creed" - a term Huntington uses in place of civil religion - faces a survival challenge if the masses of new immigrants do not assimilate to the "core Anglo-Protestant culture." In his article, "The Hispanic Challenge," Huntington argues that mass migration to the United States, coupled with the ideology of diversity and multiculturalism, are undermining America's national creed and threatening its basis as a nation-state. 

"In the final decades of the 20th century, the United States' Anglo-Protestant culture and the creed that it produced came under assault by the popularity in intellectual and political circles of the doctrines of multiculturalism and diversity; the rise of group identities based on race, ethnicity, and gender over national identity; the impact of transnational cultural diasporas; the expanding number of immigrants with dual nationalities and dual loyalties; and the growing salience for U.S. intellectual, business, and political elites of cosmopolitan and transnational identities," Huntington wrote.

Sherrill takes a more optimistic view: American civil religion, rather than being a static creed that is the sole domain of white Americans, is an ever-evolving phenomenon that adapts and incorporates diversity - and in fact is the very force that enables pluralism in the United States. 

"American civil religion provides background, ideas and vocabulary for a national discussion. It is accessible to Americans if they've been here since 1620 or if they arrived from Vietnam six weeks ago," Sherrill said. "There are certain ways the country talks about itself as 'the land of opportunity,' an open society, democratic way of life, etc. - all of which have a pull on the imagination of people who are fleeing horrible circumstances elsewhere."

"The rejection of the Anglo-Saxon image of the American goes very deep, and there is a great effort to retrieve the experience and history of all the repressed cultures that 'Americanization' tried to obliterate," Bellah wrote in The Broken Covenant. "Instead of one American civil religion, it is argued, there are many civil religions; instead of one covenant, many."

Can one nation, "under God," continue to exist in such a state of plurality? Is the true American civil religion the sole property of "native" (i.e., white) Americans? Will diversity and multiculturalism overtake, obliterate and replace civil religion, or will American civil religion incorporate diversity and multiculturalism within its tenets?
George W. Bush and Civil Religion
"We Americans have faith in ourselves, but not in ourselves alone. We do not know, we do not claim to know all the ways of Providence, yet we can trust in them, placing our confidence in the loving God behind all of life and all of history."
- George W. Bush, State of the Union Address, 2003
Bush often mixes the language of his faith with civil religion, and he can manage it deftly in the same breath.

"Faith gives the assurance that our lives and our history have a moral design," he said at the 2002 National Prayer Breakfast.
While the first clause is a statement of faith; the second clause is a quick definition of civil religion: American democracy has a higher purpose.

Another key word in Bush's rhetoric is "liberty," which he says in almost equal frequency with "faith."

"Liberty is both the plan of Heaven for humanity, and the best hope for progress here on Earth," Bush told the National Endowment for Democracy in 2003. "America has put our power at the service of principle. We believe that liberty is the design of nature; we believe that liberty is the direction of history. We believe that human fulfillment and excellence come in the responsible exercise of liberty. And we believe that freedom - the freedom we prize - is not for us alone; it is the right and the capacity of all mankind."

Curses on Civil Religion
"Civil religion is a religion built from parts of others; and like Frankenstein's monster, it too now takes on a sinister being of its own, capable of destroying its creators. ... One can only hope that the Supreme Court will one day come to its senses and use this pile [of spare parts] as the funeral pyre for American Civil Religion."
- Ryan J. Dowd, the Northern Illinois University Law Review 
The language of civil religion can be used to inform, motivate and inspire, but it can also be used to control, manipulate and deceive. It can represent the best of the national character, but it can also degenerate into egoism, chauvinism and hubris. De Tocqueville observed this tendency 175 years ago. 

"Not only are the Anglo-Americans united by their common opinions, but they are separated from all other nations by a feeling of pride," de Tocqueville wrote in Democracy in America. "For the last 50 years no pains have been spared to convince the inhabitants of the United States that they are the only religious, enlightened, and free people. They perceive that, for the present, their own democratic institutions prosper, while those of other countries fail; hence they conceive a high opinion of their superiority and are not very remote from believing themselves to be a distinct species of mankind."

Civil religion has its many detractors and critics. Even Robert Bellah, considered the authority on civil religion in America, has developed an ambivalent attitude toward it because the term has so many conflicting definitions, and it is too often misconstrued to mean nationalism or the "idolatrous worship of the state."
