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 In the United States of America, religious ideas and patriotic sentiments are frequently 

coupled in both explicitly religious and officially governmental settings.  For instance, in Grove 

City College‟s chapel building, a large American flag hangs prominently just inside the entrance.  

The hymnals in the chapel pews include a section of patriotic songs such as “America the 

Beautiful” and “My Country, „Tis of Thee,” which refer in their texts to God‟s blessing and 

guidance of the nation.  Additionally, famous American political figures such, as George 

Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and Abraham Lincoln, are portrayed in stained glass windows 

alongside various biblical characters and historical heroes of the Christian faith.  Likewise, 

references to “God” are interspersed throughout many of America‟s official documents and 

ceremonies, from the national anthem to the Declaration of Independence to the many inaugural 

addresses of the United States Presidents throughout the nation‟s history. 

 In his 1967 study “Religion in America,” sociologist Robert Bellah explores this 

relationship between expressions of American patriotism and religious ideas.  Although the U. S. 

Constitution clearly prohibits the establishment of any religion by the state, Bellah asserts that 

“the separation of church and state has not denied the political realm a religious dimension….  

This public religious dimension is expressed in a set of beliefs, symbols, and rituals that I am 

calling American civil religion.”
1
  Like most religions, America‟s civil religion is embodied in 

specific days, sites, objects, stories, texts, organizations, ceremonies, and historical characters 

which are imbued with a special sense of sacredness.
2
  The reality of this civil religion is only 

implicitly understood by the average citizen, but nevertheless most citizens accept its tenets and 

                                                           
1
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participate in its activities.
3
  Although Bellah claims that the American civil religion is 

compatible with Christianity, an analysis of its function, doctrines, and conception of God 

reveals an irreconcilable tension for the biblical Christian. 

 

The Function and Character of Civil Religion 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower is famous for saying, “Our government makes no sense  

unless it is founded in a deeply felt religious faith—and I don‟t care what it is.”
4
  President 

George Washington expresses a somewhat similar sentiment in his 1796 farewell address: 

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and 

morality are indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of 

patriotism, who should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happiness, 

these firmest props of the duties of men and citizens….  Let us with caution 

indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion. 

Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of 

peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national 

morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.
5
 

 

Such statements might easily lead one to the conclusion that civil religion is strictly utilitarian in 

purpose.  Indeed, when Jean-Jacques Rousseau originally coins the term civil religion in his 

work Social Contract, he proposes the creation of a general set of theistic-nationalistic ideas for 

the sake of civil unity and peace with seemingly little regard for the actual truth value of those 

ideas.
6
  However, Bellah argues from his observations that “the 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.”
7
  For Bellah, the civil 

religion expresses genuine truths at the same time that it functions to promote national unity: 

                                                           
3
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“The civil religion was able to build up… powerful symbols of national solidarity and to 

mobilize deep levels of personal motivation for the attainment of national goals.”
8
 

In order to understand the American civil religion, says Bellah, one must acquaint 

himself with the concept of religion itself.  Sociologist John Coleman identifies the meaning of 

religion as used by Bellah to be “a set of symbolic forms and acts which relate man to the 

ultimate conditions of his existence.”
9
  Thus, religion both identifies the fundamental truths of 

reality and provides a way of living meaningfully in light of these truths.  Bellah sets this concept 

of religion against what he calls “the peculiarly Western concept of „religion‟ as denoting a 

single type of collectivity of which an individual can be a member of one and only one at a 

time.”
10

  On the contrary, religion can find expression in a number of forms, and it need not be a 

strictly exclusive affair.  This is especially significant for civil religion, which when practiced 

well “has neither been so general that it has lacked incisive relevance to the American scene nor 

so particular that it has placed American society above universal human values.”
11

 

 A good civil religion, therefore, must strike a delicate balance between generality for the 

sake of inclusivity and specificity for the sake of meaningfulness.  On the one hand, the doctrines 

of civil religion must be broad enough to find acceptance among members of various world 

religions.  Because of this broadness, historian Wilfred McClay notes, “People of various faiths 

can read and project what they wish into its highly general stories and propositions. It is, so to 

speak, a highest common denominator.”
12

  On the other hand, as Coleman states, civil religion 

must be “specific enough to provide a clear statement of the role and destiny of man as citizen 

                                                           
8
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and [of] the nation.”
13

  In the words of Bellah, “the civil religion was specific enough when it 

came to the topic of America. Precisely because of this specificity, the civil religion was saved 

from empty formalism and served as a genuine vehicle of national religious self-

understanding.”
14

  President George W. Bush neatly encapsulates both sides of the issue in his 

2001 inaugural address: “America has never been united by blood or birth or soil. We are bound 

by ideals that move us beyond our backgrounds, lift us above our interests and teach us what it 

means to be citizens.”
15

 

 In her statistical analysis of the content of the presidents‟ inaugural addresses, Cynthia 

Toolin explains the function of American civil religion using three key processes.  The first, 

identified as “culture building,” is the laying down of foundational ideas or structures in which 

the social expressions of civil religion find their base.  Second, the process of “culture 

affirmation” confirms or validates the foundation established by the culture building process.  

Finally, “legitimation” consists of justifying various actions of the state by invoking the first two 

processes.  Toolin summarizes: “The functions of civil religion in the United States, then, are 

culture building, in telling citizens how they are unique; culture affirming, in telling citizens that 

this uniqueness is a positive asset; and legitimizing, in justifying all national behavior on the 

basis of the culture building and culture affirming processes.”
16

  In response to such thinking, 

Bellah describes the potential for the abuse of such a legitimizing process were it not checked by 

a proper acknowledgement of higher authority and transcendent principles.
17
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American History and the Key Themes of Civil Religion 

 As with any religion, the development of the American civil religion is inseparably tied 

to the circumstances and concerns of its designers and practitioners.  With each critical moment 

of American history comes the inception, elaboration, or recapitulation of one or more of the 

civil religion‟s key themes.  The following analysis highlights several of the most significant 

events in the life of the nation and their importance for the American civil religion. 

America’s Founding: Exodus 

 Expectedly, the period in which the American civil religion first takes shape—including 

the events surrounding the Revolutionary War and the establishment of the United States—plays 

the largest part in defining both the identity and telos of the American people.  Bellah looks to 

the remarks of several later presidents as iconic of the dominant theme developed in this era.  

First, Bellah quotes one of President Lyndon B. Johnson‟s 1965 addresses to Congress: “Above 

the pyramid on the great seal of the United States it says in Latin, „God has favored our 

undertaking.‟  God will not favor everything that we do. It is rather our duty to divine his will.”
18

  

Both parts of Johnson‟s remark are significant: first, that America‟s revolutionary efforts and its 

foundation under the banner of liberty have been ordained by God, and second, that America 

bears a responsibility to God.  Regarding the former, President Washington similarly remarks in 

his 1789 inaugural address, “No people can be bound to acknowledge and adore the Invisible 

Hand which conducts the affairs of men more than those of the United States.  Every step by 

which they have advanced to the character of an independent nation seems to have been 

distinguished by some token of providential agency.”
19

  Moreover, President John F. Kennedy 

confirms the latter idea of responsibility in his 1961 inaugural address: “Let us go forth to lead 
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the land we love, asking His blessing and His help, but knowing that here on earth God's work 

must truly be our own.”
20

 

 This dual theme of God‟s approval and God‟s commissioning finds repeated expression 

in the comparison of America to ancient Israel and America‟s founding to the Exodus.  As 

Bellah describes it, “Europe is Egypt; America, the promised land. God has led his people to 

establish a new sort of social order that shall be a light unto all the nations.”
21

  This imagery is 

invoked in multiple inaugural addresses; President Thomas Jefferson says in 1805 that God “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.”
22

  Similarly, President Johnson describes America‟s 

establishment in covenantal promised-land terms: “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 liberty, 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.”
23

 

 The imagery of America as Israel can be expanded to incorporate much of the significant 

civil religious content of the Revolutionary period.  For instance, the Declaration of 

Independence and the U. S. Constitution can be compared to the Torah in their establishing the 

paradigms for both the identity and the conduct of the people.  Toolin‟s analysis shows in the 

inaugural addresses a recurring treatment of the Constitution as a “sacred book” and an 

“infallible authority” for the nation.
24

  Furthermore, within this schema President Washington 

emerges as a Moses figure, and his stature in the civil religion and in the American public sphere 

has become inflated to larger-than-life proportions.  Bellah notes that, rather than being a 
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comparison imposed from outside the civil religion, the idea of America as Israel is present from 

the very beginning.  Bellah relates that in the process of seeking to design a national seal, 

“Franklin proposed as the device Moses lifting up his wand and dividing the Red Sea while 

Pharaoh was overwhelmed by its waters, with the motto „Rebellion to tyrants is obedience to 

God.‟ Jefferson proposed the children of Israel in the wilderness „led by a cloud by day and a 

pillar of fire at night.‟”
25

 

 The theme of exodus and special calling can still be witnessed in recent expressions of 

civil religion.  In addition to Johnson‟s inaugural address above, Bellah identifies Kennedy‟s 

New Frontier and Johnson‟s Great Society initiatives as reiterations of the exodus theme.  Most 

recently, President Bill Clinton remarked in his 1997 inaugural address that “the promise we 

sought in a new land we will find again in a land of new promise.”
26

  Finally, the notion of 

serving as a “light to the nations” has been revisited and intensified in the last century. 

The Civil War: Sacrifice 

 Bellah identifies the Civil War as “the second great event that involved the national self-

understanding so deeply as to require expression in civil religion.”
27

  Just as Washington stands 

as the key figure in the Revolutionary era, President Abraham Lincoln represents the significance 

of the Civil War period.  To begin with, Lincoln establishes himself as an ideological successor 

and heir of the founders: “I have never had a feeling, politically, that did not spring from the 

sentiments embodied in the Declaration of Independence.”
28

  When faced with the crisis of the 

Civil War, in which America‟s identity as a specially chosen and privileged nation is put to the 

test, Lincoln introduces the theme of death, sacrifice, and rebirth into the civil religion.  The 
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Gettysburg Address, which is quickly added to the corpus of civil religious scripture, repeatedly 

invokes the imagery of birth (“our fathers brought forth,” “conceived in liberty,” “a new birth of 

freedom”) and describes the heroic soldiers as “those who here gave their lives that that nation 

might live.”
29

  Moreover, Lincoln not only proclaims the doctrine of redemptive sacrifice but 

also embodies it in his own death, the final sacrifice that seals the reunification of the nation.
30

 

 To continue the comparison between the biblical narrative and the American civil 

religious narrative, the Civil War brings about a type of New Testament era for the civil religion.  

As Bellah asserts, “The earlier symbolism of the civil religion had been Hebraic without any 

specific sense of being Jewish. The Gettysburg symbolism (“ … those who here gave their lives, 

that that nation might live”) is Christian without having anything to do with the Christian 

church.”
31

  As stated above, the Gettysburg Address becomes the New Testament of the civil 

religion.  Most significantly, President Lincoln becomes a Christ figure for the civil religion in 

sacrificing his life to give life to the country.  As with the Exodus imagery, the comparison 

between Lincoln and Christ originates soon after his death.
32

 

 Just as the concept of exodus and calling has endured, so the concept of sacrifice has 

found repeated expression since its formulation in the Civil War era.  Arlington National 

Cemetery, which Bellah calls the “most hallowed monument” of the civil religion, was created 

following the Civil War and serves chiefly to remind those who make pilgrimage to its sacred 

ground of the sacrifice of America‟s soldiers.  Likewise, Memorial Day originated after the Civil 

War from a similar desire to venerate the sacrificial deaths of U. S. troops.  Bellah observes that 

“Memorial Day observance, especially in the towns and smaller cities of America, is a major 
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event for the whole community involving a rededication to the martyred dead, to the spirit of 

sacrifice, and to the American vision.”
33

  Toolin‟s analysis indicates that sacrificial language is 

frequent in the inaugural addresses and is especially prevalent during times of war.
34

  Recently, 

President Barack Obama invoked the sacrifices of previous generations in his 2009 inaugural 

address as an example to America‟s current citizens: “Time and again these men and women 

struggled and sacrificed and worked till their hands were raw so that we might live a better life. 

They saw America as bigger than the sum of our individual ambitions.”
35

 

The Twentieth Century: A Great Commission 

 Writing in 1967, Bellah observes “a third great problem that has led to a third great crisis, 

in the midst of which we stand. This is the problem of responsible action in a revolutionary 

world, a world seeking to attain many of the things, material and spiritual, that we have already 

attained.”
36

  America‟s increased prominence on the world stage has begun an evolution in 

understanding its original calling: 

Americans have, from the beginning, been aware of the responsibility and the 

significance our republican experiment has for the whole world….  But we were 

small and weak then, and “foreign entanglements” seemed to threaten our very 

survival. During the last century, our relevance for the world was not forgotten, 

but our role was seen as purely exemplary. Our democratic republic rebuked 

tyranny by merely existing….  Since World War II the old pattern has become 

impossible. Every president since Franklin Roosevelt has been groping toward a 

new pattern of action in the world, one that would be consonant with our power 

and our responsibilities.
37

 

 

Simply put, America could no longer think only of itself.  Both the external circumstances of the 

twentieth century and the implications of its existing civil religious doctrines have prompted the 
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nation to a more active global stance focused on the goal of redeeming the world through the 

gospel of freedom. 

 This idea of evangelizing the nations is bountifully interwoven throughout recent 

inaugural addresses.  President Kennedy summons the nation in his 1961 address to “a struggle 

against the common enemies of man: tyranny, poverty, disease, and war itself.”
38

  President 

Clinton declares in his 1997 address, “America stands alone as the world‟s indispensable 

nation….  The world‟s greatest democracy will lead a whole world of democracies.”
39

  President 

George W. Bush affirms in his 2001 address that “America‟s faith in freedom and democracy” 

has become “a seed upon the wind, taking root in many nations.”
40

  While this newly-realized 

role of America as “Redeemer Nation” grows naturally from the original ideas of America‟s 

special calling and of liberty as the supreme good for man, Bellah observes that “with respect to 

America‟s role in the world, the dangers of distortion [of civil religion] are greater and the built-

in safeguards of the tradition weaker.”
41

  Due to the relative lack of historical precedent and the 

nature of interactions with nation-states that do not share in the civil religion, its ability to inform 

and shape foreign policy is more tenuous than in strictly domestic affairs. 

September 11
th

: A Revival of Civil Religion 

 Though its lasting impact remains to be seen, the September 11
th

 tragedy deserves 

attention for having prompted a significant reawakening of American civil religion after several 

decades of decline.  At the close of the twentieth century, Americans had become increasingly 

disillusioned in light of such disappointments as the Vietnam War and President Clinton‟s 
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personal scandal.
42

  However, the attacks of September 11
th

 draw citizens almost instinctively 

back to expressions of civil religious sentiments.
43

  McClay notes the addition of Ground Zero to 

the civil religion‟s sacred locations for the expression of civil religion.
44

  In his statements 

following the attacks, President Bush reissues all the major doctrines of the civil religion.  Bush 

affirms America‟s identity as divinely-appointed bearer of liberty in his explanation of the 

tragedy when he claims that “in every generation, the world has produced enemies of human 

freedom.  They have attacked America, because we are freedom's home and defender.”
45

  Bush 

also claims that “we have seen our national character in eloquent acts of sacrifice.”
46

  Finally, in 

his second inaugural address, Bush identifies the “calling of our time”: 

We are led, by events and common sense, to one conclusion: The survival of 

liberty in our land increasingly depends on the success of liberty in other lands. 

The best hope for peace in our world is the expansion of freedom in all the 

world….  So it is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of 

democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the 

ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world.
47

 

 

Thus, the September 11
th

 attacks serve as a stimulus to the civil religion by once again 

demanding a reminder of America‟s national identity, values, and purpose. 

 

The God of Civil Religion 

 Having briefly surveyed the fundamental content of American civil religion as it arises 

from the nation‟s historical circumstances, one may now turn to examine the civil religious 

concept of God.  As has been seen, God exercises a crucial role in the civil religion, and he is 

referenced in a myriad of official writings and public proclamations.  Once again, the inaugural 
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addresses of the presidents, who fulfill the role of “high priest” in the civil religion, provide 

invaluable insight.
48

  Of all the addresses, only one fails to reference the Deity.  In the earlier 

addresses, the presidents prefer alternative designations such as “Almighty Being,” “Great 

Author,” “benign Parent,” “Providence,” “Fountain of Justice,” and “Infinite Power.”
49

  In the 

very first inaugural address, President Washington says, “It would be peculiarly improper to omit 

in this first official act my fervent supplications to that Almighty Being who rules over the 

universe, who presides in the councils of nations, and whose providential aids can supply every 

human defect.”
50

  In all these designations and invocations emerges the dominant theme of God 

as Sovereign, the Provider of both gifts and laws.  As Washington goes on to say, “The 

propitious smiles of Heaven can never be expected on a nation that disregards the eternal rules of 

order and right which Heaven itself has ordained.”
51

 

 Therefore, the concept of God is essential to the civil religion‟s ability to claim the 

transcendence of its principles.  Bellah explains, “In American political theory, sovereignty rests, 

of course, with the people, but implicitly, and often explicitly, the ultimate sovereignty has been 

attributed to God.”
52

  This grounding of civil religious values in God serves to safeguard the civil 

religion from being abused and contorted to suit the fickle desires of the citizenry, since “the will 

of the people is not itself the criterion of right and wrong. There is a higher criterion in terms of 

which this will can be judged; it is possible that the people may be wrong.”
53

  Such 

transcendence is certainly implied in the Declaration of Independence, which refers to God as the 

creator of nature and its laws, the giver of rights, and “the Supreme Judge of the world” to whom 

                                                           
48
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the founders appeal “for the rectitude of our intentions.”
54

  Bellah notes that as the pluralistic 

American society increasingly includes citizens with more diverse conceptions of God as well as 

citizens who reject the notion of God altogether, the civil religion‟s dependency upon God as an 

anchor for its principles may result in the risk of alienating such citizen groups.
55

 

 Beyond his role as Creator, Provider, Lawgiver, and Sovereign, the God of American 

civil religion seems to be rather intentionally undefined.  As Bellah describes him, “The God of 

the civil religion is not only rather „unitarian,‟ 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 interested and involved in history, with 

a special concern for America.”
56

  As may be expected, the attributes of God are only defined 

insofar as they pertain to his civil religious function; all else about his character is left open to the 

phenomenon of “public theology,” wherein people “quite legitimately interpret the civil religion 

in terms of their own theology.”
57

  Toolin confirms that the themes of love and forgiveness are 

sparse in the inaugural addresses, especially when compared to such values as duty, justice, and 

freedom.
58

  Interestingly, references to God‟s forgiving the American people for their 

wrongdoings are found in both President Washington and President Lincoln‟s declarations 

regarding the observance of the Thanksgiving holiday; however, taken as a whole, the evidence 

suggests that such references are exceptional. 

 An investigation of the 2004 U. S. Supreme Court case Elk Grove Unified School District 

v. Newdow regarding the phrase “under God” in the pledge of allegiance reveals much about the 

manner in which God‟s invocation in civil religious ceremonies can and must differ from a 

                                                           
54
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traditional religious reference to God.  Though the case was dismissed on technical grounds, 

several of the justices decided to write opinions in favor of retaining the phrase.  In his Opinion, 

Chief Justice William Rehnquist writes: 

The phrase “under God” is in no sense a prayer, nor an endorsement of any 

religion, but a simple recognition of the fact noted in H. R. Rep. No. 1693, at 2: 

“From the time of our earliest history our peoples and our institutions have 

reflected the traditional concept that our Nation was founded on a fundamental 

belief in God.”  Reciting the Pledge, or listening to others recite it, is a patriotic 

exercise, not a religious one; participants promise fidelity to our flag and our 

Nation, not to any particular God, faith, or church.
59

 

 

For Rehnquist, the mention of God in the pledge of allegiance is merely an acknowledgement of 

the civil religious concept of God; it is not address to God himself, nor is it an expression of 

loyalty to any particular God.  In her Opinion, Justice Sandra O‟Connor takes a similar stance: 

It [the pledge] does not refer to a nation “under Jesus” or “under Vishnu,” but 

instead acknowledges religion in a general way: a simple reference to a generic 

“God.”…  The phrase “under God,” conceived and added at a time when our 

national religious diversity was neither as robust nor as well recognized as it is 

now, represents a tolerable attempt to acknowledge religion and to invoke its 

solemnizing power without favoring any individual religious sect or belief 

system.
60

 

 

O‟Connor neatly identifies the “generic” God of the civil religion and claims his invocation to be 

little more than a mechanism that causes participants to take the pledge seriously. 

 In summary, the God of the civil religion faces a similar dilemma to that of the civil 

religion on the whole.  On the one hand, God must necessarily have certain attributes in order to 

play a meaningful role in the civil religion.  Specifically, he must be the author of certain 

transcendent principles such as liberty and justice, and he must providentially superintend the 

affairs of America, to whom he has entrusted the sacred goal of exemplifying and propagating 

                                                           
59
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his principles.  On the other hand, God must be characterized in broad enough terms such that his 

invocation could not be construed as the establishment of any world religion‟s conception of 

God.  Nor can God‟s characterization lead to the alienation of adherents to those world religions, 

since the invocation of God in civil religious contexts is only efficacious for those citizens who 

already believe in a God of some sort.  With specificity lie the dangers of both establishment and 

alienation; with generality lies the danger of insignificance.  This dilemma can account for the 

difference in the gravity of references to God in the minds of President Washington and Justice 

O‟Connor—Washington, in seeking to explain the foundation for America‟s guiding principles 

during the nation‟s infancy, ascribes much character and action to God, whereas O‟Connor, in 

seeking to defend the pledge of allegiance as strictly non-religious in an age of increased 

skepticism toward religion, empties the God-phrase of any significance other than serving as an 

emotional mechanism.  Because of this dilemma, it should come as no surprise that the option of 

importing one‟s own theology into the civil religion‟s references to God has found widespread 

favor over the options of Washington‟s general-specific God and O‟Connor‟s God-as-gimmick. 

 

Can Christians Be “Polyreligious”? 

 Equipped with this knowledge, the responsible biblical Christian must consider the extent 

to which the American civil religion and the Christian faith are compatible or incompatible.  One 

might well look first to Bellah‟s own remarks on the subject.  Bellah describes the civil religion 

as “not antithetical to and indeed sharing much in common with Christianity,” arguing that “the 

civil religion was not, in the minds of Franklin, Washington, Jefferson, or other leaders… ever 

felt to be a substitute for Christianity. There was an implicit but quite clear division of function 
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between the civil religion and Christianity.”
61

  Continuing, Bellah observes that the civil religion 

has selectively borrowed a great deal from the Christian tradition.
62

  Bellah also appeals to the 

idea of civil religion as an expression of general revelation: 

Though religion in general [a.k.a. generalized religion] and lowest common 

denominator religion were attacked in the 1950s as a modern perversion of 

traditional religion by neo-orthodox critics and those like Will Herberg who were 

influenced by them, actually such general religion has a long and honorable 

history in Christendom. It is what was called natural religion. And natural religion 

was generally agreed for many centuries to be an indispensable prerequisite for 

government….  Such general religion is, he believed, "Written in the hearts of all 

mankind, yea, even in pagans," and consists in belief in God, in the afterlife and 

in divine punishments.
63

 

 

However, Bellah fails to address the key point of tension for Christians: the identity of the God 

of civil religion.  Of the three possible ways to interpret any invocation of God‟s name in a civil 

religious proclamation, none of these options appears viable for the biblical Christian. 

 First, if “God” is not intended to mean anything and is simply used as a mechanical 

reference for the sake of history or stirring up sentiment, such a situation amounts to nothing 

other than using the Lord‟s name in vain.  If the One True God is being neither addressed nor 

discussed, then any invocation of his name is a transgression of the Third Commandment. 

Second, if “God” is the meaningful, content-laden God of the American civil religion, 

then it is not the One True God.  This is not to say that the God of the civil religion has been 

assigned attributes that conflict with those of the One True God.  Rather, the problem lies in the 

fact that, in order to abide by the disestablishment clause of the Constitution, the God of civil 

religion cannot be identical to the One True God of the Christian Bible.  Therefore, if the God of 

the civil religion is genuinely believed to exist, it must be a separate and other God.  This is 

idolatry.  As Christian journalist Rodney Clapp argues in response to Rehnquist and O‟Connor, 
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“To cite or refer to a „God‟ who is not the subject or object of „any religion,‟ who is not the 

„particular God‟ of any given faith or church, is to introduce a „God‟ additional to and apart from 

the „particular‟ living God of the Christian church.”
64

 

Finally, if “God” is meant to be supplied with meaning by the audience, then this system 

of meaning must be rejected as nonsensical and unbiblical.  In a given matter, meaning originates 

from the author, and any interpretation that fails to conform to this meaning is simply wrong.  

Just as the meaning of a given scripture verse is not decided by the desires or whims of the 

reader, so the meaning of a reference to God cannot be decided by the desires or whims of the 

listener.  Since the author of the reference must mean either nothing or something, the issue must 

inevitably be restated as either the first or second option respectively. 

Therefore, while a Christian may understand and appreciate the functions and benefits of 

civil religion and even agree with its central tenets (and rightly so), he cannot wholly endorse or 

participate in the civil religion because of the God issue presented above. 

 

Conclusion 

 In many regards, the American civil religion looks very much like Christianity.  

However, the two are far from identical.  As Bellah explains, 

Behind the civil religion at every point lie biblical archetypes: Exodus, Chosen 

People, Promised Land, New Jerusalem, and Sacrificial Death and Rebirth. But it 

is also genuinely American and genuinely new. It has its own prophets and its 

own martyrs, its own sacred events and sacred places, its own solemn rituals and 

symbols. It is concerned that America be a society as perfectly in accord with the 

will of God as men can make it, and a light to all nations.
65

 

 

Though there is much to admire in the civil religion, the tension regarding the God of civil 

religion may incite a desire to abolish the civil religion in many Christians, who also read in their 
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Bibles that they are “foreigners and strangers on earth” and that their “citizenship is in heaven.”
66

  

However, such a course does not seem possible.  McClay concludes from observing the effects 

of the September 11
th

 attacks that “the impulse to create and live inside of a civil religion is an 

irrepressible human impulse.”
67

  Added to the difficulty of such a course is the lack of a 

reasonable and effective alternative to civil religion: 

Even at best, proponents of civil religion seem to be arguing for a system of 

beliefs based on its consequences rather than its truth. Yet by the same token, 

responsible critics of civil religion have to be willing to offer a serious and 

persuasive vision of what things could be like in this country, or any country, 

without it. I doubt that they can. The only real alternatives are the extremes of 

fusion or alienation, extreme theocracy or extreme sectarianism.
68

 

 

It appears, therefore, that the Christian may have no other recourse but to accept the existence of 

civil religion, being thoughtful of how he might honor and support his nation without affirming 

the civil religious conception of God or any vain or improper invocation of God‟s name. 
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