
10/29/25

1

Religion, Nationalism, 
and The Constitution

Dr. Andrew Fiala
afiala@csufresno.edu

1

Course Plan
• Oct. 15: Secularism, Anti-Secularism, and Post-

Secular Backlash

• Oct. 22: Theological Critiques of Religious 
Nationalism

• Oct. 29: A Defense of Secular Values in American 
Tradition and Modern Philosophy

• [[SKIP Nov. 5]]

• Nov. 12: Tragic Conflicts and Hope for Progress
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Four basic claims

1. Christian nationalism is un-American
2. Christian nationalism is based upon flawed theology
3. Secularism is a wise response to religious disputes
4. Paradox of secularism: when secularism confronts its anti-secular 

other
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Three features of Christian Nationalism

1. A theological claim: that the Christian God is concerned with the 
political structure and religious identity of one’s country.

2. A historical and anthropological claim: that one’s country is and 
ought to be working on behalf of the Christian faith.

3. A political agenda: that Christians ought to support laws, policies, 
and candidates that support 1 and 2.
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The Challenge of Christian Nationalism
• America is a Christian nation, but somewhere along 

the way our tolerance for evil allowed subversive 
agents of Satan to invade every facet of our country 
and culture. Our worldly institutions may have been 
temporarily conquered by secular humanists who 
hate God, but we worship a God who overcomes all 
worldly institutions.
• Andrew Torba and Andrew Isker
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John Adams, Treaty of Tripoli (1797)

• As the Government of the United States of America 
is not, in any sense, founded on the Christian 
religion; as it has in itself no character of enmity 
against the laws, religion, or tranquility, of 
Mussulmen; and as the said States never entered 
into any war or act of hostility against any 
Mahometan nation, it is declared by the parties 
that no pretext arising from religious opinions shall 
ever produce an interruption of the harmony 
existing between the two countries.

John Adams
1735-1826
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Theological/Political Ideas of the Founding Fathers
Constitution, Article 6, Section 3
• No religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any office or public 

trust under the United States.
First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
• Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 

prohibiting the free exercise thereof.

Virginia Statute of Religious Liberty (Jefferson)
• No man shall be compelled to frequent or support any religious worship, place, 

or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, molested, or 
burthened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer on account of his 
religious opinions or belief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by 
argument to maintain, their opinion in matters of religion.
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Good News for Secular Consensus?? 
Public Religion Research Institute, 2025 American Values Survey (Oct 2025)
https://prri.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/PRRI-Sep-2025-AVS.pdf 

• There is a broad consensus on civic ideals as important traits to being truly American, but 
more disagreement as to whether being Christian or being of Western European heritage 
is necessary to being truly American.

• Most Americans say believing in individual freedoms (93%), the Constitution (91%), and the 
Declaration of Independence (88%), accepting diverse backgrounds (89%), respecting 
American political institutions and laws (88%), and speaking English (75%) are important to 
“being truly American.”

• Americans are mixed on whether belief in God (57%) and being born in the U.S. (54%) are 
true American traits. Fewer Americans say being Christian (43%), having military-ancestor 
ties (42%), or Western European heritage (23%) are important to being truly American.

• There are wide partisan divides, with Republicans most likely to rate nearly all traits as 
important to being truly American, while Democrats prioritize civic ideals more than identity 
traits.

• White Christians and Christians of color place more emphasis than non-Christians or the 
religiously unaffiliated on the belief in God, being born in America, and Christian identity as 
being important to being truly American. Christian nationalism Adherents and Sympathizers 
also place more emphasis on military ancestry than other Americans.
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Good News for Secular Consensus??
Public Religion Research Institute, 2025 American Values Survey (Oct 2025)
https://prri.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/PRRI-Sep-2025-AVS.pdf 

• Most Americans remain committed to a vision of America that is religiously 
diverse. Strong majorities also agree that America is best understood as a nation 
built on the idea that all people have equal rights and freedoms rather than as a 
nation comprised of people with a shared heritage and homeland.
• About two-thirds of Americans, including most Democrats (85%) and independents 

(70%), say they would prefer the U.S. to be a nation made up of people belonging 
to a wide variety of religions, compared with 32% of Americans who say they would 
prefer a nation primarily made up of people who follow the Christian faith. Most 
Republicans (55%) agree with the second statement.
• A majority of white evangelical Protestants 67% and Hispanic Protestants 58% favor 

a primarily Christian nation, while most other religious groups prefer diversity.
• Most Americans (78%) agree “America is best understood as a nation built around 

the idea that all people, regardless of the circumstances of their birth or station in 
life, have equal rights and freedoms,” including 70% of Republicans. Just 19% 
believe that “America is best understood as a nation comprised of people with a 
shared heritage and homeland.”
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Savior-King of America (according to pastor Shane Vaughn)
Reported at People for the American Way 
https://www.peoplefor.org/rightwingwatch/shane-vaughn-claims-constitution-was-designed-make-trump-king?emci=5642a2f0-aab1-f011-8e61-
6045bded8ba4&emdi=2073efba-acb1-f011-8e61-6045bded8ba4&ceid=28181477 
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Donald Trump “Unveils 
America Prays”
At the Museum of the 
Bible, Sept 8, 2025
https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/2025/09/president-
trump-champions-religious-freedom-unveils-america-prays/

• The President also launched 
the America Prays initiative, a 
call for Americans to unite in 
prayer for the nation’s 
strength, peace, and 
prosperity as the 250th 
anniversary of the Declaration 
of Independence approaches.
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Donald Trump “Unveils America Prays”
At the Museum of the Bible, Sept 8, 2025
https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/2025/09/president-trump-champions-religious-freedom-unveils-america-prays/

• President Trump highlighted the importance of faith in 
God: “To have a great nation, you have to have religion. I 
believe that so strongly. There has to be something after 
we go through all of this — and that something is God.”

• President Trump reaffirmed our nation’s founding 
principles: “When faith gets weaker, our country seems to 
get weaker. When faith gets stronger… good things 
happen for our country. It’s amazing the way it seems to 
work that way. Under the Trump Administration, we’re 
defending our rights and restoring our identity as a nation 
under God. We are One Nation Under God — and we 
always will be.”

12
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Donald Trump “Unveils America Prays”
At the Museum of the Bible, Sept 8, 2025
https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/2025/09/president-trump-champions-religious-freedom-unveils-america-prays/

• President Trump admonished a Democrat Senator 
for denying that our rights come from God: “The 
need for this commission has never been more clear 
than it was last week when the ineffectual Senator 
from Virginia — a man named Tim Kaine — stated 
that the notion our rights come from our Creator is 
‘extremely troubling’ to him… It’s this Declaration of 
Independence that proclaims we’re endowed by our 
creator with the right to Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit 
of Happiness. The Senator from Virginia should be 
ashamed of himself.”
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“Tim Kaine’s Constitutional blasphemy” The Hill, Sept. 6, 2025
https://thehill.com/opinion/congress-blog/5489547-tim-kaines-embarrassing-constitutional-blasphemy/

• “The notion that rights don’t come from laws and don’t come from the 
government, but come from the Creator — that’s what the Iranian 
government believes,” Kaine said. 
• “It’s a theocratic regime that bases its rule on Shia (sic) law and targets 

Sunnis, Bahá’ís, Jews, Christians, and other religious minorities. They do it 
because they believe that they understand what natural rights are from 
their Creator. So, the statement that our rights do not come from our 
laws or our governments is extremely troubling.”

14
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A dispute about rights
• John Locke: “The state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which obliges every 

one: and reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind, who will but consult it, that 
being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, 
liberty, or possessions.”

• Declaration of Independence (Thomas Jefferson): “We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness.”

• UN Declaration of Human Rights: “Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and 
of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the 
foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world,

• Jeremy Bentham: “Natural rights is simple nonsense: natural and imprescriptible 
rights, rhetorical nonsense,—nonsense upon stilts”

15

Pastor Sean Feucht on 250th Revival/Worship
https://www.peoplefor.org/rightwingwatch/sean-feucht-says-federal-government-planning-christian-nationalist-revival-meetings

• We've had the privilege of doing worship inside of the White 
House this year and praying over [Trump], over his Cabinet, 
and there's a lot of believers… We do these events in D.C. 
every year and it's always a fight. And this year is year six of us 
worshiping on the National Mall, but the difference this year 
was that the U.S. government invited us and, as far as I know, 
that's never happened.
• I was on a phone call today, actually, on the way down here, 

talking with the America 250 team… The government's closed 
down, but a lot of them are still kind of working behind the 
scenes, and we were talking about the America 250 events—
this is crazy stuff—we are planning and plotting to do revival 
meetings sponsored by the U.S. government all across the 
nation. No, really. We were discussing today about a giant, 
massive 'Let Us Worship' [rally] happening at Mount 
Rushmore.

16
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Pastor Sean Feucht on 250th Revival/Worship
https://www.peoplefor.org/rightwingwatch/sean-feucht-says-federal-government-planning-christian-nationalist-revival-meetings

• I feel like that 250 In America, I feel like there's 
going to be such an explosion of revival.. These 
people in the Cabinet, they are Holy Ghost 
people. I personally put oil on my hands and 
laid it on three members of the Cabinet. These 
are not just Christians In Name Only, like RINOS. 
They're not that. They're real Holy Spirit people.

17

Ellis, God Gives Authority to the Law
Jenna Ellis, The Legal Basis for a Moral Constitution: A Guide 
for Christians (2015)

• Divine Law presumes rational, objective limits and the 
legislative bodies of social government have no power to 
influence, redirect, redefine, ignore, or legislate against rigid 
laws of science and morality. God gives authority and 
enforcement to the law, and has firstly ordained all rigid, 
discoverable law, and secondly has given limited power to 
the three spheres of government (which He also ordained) to 
wisely legislate the law that is fluid and made in accordance 
with discoverable scientific and moral law.

18
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Ellis, God Gives Authority to the Law
Jenna Ellis, The Legal Basis for a Moral Constitution: A 
Guide for Christians (2015)

• Divine Law therefore supersedes all human-run 
government and man himself, and the three spheres of 
government, including civil law, must exercise their 
limited legislative and enforcement authority only to 
the extent they do not contradict the fixed, unchanging 
laws, even within their overlap with each other.

19

Ellis, God Gives Authority to the Law
Jenna Ellis, Western Conservative Summit 2022
• They [the founders] recognized that only by His 

authority, His limited delegated authority, that is where 
we have legitimacy in government. And so, we have to 
be a Christian Nation. By understanding that the 
Christian worldview has to be reclaimed in this country if 
we are ever going to protect our constitution, if we're 
ever going to continue to have our freedoms that are 
protected by government

20
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Democracy is heretical
Joseph Boot, “The Heresy of Liberal Democracy”
• In biblical faith, man is a fallen sinner. His human 

understanding, or reason, is distorted by rebellion against 
God, often leading him radically astray, and he is anything 
but independent and autonomous.
• Any constitution that claims that ‘the people’ 

have ultimate sovereignty (rather than seeing government 
as a delegated sovereignty under God) is, by definition, a 
tyranny.
• Secular dogmas are heretical in their assertion of popular 

sovereignty, their denial of God’s sovereignty, of human 
sin and fallenness, and the Lordship of Jesus Christ.
• As somebody who believes in the importance of a 

Christian nation-state because I believe, just like the 
family and the church, the state has to be under God and 
submit itself to the lordship of Christ.

21

The Modern Social Contract
“We, the people…”

•All power in just & free Govts. is derived from Compact.
• --James Madison

22
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Enlightenment “Natural Religion” and natural rights
• Fiala: This process, through which rational beings discerned the 

basics of morality, was understood by authors such as Locke in 
connection with a kind of “natural religion.” Locke explained it 
this way in describing the kind of truth that God provides outside 
of religious revelation, and which is discovered by the “light of 
reason.”

John Locke, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding:  
• Since then the precepts of natural religion are plain, and very 

intelligible to all mankind, and seldom come to be controverted; 
and other revealed truths, which are conveyed to us by books 
and languages, are liable to the common and natural obscurities 
and difficulties incident to words; methinks it would become us 
to be more careful and diligent in observing the former, and less 
magisterial, positive, and imperious, in imposing our own sense 
and interpretations of the latter.

John Locke
1632-1704
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John Locke: The Social Contract (“compact”)
Second Treatise of Government (1689)

• The only way whereby any one divests himself of his natural 
liberty, and puts on the bonds of civil society, is by agreeing 
with other men to join and unite into a community, for their 
comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst 
another, in a secure enjoyment of their properties, and a 
greater security against any that are not of it.

• And thus every man, by consenting with others to make one 
body politick under one government, puts himself under an 
obligation to every one of that society, to submit to the 
determination of the majority, and to be concluded by it; or 
else this original compact, whereby he with others 
incorporates into one society, would signify nothing, and be 
no compact, if he be left free, and under no other ties, than 
he was in before in the state of nature.

John Locke
1632-1704
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John Locke: Right of Revolution
Second Treatise of Government (1689)

• The reason why men enter into society, is the preservation of 
their property; and the end why they choose and authorize a 
legislative, is, that there may be laws made, and rules set, as 
guards and fences to the properties of all the members of the 
society, to limit the power, and moderate the dominion, of every 
part and member of the society: for since it can never be 
supposed to be the will of the society, that the legislative should 
have a power to destroy that which every one designs to secure, 
by entering into society, and for which the people submitted 
themselves to legislators of their own making 
• Whenever the legislators endeavor to take away, and destroy 

the property of the people, or to reduce them to slavery under 
arbitrary power, they put themselves into a state of war with 
the people, who are thereupon absolved from any farther 
obedience, and are left to the common refuge, which God hath 
provided for all men, against force and violence.

John Locke
1632-1704
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Social Contract Problem
Can Minimal Secular Consensus 
Emerge?

• How can diverse people agree to the social 
contract?
• Fiala: We hope that it is possible for 

overlapping consensus to emerge. But the 
basic fact of diversity means that there is no 
transcendental truth that will emerge to 
guide the process of deriving a consensus 
view. Rather, the consensus will be merely 
human: it will be the product of human 
interpretation and negotiation.
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Maritain: Practical Consensus
Jacques Maritain, Man and the State (1951)
• Practical agreement among men who are theoretically 

opposed to one another.
• It is sufficient to distinguish properly between the rational 

justifications, inseparable from the spiritual dynamism of a 
philosophical doctrine or religious faith, and the practical 
conclusions which, separately justified for each, are, for all, 
analogically common principles of action. I am fully convinced 
that my way of justifying the belief in the rights of man and 
the ideal of freedom, equality, and fraternity is the only one 
which is solidly based on truth. That does not prevent me 
from agreeing on these practical tenets with those who are 
convinced that their way of justifying them, entirely different 
from mine or even opposed to mine in its theoretical 
dynamism, is likewise the only one that is based on truth.

Jacques Maritain
1882-1973
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Maritain: Practical Consensus
Jacques Maritain, Man and the State (1951)
• Assuming they both believe in the democratic charter, a 

Christian and a rationalist will, nevertheless, give 
justifications that are incompatible with each other, to 
which their souls, their minds, and their blood are 
committed, and about these justifications they will fight. 
And God keep me from saying that it is not important to 
know which of the two is right! That is essentially 
important. They remain, however, in agreement on the 
practical affirmation of that charter, and they can 
formulate together common principles of action.

Jacques Maritain
1882-1973
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Rawls: Overlapping Consensus
John Rawls, “Public Reason Revisited” (1997)

• How is it possible— or is it— for those of faith, as well 
as the nonreligious (secular), to endorse a constitutional 
regime even when their comprehensive doctrines may 
not prosper under it, and indeed may decline?

John Rawls
1921-2002
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Rawls: Overlapping Consensus
John Rawls, Political Liberalism (1993)

• The religious doctrines that in previous centuries were 
the professed basis of society have gradually given 
way to principles of constitutional government that all 
citizens, whatever their religious view, can endorse.

John Rawls
1921-2002
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Rawls: Overlapping Consensus
John Rawls, “Overlapping Consensus” (1987)
• Questions of political justice can be discussed on the same 

basis by all citizens, whatever their social position, or more 
particular aims and interests, or their religious, 
philosophical, or moral views. Justification in matters of 
political justice is addressed to others who disagree with us, 
and therefore it proceeds from some consensus: from 
premises that we and others recognize as true, or as 
reasonable for the purpose of reaching a working agreement 
on the fundamentals of political justice. 
• Given the fact of pluralism, and given that justification 

begins from some consensus, no general or comprehensive 
doctrine can assume the role of a publicly accepted basis of 
political justice.

John Rawls
1921-2002
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Two Models
Religious Nationalism vs. Political Secularism

One True Religion

State

Neutral State 

Religion Religion

Religion Religion

The state is subsumed by religion

The state allows for co-existence among religions.
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Overlapping Consensus

Comprehensive 
Doctrine

Comprehensive 
Doctrine

Comprehensive 
Doctrine

Comprehensive 
Doctrine

Comprehensive 
Doctrine

Overlapping 
Consensus
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The U.S. Government is a Human Creation
The Social Contract (or ‘compact’)
Declaration of Independence: 
• That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving 

their just powers from the consent of the governed,— That whenever any Form of 
Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to 
alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on 
such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem 
most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.

U.S. Constitution
• We the People of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union, 

establish justice, ensure domestic tranquility, provide for the common defense, 
promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and 
our posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of 
America.
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The Human Foundation of the United States
John Adams, Thoughts on Government (1776)

• We ought to consider what is the end of government, 
before we determine which is the best form. Upon this 
point all speculative politicians will agree, that the 
happiness of society is the end of government, as all 
divines and moral philosophers will agree that the 
happiness of the individual is the end of man. From this 
principle it will follow, that the form of government 
which communicates ease, comfort, security, or, in one 
word, happiness, to the greatest number of persons, and 
in the greatest degree, is the best.

John Adams
1735-1826
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The Human Foundation of the United States
John Adams, Thoughts on Government (1776)

• All sober inquirers after truth, ancient and modern, 
pagan and Christian, have declared that the happiness of 
man, as well as his dignity, consists in virtue. Confucius, 
Zoroaster, Socrates, Mahomet, not to mention 
authorities really sacred, have agreed in this.

John Adams
1735-1826
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The U.S. Government is a Human Creation
The Social Contract (or ‘compact’)

James Madison, ‘Essay on Sovereignty” 1835
• https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/99-02-02-3188. 

•  All power in just & free Govts. is derived from Compact, 
that where the parties to the Compact are competent to 
make it, and where the Compact creates a Govt, and arms it 
not only with a moral power but the physical means of 
executing it it is immaterial by what name it is called. Its 
real character is to be decided by the Compact itself: by the 
nature & extent of the powers it specifies, and the 
obligations imposed on the parties to it.

James Madison
1751-1817
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The Human Foundation of the United States
John Adams, A Defense of the Constitutions of Government of the United 
States of America (1787)

• The United States of America have exhibited, perhaps, the 
first example of governments erected on the simple 
principles of nature; and if men are now sufficiently 
enlightened to disabuse themselves of artifice, imposture, 
hypocrisy, and superstition, they will consider this event as an 
era in their history.
• It will never be pretended that any persons employed in that 

service [of the formation of government] had interviews with 
the gods, or were in any degree under the inspiration of 
Heaven, more than those at work upon ships or houses, or 
laboring in merchandise or agriculture; it will forever be 
acknowledged that these governments were contrived 
merely by the use of reason and the senses.

John Adams
1735-1826
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The Human Foundation of the United States
John Adams, A Defense of the Constitutions of Government of the United 
States of America (1787)

• Thirteen governments thus founded on the natural 
authority of the people alone, without a pretense of 
miracle or mystery, and which are destined to spread 
over the northern part of that whole quarter of the 
globe, are a great point gained in favor of the rights of 
mankind. The experiment is made, and has completely 
succeeded; it can no longer be called in question, 
whether authority in magistrates and obedience of 
citizens can be grounded on reason, morality, and the 
Christian religion, without the monkery of priests, or the 
knavery of politicians.

John Adams
1735-1826
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Human Government: To limit human nature

Madison (or Hamilton), Federalist 51
• But what is government itself but the greatest of all 

reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no 
government would be necessary. If angels were to 
govern men, neither external nor internal controls on 
government would be necessary. In framing a 
government which is to be administered by men over 
men, the great difficulty lies in this: You must first 
enable the government to control the governed; and 
in the next place, oblige it to control itself. A 
dependence on the people is no doubt the primary 
control on the government; but experience has 
taught mankind the necessity of auxiliary precautions

James Madison
1751-1817
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Legitimate Authority: Consent of the whole people 

Hamilton, Federalist 22
• It has not a little contributed to the infirmities of the 

existing fœderal system, that it never had a ratification 
by the PEOPLE. Resting on no better foundation than 
the consent of the several Legislatures… 
• The possibility of a question of this nature, proves the 

necessity of laying the foundations of our national 
government deeper than in the mere sanction of 
delegated authority. The fabric of American Empire 
ought to rest on the solid basis of THE CONSENT OF 
THE PEOPLE. The streams of national power ought to 
flow immediately from that pure original fountain of 
all legitimate authority.

Alexander Hamilton
1755-1804
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Thomas Jefferson and James Madison
Religious Liberty
Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom (drafted 
1779, passed 1786)
• Almighty God hath created the mind free, and 

manifested his supreme will that free it shall 
remain by making it altogether insusceptible of 
restraint; all attempts to influence it by temporal 
punishments, or burthens, or by civil 
incapacitations, tend only to beget habits of 
hypocrisy and meanness, and are a departure from 
the plan of the holy author of our religion, who 
being Lord both of body and mind, yet chose not 
to propagate it by coercions on either, as was in his 
Almighty power to do; 

Thomas Jefferson 
1743-1826
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Thomas Jefferson and James Madison
Religious Liberty
Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom (drafted 
1779, passed 1786)
• That the impious presumption of legislators and 

rulers, civil as well as ecclesiastical, who being 
themselves but fallible and uninspired men, have 
assumed dominion over the faith of others, setting 
up their own opinions and modes of thinking as 
the only true and infallible, and as such 
endeavouring to impose them on others, hath 
established and maintained false religions over the 
greatest part of the world, and through all time.

Thomas Jefferson 
1743-1826
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Thomas Jefferson and James Madison
Religious Liberty
Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom (drafted 1779, passed 1786)
• And finally… truth is great and will prevail if left to herself, that she is 

the proper and sufficient antagonist to error, and has nothing to fear 
from the conflict, unless by human interposition disarmed of her 
natural weapons, free argument and debate, errors ceasing to be 
dangerous when it is permitted freely to contradict them.
• Be it enacted by the General Assembly, That no man shall be 

compelled to frequent or support any religious worship, place, or 
ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced restrained, molested, or 
burthened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer on account 
of his religious opinions or belief; but that all men shall be free to 
profess, and by argument to maintain, their opinion in matters of 
religion, and that the same shall in no wise diminish, enlarge, or affect 
their civil capacities.
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Thomas Jefferson’s inclusive idea of religious liberty

Jefferson, Autobiography (explaining the Virginia 
Statute)
• Where the preamble declares that coercion is a 

departure from the plan of the holy author of our 
religion, an amendment was proposed, by inserting 
the word “Jesus Christ,” so that it should read “a 
departure from the plan of Jesus Christ, the holy 
author of our religion” the insertion was rejected by 
a great majority, in proof that they meant to 
comprehend, within the mantle of its protection, 
the Jew and the Gentile, the Christian and 
Mahometan, the Hindoo, and infidel of every 
denomination.

Thomas Jefferson 
1743-1826
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John Adams on Religious Toleration
Explaining what he told the Archbishop of Canterbury 
(In a letter to John Jay, Jan. 4, 1786)
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/06-18-02-0042. 

I replied that my answer could be only that of a 
private Citizen, and in that capacity I had no scruple 
to say,
The people of the United States in general were 
for a liberal and generous toleration— I might 
indeed employ a stronger word and call it a right 
and the first right of Mankind to worship God, 
according to their Consciences.

John Adams
1735-1826
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James Madison on Religious Liberty
Memorial and Remonstrances against Religious Assessments (1785)

• Whilst we assert for ourselves a freedom to 
embrace, to profess and to observe the Religion 
which we believe to be of divine origin, we 
cannot deny an equal freedom to those whose 
minds have not yet yielded to the evidence 
which has convinced us. If this freedom be 
abused, it is an offence against God, not against 
man: To God, therefore, not to man, must an 
account of it be rendered. James Madison

1751-1817
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James Madison on Religious Liberty 
Memorial and Remonstrances against Religious Assessments (1785)

• Religion then of every man must be left to the 
conviction and conscience of every man; and it is 
the right of every man to exercise it as these may 
dictate. This right is in its nature an unalienable 
right. It is unalienable, because the opinions of 
men, depending only on the evidence 
contemplated by their own minds cannot follow 
the dictates of other men: It is unalienable also, 
because what is here a right towards men, is a 
duty towards the Creator. 

James Madison
1751-1817
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James Madison on Religious Liberty 
Memorial and Remonstrances against Religious Assessments (1785)

• It is the duty of every man to render to the Creator such 
homage and such only as he believes to be acceptable to 
him. This duty is precedent, both in order of time and in 
degree of obligation, to the claims of Civil Society. Before 
any man can be considered as a member of Civil Society, 
he must be considered as a subject of the Governour of 
the Universe: And if a member of Civil Society, who 
enters into any subordinate Association, must always do 
it with a reservation of his duty to the General Authority; 
much more must every man who becomes a member of 
any particular Civil Society, do it with a saving of his 
allegiance to the Universal Sovereign. 
• We maintain therefore that in matters of Religion, no 

man’s right is abridged by the institution of Civil Society 
and that Religion is wholly exempt from its cognizance.

James Madison
1751-1817
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Conclusion: Paradox of Secularism 
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