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While some have argued that Christianity is
the national faith, and others that church
and synagogue celebrate only the general-
ized religion of “the American Way of Life,”
few have realized that there actually exists
alongside of and rather clearly different-
ated from the churches an elaborate and

well-institutionalized civil religion in Amer-
ica. This article argues not only that there is

'such a thing, but also that this religion—or

perhaps better, this religious dimension—
has its own seriousness and integrity and re-
quires the same care in understanding that
any other religion does. . . . '



44 Part II Belief and Ritual
The Idea of a Civil Religion

The phrase civil religion is, of course,
Rousseau’s. In Chapter 8, Book 4, of The
Social Contract, he outlines the simple dog-
mas of the civil religion: the existence of
God, the life to come, the reward of virtue
and the punishment of vice, and the exclu-
sion of religious intolerance. All other reli-
gious opinions are outside the cognizance
of the state and may be freely held by citi-
zens. While the phrase civil religion was not
used, to the best of my knowledge, by the
founding fathers, and I am certainly not
arguing for the particular influence of
Rousseau, it is clear that similar ideas, as
part of the cultural climate of the late-
eighteenth century, were to be found
among the Americans, . . . ‘

In the Declaration of Independence, .
there are four references to God. The first
speaks of the “Laws of Nature and of Na-
‘ture’s God” which entitle any people to be
independent. The second is the famous
statement that all men “are endowed by
their Creator with certain inalienable
Rights.” Here Jefferson is locating the fun-
damental legitimacy of the new nation in a
conception of “higher law” that is itself
based on both classical natural law and Bib-
lical religion. The third is an appeal to “the
Supreme Judge of the world for the recti-
tude of our intentions,” and the last indi-
cates “a firm reliance on the protection of
divine Providence.” In these last two ref-
erences, a Biblical God of history who stands
in judgment over the world is indicated.. , .

The words and acts of the founding fa-
thers, especially the first few presidents,
shaped the form and tone of the civil reli-
gion as it has been maintained ever since.
Though much is selectively derived from
Christianity, this religion is clearly not itself
Christianity. For one thing, neither Wash-
ington nor Adams nor Jefferson mentions
Christ in his inaugural address; nor do any
of the subsequent presidents, although not

one of them fails to mention God. The God
of the civil religion is not only rather “uni-
tarian,” he is also on the austere side, much
more related to order, law, and right than
to salvation and love. Even though he is
somewhat deist in cast, he is by no means
simply a watchmaker God. He is actively in-
terested and involved in history, with a spe-
cial concern for America. Here the analogy
has much less to do with natural law than
with ancient Israel; the equation of Amer-
ica with Israel in the idea of the “American
Israel” is not infrequent, What was implicit
in the words of Washington already quoted
becomes explicit in Jefferson’s second inau-
gural when he said: “I shall need, too, the
favor of that Being in whose hands we are,
who led our fathers, as Israel of old, from
their native land and planted them in a
country flowing with all the necessaries and
comforts of life.” Europe is Egypt; Amer-
ica, the promised land. God has led his peo-
ple to establish a new sort of social order
that shall be a light unto all the nations.

This theme, too, has been a continuous
one in the civil religion. We have already
alluded to it in the case of the Kennedy
inaugural. We find it again in President
Johnson's inaugural address:

They came here—the exile and the
stranger, brave but frightened—to find
a place where a man could be his own
man. They made a covenant with this
land, Conceived in justice, written in lib-
erty, bound in union, it was meant one
day to inspire the hopes of all mankind;
and it binds us still. If we keep its terms,
we shall flourish.

What we have, then, from the earliest
years of the republic is a collection of beliefs,
symbols, and rituals with respect to sacred
things and institutionalized in a collectivity.
This religion —there seems no other word
for it—while not antithetical to and indeed
sharing much in common with Christianity,
was neither sectarian nor in any specific
sense Christian. At a time when the society




was overwhelmingly Christian, it seems un-
likely that this lack of Christian reference
was meant to spare the feelings of the tiny
non-Christian minority, Rather, the civil re-
ligion expressed what those who set the
precedents felt was appropriate under the
circumstances. It reflected their private as
well as public views. Nor was the civil reli-
gion simply “religion in general.” While
generality was undoubtedly seen as a virtue
by some, . . . the civil religion was specific
enough when it came to the topic of Amer-
ica. Precisely because of this specificity, the
civil religion was saved from empty formal-
ism and served as 2 genuine vehicle of na-
tional religious self-understanding.

- But the civil religion was not, in the
minds of Franklin, Washington, Jefferson,
or other leaders, with the exception of a
few radicals like Tom Paine, ever felt to be
a substitute for Christianity. There was an
implicit but quite clear division of function
between the civil religion and Christianity.
Under the doctrine of religious liberty, an
exceptionally wide sphere of personal
piety and voluntary social action was left to
the churches. But the churches were nei-
ther to control the state nor to be con-
trolled by it. The national magistrate,
whatever his private religious views, oper-
ates under the rubrics of the civil religion
aslong as he is in his official capacity, as we
have already seen in the case of Kennedy.
This accommodation was undoubtedly the
product of a particular historical moment
and of a cultural background dominated
by Protestantism of several varieties and by
the Enlightenment, but it has survived de-
spite subsequent changes in the cultural
and religious climate.

Civil War and Civil Religion

Until the Civil War, the American civil reli-
gion focused above all on the event of the
Revolution, which was seen as the final act
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of the Exodus from the old lands across the
waters. The Declaration of Independence
and the Constitution were the sacred scrip-
tures and Washington the divinely ap-
pointed Moses who led his people out of
the hands of tyranny, The Civil War, which
Sidney Mead calls “the center of American
history,” was the second great event that in-
volved the national self-understanding so
deeply as to require expression in the civil
religion. In 1835, de Tocqueville wrote
that the American republic had never
really been tried, that victory in the Revolu-
tionary War was more the result of British
preoccupation elsewhere and the presence
of a powerful ally than of any great military
success of the Americans. But in 1861 the
time of testing had indeed come. Not only
did the Civil War have the tragic intensity
of fratricidal strife, but it was one of the
bloodiest wars of the nineteenth century;
the loss of life was far greater than any pre-

-viously suffered by Americans.

The Civil War raised the deepest ques-
tions of national meaning. The man who
not only formulated but in his own per-
son embodied its meaning for Americans
was Abraham Lincoln. For him the issue
was not in the first instance slavery but
“whether that nation, or any nation so
conceived, and so dedicated, can long en-
dure.” He had said in Independence Hall
in Philadelphia on 22 February 1861:

All the political sentiments 1 entertain
have been drawn, so far as I have been
able to draw them, from the sentiments
which originated in and were given to
the world from this Hall, I have never
had a feeling, politically, that did not
spring from the sentiments embodied in-
the Declaration of Independence.

The phrases of Jefferson constantly echo
in Lincoln's speeches. His task was, first
of all, to save the Union —not for America
alone but for the meaning of America to
the whole world so unforgettably etched
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in the last phrase of the Gettysburg
Address.

But inevitably the issue of slavery as
the deeper cause of the conflict had to be
faced. In the second inaugural, Lincoln
related slavery and the war in an ultimate
perspective:

If we shall suppose that American slav-
ery 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 re-
move, 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. Yet, if God
wills that it continue until all the wealth
piled by the bondsman’s two hundred
and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be
sunk, and until every drop of blood
drawn with the lash shall be paid by an-
other drawn with the sword, as was said
three thousand years ago, so still it must
be said “the judgments of the Lord are
true and righteous altogether.”

But he closes on a note if not of redemp-
tion then of reconciliation —*“With malice
toward none, with charity for all.”

With the Civil War, a new theme of
death, sacrifice, and rebirth enters the
civil religion. It is symbolized in the life
and death of Lincoln. Nowhere is it stated
more vividly than in the Gettysburg Ad-
dress, itself part of the Lincolnian “New
Testament” among the civil scriptures.
Robert Lowell has recently pointed out
the “insistent use of birth images” in this
speech explicitly devoted to “these hon-
ored dead™: “brought forth,” “conceived,”
“created,” “a new birth of freedom.” He
goes on to say:

The Gettysburg Address is a symbolic
and sacramental act. Its verbal quality is
resonance combined with a logical, mat-

ter of fact, prosaic brevity.... In his
words, Lincoln symbolically died, just as
the Union soldiers really died—and as
he himself was soon really to die. By his
words, he gave the field of battle a sym-
bolic significance that it had lacked. For
us and our country, he left Jefferson’s
ideals of freedom and equality joined to-
the Christian sacrificial act of death and
rebirth. 1 believe this is a meaning that
goes beyond sect or religion and beyond
peace and war, and is now part of our
lives as a challenge, obstacle and hope.

Lowell is certainly right in pointing out
the Christian quality of the symbolism
here, but he is also right in quickly dis-
avowing any sectarian implication. The
earlier symbolism of the civil religion had
been Hebraic without being in any spe-
cific sense Jewish. The Gettysburg sym-
bolism (“... those who here gave their
lives, that that nation might live”) is Chris-
tian without having anything to do with
the Christian church.

The symbolic equation of Lincoln with
Jesus was made relatively early. ... With
the Christian archetype in the back-
ground, Lincoln, “our martyred presi-
dent,” was linked to the war dead, those
who “gave the last full measure of devo-
tion.” The theme of sacrifice was indelibly
written into the civil religion.

The new symbolism socon found both
physical and ritualistic expression. The
great number of the war dead required
the establishment of a number of national
cemeteries. Of these, the Gettysburg Na-
tional Cemetery, which Lincoln’s famous
address served to dedicate, has been over-
shadowed only by the Arlington National
Cemetery. Begun somewhat vindictively
on the Lee estate across the river from
Washington, partly with the end that the
Lee family could never reclaim it, it has
subsequently become the most hallowed
monument of the civil religion. Not only

_was a section set aside for the Confeder-

ate dead, but it has received the dead of




each succeeding American war, It is the
site of the one important new symbol to
come out of World War 1, the Tomb of
the Unknown Soldier; more recently it
has become the site of the tomb of an-
other martyred president and its symbolic
eternal flame,

Memorial Day, which grew out of the
Civil War, gave ritual expression to the
themes we have been discussing. As Lloyd
‘Warner has so brilliantly analyzed it, the
Memorial Day observance, especially in

the towns and smaller cities of America, is -

a major event for the whole community
involving a rededication to the martyred
dead, to the spirit of sacrifice, and to the
American vision. Just as Thanksgiving
Day, which incidentally was securely insti-
tutionalized as an annual national holiday
only under the presidency of Lincoln,
serves to integrate the family into the civil
religion, so Memorial Day has acted to in-
tegrate the local community into the na-
tional cult. Together with the less overtly
religious Fourth of July and the more
minor celebrations of Veterans Day and
the birthdays of Washington and Lincoln,
these two holidays provide an annual rit-
ual calendar for the civil religion. The
public-school system serves as a particu-
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larly important context for the cultic cele-
bration of the civil rituals. . . .

Behind the civil religion at every point
lie Biblical archetypes: Exodus, Chosen
People, Promised Land, New Jerusalem,
Sacrificial Death and Rebirth. But it is
also genuinely American and genuinely
new. It has its own prophets and jts own
martyrs, its own sacred events and sacred
places, its own solemn rituals and sym-
bols. It is concerned that America be a so-
ciety as perfectly in accord with the will of
God as men can make it, and a light to all
the nations.

It has often been used and is being
used today as a cloak for petty interests
and ugly passions. It is in need —as is any
living faith—of continual reformation, of
being measured by universal standards.
But it is not evident that it is incapable of
growth and new insight.

It does not make any decision for us. Tt
does not remove us from moral ambigu-
ity, from being, in Lincoln’s fine phrase,
an “almost chosen people.,” But it is a
heritage of moral and religious experi-
ence from which we still have much to

learn as we formulate the decisions that

lie ahead.




