The United States Was Not Founded As A Christian Nation

As the nation’s 250th Birthday approaches next July Fourth, (the Semiquincentennial, officially)
we can expect to hear more than usual about whether the United States was founded as a
Christian nation. It was not. While influenced by a predominantly Christian culture, the political
foundations of the United States rest on Age of Enlightenment rationalism and a deliberate
rejection of any established religion. The country was simply founded as a place where
Christians were free to worship, as were people of other faiths or no faith, but not as a Christian
nation.

e Many of the most influential Founding Fathers embraced deism fully or partially, rather
than Christianity.

e The Declaration of Independence does not mention the God of the Bible or Christianity. It
was drafted by Thomas Jefferson, a deist, to announce that the Thirteen Colonies were
separating from England, not to establish a national government.

e The Articles of Confederation (1781), the Constitution (1787), and the Treaty of Tripoli
(1797) explicitly or implicitly distance the federal government from Christianity or any
religious identity.

e Nowhere in those documents or even in the 85 essays comprising The Federalist Papers
did any of the Founders say “This will be a Christian nation” or anything similar.

Examining the intellectual, social, and legal contexts of the nation’s founding era shows that the
United States was not established as a Christian nation, but rather as a secular republic
committed to protecting freedom of religion.

The Religious and Intellectual Climate of the Founding Era

By the late eighteenth century the Colonies were populated by Baptists, Anglicans,
Congregationalists, Quakers, Presbyterians, Methodists, Moravians, and Deists; collectively
they were Protestants who all had different ideas about Christianity. Catholics had yet to
immigrate in any significant numbers. Equally important was the influence of the Age of
Enlightenment. Across the colonies, but especially among the educated political leaders, the
writings of John Locke, Voltaire, Montesquieu, and other Enlightenment figures shaped debates
about government, authority, and human rights. Enlightenment thinkers challenged the divine
right of kings, emphasized natural law, and advocated religious toleration. The Founders
absorbed these ideas through their education, personal libraries, and political discussions.




Deism Among the Founding Fathers

Deism, an Enlightenment religious philosophy asserting that a supreme being created the
universe but does not intervene with humankind, flourished among many of America’s
intellectual leaders. Deists typically affirmed a Creator and admired the moral teachings of
Jesus, yet rejected miracles, revelation, and the theological doctrines central to Christianity.

Thomas Jefferson

Thomas Jefferson was a deist. Although personally respectful of Christianity’s ethical teachings,
Jefferson denied the divinity of Jesus, rejected the Trinity, and dismissed biblical miracles as
myth or metaphor. His private letters often reveal sharp criticism of orthodox Christianity, and his
famous Jefferson Bible, a compilation of Jesus’s teachings with all miracles removed, embodies
his desire to separate moral philosophy from religious superstition. Jefferson believed
government should neither support nor interfere with any religion because religion was a matter
of individual choice and conscience.

Benjamin Franklin

Benjamin Franklin also embraced a broadly deistic worldview. Early in life he declared himself a
“thorough Deist,” and although he moderated this stance over time, he remained skeptical of
orthodox Christian doctrine. His writings emphasize rational morality, civic virtue, and tolerance
rather than doctrinal faith.

James Madison

James Madison, sometimes portrayed as more conventionally religious, was heavily influenced
by Enlightenment thought. His political writings reveal a deep suspicion of religious
establishment. His “Memorial and Remonstrance Against Religious Assessments” (1785)
articulated perhaps the strongest early American argument against state-supported religion,
contending that faith must remain voluntary and that government involvement corrupts both
church and state.

George Washington

George Washington’s faith was Christian, but his public language was consistently
nonsectarian. He rarely referenced Jesus, seldom took communion, and avoided framing
national identity in Christian terms. In his 1790 letter to the Hebrew Congregation of Newport,
Washington emphasized that the government “gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no
assistance,” affirming full civic equality for a non-Christian community.

Taken together, the views of these leading statesmen demonstrate that while Christianity
shaped American culture, the political philosophy of the founding generation was
profoundly influenced by deism and Enlightenment rationalism. The Founders tended to
see religion as a matter of private morality, not as a foundation for national governance.




The Declaration of Independence

Supporters of the “Christian nation” thesis often cite the Declaration of Independence as proof of
the nation’s Christian origins, pointing to its references to a “Creator” and “Nature’s God.”
However, these terms reflect Enlightenment natural theology, not Christian orthodoxy.

The phrase “Nature’s God” derives from John Locke’s conception of natural rights, which he
grounded in natural law rather than biblical revelation. For Locke, individuals possess rights
inherently as human beings, not because the Bible grants them.

Thomas Jefferson, who drafted the Declaration, adopted this language precisely because it was
universal and philosophical. The Declaration contains no references to Jesus Christ, the Bible,
or Christian salvation. Its references to a higher power are carefully abstracted to avoid
denominational meaning.

Moreover, the Declaration is not a governing document. It announces the colonies’ separation
from Britain and outlines a theory of legitimate government, but it does not create institutions,
laws, or a constitutional order. Its rhetorical style reflects eighteenth-century political philosophy,
not Christian doctrine.

The Constitution - not the Declaration - defines the framework of the federal government, and its
near silence on religion profoundly shaped the early republic and should continue today.

The Constitution and the Secular Framework of American Government

The Constitution of 1787 is strikingly secular. Unlike the founding documents of many European
states, it contains no references to God, the Bible, Jesus, or Christianity. Its authors understood
that religious pluralism was essential to national unity, and that government involvement in
religion historically bred civil conflict. It only mentions religion twice:

1. The No Religious Test Clause (Article VI):
This clause states that “no religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any
office or public trust under the United States.” In an era when many nations limited
officeholding to members of established churches, this provision was revolutionary. It
ensured that the federal government belonged to all citizens, regardless of faith—or lack
thereof.

2. The First Amendment (1791):
The Establishment Clause (“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of
religion”) prohibits the federal government from establishing, endorsing or supporting any
religion. The Free Exercise Clause protects the right of individuals to practice their faith
or lack of one without government interference.



The Articles of Confederation

Even before being replaced by the Constitution, the Articles of Confederation (ratified 1781)

established a national government without invoking Christianity. The Articles mention neither
God nor Jesus Christ, nor do they establish any religious qualifications for public office. This
silence is significant: the Articles were drafted by many of the same leaders who would later

frame the Constitution, revealing a consistent preference for secular national governance.

The Treaty of Tripoli: An Explicit Rejection of a Christian National Identity

Perhaps the most direct evidence that the early United States was not founded as a Christian
nation appears in a formal diplomatic document: the 1797 Treaty of Tripoli, negotiated under
the Washington administration, signed by President John Adams, and unanimously ratified by
the Senate.

Article 11 of the treaty states: “The Government of the United States of America is not, in any
sense, founded on the Christian religion.”

The purpose of this clause was diplomatic - to reassure Muslim states in North Africa that the
United States had no religious hostility toward them - but its constitutional significance is
undeniable. This was not an offhand remark; it was an official statement of the federal
government.

Conclusion: A Secular Republic in a Religious Society

The United States was established in a predominantly Protestant Christian society, yet the
nation’s political foundations were deliberately secular. Several leading founders embraced
deism or heterodox religious views; the Declaration of Independence employed Enlightenment
rather than Christian language; the Articles of Confederation and the Constitution avoided
religious preference; and the Treaty of Tripoli explicitly stated that the government is not
founded on Christianity.

This does not diminish the cultural influence of Christianity on American life, nor does it deny the
sincerity of the many founders who were devout Christians. Rather, it underscores the unique
nature of the American founding: a nation where religious belief was respected but never
enforced, where political legitimacy arose from the people rather than from divine authority, and
where the government protected freedom of conscience for all.
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