Examining Founding the United States

By BERNARD FEDER

Despite what many believe, the United States was not founded upon Christianity.

The recent uproar over the display of the Ten Commandments in Alabama has brought out swarms of Christian fundamentalists who contend with righteous conviction that the founding fathers intended to establish a Christian nation despite the fact that there is no mention of God in the Constitution. Let's examine this claim.

To begin with, the key figures in the founding of this nation, men like Jefferson, Madison, Washington and Benjamin Franklin, were self-declared deists. That means that, unlike atheists, they acknowledged the existence of a creator, but thought he could be comprehended through scientific inquiry, not through faith. In fact, some of them had a profound contempt for revealed religions
like Christianity, Judaism and Islam, each claiming to have had exclusive communications from God.

These deists embraced the ideas that emerged during the period we know as the Enlightenment. The key idea was to apply the test of reason and to strip religion of alleged revelations by God. Deism is belief in a God who created the universe and established eternal laws for its operation, laws that could be discovered by investigators like Isaac Newton and Copernicus and Descartes, not
by private revelations from God.

These deists denied the existence of an anthropomorphic God who was preoccupied with the affairs of our tiny piece of His universe, who chose sides among His children, who could be jealous and vengeful and repentant and murderous, but who could also be merciful and charitable -- in other words, a God who could be humanly capricious and so insecure that he demanded adoration from his creatures and constantly had to prove his existence through miracles.

To Copernicus and Newton, God's laws "like the law of gravity or of planetary movements" were universal and immutable. They were the laws of a law-abiding Prime Mover who in Albert Einstein's words, does not play dice with the clockwork universe he had created. He doesn't do miracles.

To many scientists, explained the renowned physicist Stephen Hawking, the "mind of God" is a convenient metaphor for the aggregate of the laws of nature.

In a letter to Benjamin Rush in 1803, Jefferson, the principal author of the Declaration of Independence, wrote, "To the corruptions of Christianity I am, indeed, opposed; but not to the genuine precepts of Jesus himself. I am a Christian in the only sense in which he wished anyone to be; sincerely attached to his doctrines, in preference to all others; ascribing to himself every human
excellence, and believing he never claimed any other."

He described Christianity as "the most perverted system that ever shone on man. . . . Rogueries, absurdities and untruths were perpetrated upon the teaching of Jesus by a large band of dupes and imposters led by Paul, the first great corrupter of the teaching of Jesus." Jefferson called the Book of Revelations
"the ravings of a maniac, no more worthy nor capable of explanation than the incoherence of our own nightly dreams."

John Adams, who frequently referred to God, wrote "The doctrine of the divinity of Jesus is made a convenient cover for absurdity." He signed the Treaty of Tripoli with France in 1800, which states in Article 11 that "the Government of the United States is not in any sense founded on the Christian religion."

James Madison, often called the Father of the Constitution, wrote "Religion and government will both exist in greater purity, the less they are mixed together."

Thomas Paine wrote in The Age of Reason, "It is the duty of every true Deist to vindicate the moral justice of God against the evils in the Bible." Deism, he wrote, "believes in God and there it rests. It honors reason as the choicest gift of God to man, and the faculty by which he is enabled to contemplate the power, wisdom and goodness of the Creator displayed in the creation . . .and it avoids the fabulous inventions of men . . . pretending to be revelation."

In his autobiography, Benjamin Franklin called himself "a thorough deist, "although, like Washington, he conceded that the average person, like a child, might need the reward/punishment mentality of religion to behave.
Did such men intend to found a Christian nation?
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