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“Is America a Christian Nation?”
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A nursery school teacher was telling her class one day about patriotism. “We live in a great country,” she said. “One of the things we should be happy about, is that in this country, we are all free.”

One little boy appeared to be indignant about this. He stood with his hands on his hips and declared, “I'm not free. I'm four.”
Is America a Christian nation? Strictly speaking, the answer to this is “No.” Okay, sermon over, we can all go home now. 
You were hoping, right?
America is not a Christian nation, because this side of heaven, there is no such thing as a Christian nation. Christian principles were used as part of the foundation of this nation. Many, but not all, of the founders were Christians, but that does not make America a Christian nation. In order for America to be a Christian nation, all Americans would have to be Christians, and not just nominal, in name only Christians, but real Christians. 
Many times throughout history people have tried to create political entities that were wholly Christian, but it is impossible. In the Middle Ages it was assumed that everyone was Christian, to such an extent that the term Christendom was invented. That didn’t mean everyone believed, however. Even the Inquisition failed to enforce uniform belief. In Calvin’s Geneva Church services were held on a daily basis and pubs were replaced with tea rooms. So irate about this were some people that they gathered outside of the church where Calvin was preaching one Sunday morning and proceeded to play a very loud, raucous game of tennis! (I guess you have to picture McEnroe back in the day.) The Puritans came to the new world to form a city on a hill, a Christian society. Not going to church was illegal. But it was still not possible to legislate for the heart. Faith is voluntary.

I Peter describes the people of God as a chosen people, a royal priesthood and a holy nation. These are Old Testament images. We can find them clearly expressed in passages like the one we read from Isaiah this morning, where Israel is referred to as “the righteous nation” and “the nation that keeps faith.” Even then, however, we’re speaking more of an ideal than a reality. The prophets constantly railed against the practice of idolatry, and against those who might not worship other gods, but who clearly worshipped money and power. When Peter uses these images it is also not in a literal sense, because he goes on to describe Christians as aliens and strangers in the world, and urges obedience to civil laws in order to be a good witness. But it was not long after the New Testament was completed before Christians were faced with a lethal conflict of interest. Obeying civil law meant disobeying and denying Christ. Many chose martyrdom over abandoning their faith, and the blood of the martyrs became the seed of the Church. Christians faced death with such courage and equanimity that the Church actually grew. If they had obeyed the authorities, they would have offered sacrifices to pagan gods.

So what IS the actual religious make-up of this country? The Pew Forum does statistics on religious affiliation every few years. According to them, 16.1% of the American population has no religious affiliation whatsoever. Some are atheists, most are just vague about the whole issue. 55% of the population describes itself as Protestant, including all major branches, from conservative to liberal and everything in between. Roman Catholics make up 25% of the population. These numbers have held steady for the past 30 years, but that fact itself is misleading. The only reason they have held steady is the huge increase in immigrants. American born Catholics are leaving in droves. Roughly 10% of the population describe themselves as former Catholics. Some of them are members of this congregation. There are many other smaller religious groups in America too. We may be under the impression that there are a lot of Jews living in the United States because the Philadelphia region has the sixth largest Jewish population in the country, but overall, Jews only make up 1.7% of the American adult population. My daughter was in college before she learned that not everyone attends a dozen bat-mitvahs and bar-mitvahs growing up. Mormons also make up 1.7% of the population. Buddhists make up 0.7% of the adult population, and Muslims 0.6% of the adult population. 
Now all things considered, we might still take these statistics as very encouraging. After all, between the Protestants and the Catholics that’s about 80% of the population that defines itself as Christian! Unfortunately, that’s the tricky part, because the numbers include the people that only turn up at Christmas and Easter, or for weddings and funerals. In reality, about 25% of Americans are active church members. 
“But didn’t it used to be different?!” is the cry we all hear. What about the “good old days” when everyone went to Church? What about prayer in schools and the rosy Hallmark images of families gathered around the family Bible having devotions? 
Rosy images sell greeting cards, but in truth only a small percentage of the overall population belonging to the emerging middle class even remotely fit this bill. During the time of the American Revolution church attendance and membership was low. In 1776 the number of Americans who belonged to a local congregation was 17%. By 1850 it was 34%. By 1906 it was 51%. In 1926 it was 56%. You get the idea. While many institutional churches including our own denomination have suffered decline, Christianity as a whole, is not going away as predicted. In fact, there are more committed Christians now than ever before. 
The claim is often made that America is a Christian nation because the founders were all Christians. This is not so. While none of them were Jews or Muslims, many were what are called Deists. They believed in a God who created and ordered the universe, but then allowed things to take their course. Deists did not believe in the divinity of Christ or the message of salvation. Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson were well known for being Deists. Jefferson even re-wrote the New Testament to take out all the miracles. His combination gospel account ends with Jesus’ death. Thomas Paine wrote, “I do not believe in the creed professed by the Jewish Church, by the Roman Church, by the Greek Church, by the Turkish Church, by the Protestant Church, nor by any church that I know of. My own mind is my own church.” John Adams was a Unitarian, not a Trinitarian. And while many of the founders have left us written prayers, only a few of those prayers mention Jesus Christ. George Washington is among those whose writings contain clear evidence of Christian faith.
Having said all of this, however, there are certain facets of the American system that have been profoundly influenced by Christianity. Interestingly enough, if America has a Christian foundation, it probably came in through the back door. The founders were positively adamant about separating personal faith and religion from the state. But the founders themselves were also the result of generations of Christian teaching. They held unexamined assumptions about the way things are that arose out of Christianity.

The first unexamined assumption that the founders held was that all were equal before God. This ideal of equality, I might point out, did take some time to fulfill in practice. At first only landowning white men had the vote. Many of those who wrote these lofty words in the beginning also owned slaves. Women did not win the right to vote until 1920! Nonetheless, the concept of the equal worth and value of each human being is there, a distinctly Christian ideal wholly absent in the pre-Christian world. Secondly, those who designed our form of government did so based on a huge assumption about human nature. That was the firm conviction that human beings couldn’t be trusted. Even the Deists among them had been brought up with the concept of human sinfulness. And because human beings were sinful and could not be trusted, a system of checks and balances was built in. This was a unique innovation. Where it existed elsewhere in the world it had evolved over time. This was done by design. And third, the founders were absolutely adamant that there must be a separation of Church and state, because no one could legislate belief. This was not just a Christian belief, this came out of the non-conformist Christian tradition. They had all witnessed the effects of persecution and discrimination resulting from the establishment of a state church, and wanted nothing to do with it. At the time many of the leading scholars of the day thought the Americans were crazy. The church would never survive without state support! The opposite, in fact, has been shown to be the case. Despite the fact that we’re an argumentative bunch and have created more denominations and new religions than anywhere else in the world, there is no denying that we’re alive.
So is America a Christian nation? No. There’s no such thing. Were the founders Christians? Some of them were. Did the American system of government arise out of Christian principles? Yes. At the most basic level, the principles laid out are in line with Christian thinking and a Christian understanding of human nature and human worth.

I close today with the words of one of our presidents who most definitely was a Christian, but who never went to church, Abraham Lincoln. In his Inaugural Address of March 4, 1865 Lincoln expressed the complexity of the issue of faith in the context of civil war. As the war finally came to an end he said of the two sides: “Both read the same Bible and pray to the same God, and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces, but let us judge not, that we not be judged. The prayers of both could not be answered. That of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes.” Amen. 
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