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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 the 
American Tradition and Modern Philosophy

• [[SKIP Nov. 5]]

• Nov. 12: Tragic Conflicts and Hope for Progress

2



11/12/25

2

Table of Contents
1. Introduction
2. The War against God

The Anti- secular Rhetoric of Christian 
Nationalism

3. The Devil of Secularism
The Christian Nationalist Argument against 
Secularism

4. God Is Not a Tyrant
A Theological Argument against Christian 
Nationalism

5. The Hubris of Christian Nationalism
A Christian Argument for Humility and 
Nonviolence

6. A Christian State Is Un- Christian
Idolatry and the Argument against 
Christian Nationalism

7. Against Fanaticism and Hypocrisy
Modern Christian Political Theology and 
the Worry about “Secular Absolutism”

8. Can We Know What God Ordains?
Secularization, Nonreligion, and the 
“Christian Nation”

9. The Free Mind of the Secular 
Enlightenment
The Cut Flower Fallacy, the Social Contract, 
and the Secular Idea of the American 
Founding

10. A Liberal and Generous Toleration
The Human Wisdom of Secularism

11. On Dissipating the Darkness
A Tragic and Hopeful Conclusion

3

From Peace and Hope in Dark Times

*hIJ0A4|VURRUw ISBN 978-90-04-54114-6 

ISSN 0929-8436 

brill.com/vibs

Peace and Hope in Dark Times

The papers collected here apply the insights of the 

philosophy of peace to contemporary issues and the 

larger problem of what it means to have hope and to 

work for peace in dark times. The authors included in 

this volume respond to contemporary challenges 

posed by the Trump Era and the covid-19 crisis.  

This represents a novel application and exploration 

of concepts and ideas found in the philosophy of 

peace and nonviolence. The authors elucidate the 

philosophy of peace and general approaches to 

building peace while applying these ideas to  

current crises. 

 

 

Andrew Fiala has a Ph.D. in Philosophy from Vanderbilt 

University. He is Professor of Philosophy at California State 

University, Fresno. His books include: Transformative 

Pacifism, Tyranny from Plato to Trump (2022) and (with 

Jennifer Kling) Can War Be Justified? (2023). 

 

Sahar Heydari Fard has a Ph.D. in Philosophy from the 

University of Cincinnati. She is an Assistant Professor of 

Philosophy at The Ohio State University. Her publications 

include Strategic Injustice, Dynamic Network Formation, 

and Social Movements (2022).
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Edited by Andrew Fiala and Sahar Heydari Fard

Peace and Hope  
in Dark Times

Philosophy of Peace (POP), in conjunction 

with Concerned Philosophers for Peace, 

explores socio-political and ethical perspec-

tives on modern warfare, peacemaking, and 

conflict resolution, including the many forms 

of domestic and global violence, such as  

sexism, racism, and classism. POP is a special 

series in the Value Inquiry Book Series.

The Value Inquiry Book Series (VIBS),  

founded by Robert Ginsberg, is an interna-

tional scholarly program that publishes philo-

sophical books in all areas of value inquiry, 

including social and political thought, ethics, 

applied philo sophy, aesthetics, feminism,  

pragmatism, personalism, religious values, 

medical and health values, values in educa-

tion, values in science and technology, human-

istic psychology, cognitive science, formal axi-

ology, history of philosophy, post-communist 

thought, peace theory, law and society, and 

theory of culture.
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Fiala, “On Giving Birth to Hope in Darkness”

We don’t merely find the light in the darkness. Rather, that 
light is produced by us. The light must be generated by the 
courageous and creative work of the human spirit. It is up to 
us to give birth to the light.

We might also say “give birth to the light you want to see.” 
This is the point of hope, after all: to shine a light in the 
darkness. The light is kindled when we speak out, take 
action, and begin to move in the direction we want to go. 
And in giving birth to light in this way, the way forward is 
illuminated.
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Fiala, “On Giving Birth to Hope in Darkness”

Fear (along with hate, violence, and cruelty) are states of 
mind that prowl the darkness. Nostalgia (and related aspects 
of remembrance such as grief and regret) are static states 
that keep us wedded to the past. But hope is a kind of light 
and dynamism. It is an expectant and bright opening toward 
the future. It is not passive; it is active. It is not quiet; it is 
vocal. It is not afraid of the darkness. Rather, it offers 
courage and encouragement.
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Human beings are prolific. Even in the darkness, we are 
creative. We love, produce, innovate, and reproduce. The 
very fact that there will be a future generation, gives us 
reason to hope— and a reason to do our part. It is sobering 
to imagine how the future will judge us. The future will 
condemn us if we contribute to the darkness: hate and 
cruelty do not fare well in the eyes of future history. But the 
future will also judge us harshly if we remain static and 
succumb to fear and regret, which are often excuses for 
inaction and complicity. Rather than this, a glance to the 
future can inspire us to get to work, to build and to create. 
There is no certainty with regard to the future. But we can be 
sure that if there is going to be a light at the end of the 
tunnel, it is up to us to give birth to it.
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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.”

7

Fiala, Fresno Bee Column, Nov. 2, 2025
• It is worth asking whether we trust government officials, with all their flaws, to 

shape the faith of the nation.
• The American Founders did not.  That’s why they emphasize religious liberty.  In 

1779, Thomas Jefferson authored a “Statute on Religious Freedom” for the state 
of Virginia.  This was passed into law in 1786 with the help of James Madison, 
who went on to author the First Amendment.  The Virginia Statute says, among 
other things, that it is an “impious presumption” for “fallible and uninspired 
men” to assume “dominion over the faith of others.”  
• The word “dominion” is important.  History records many struggles for power 

among religious sects.  When governments get involved in these power struggles, 
it antagonizes some parties, while privileging others.  
• Perhaps a religious revival could help a nation lost in loneliness, addiction, and 

violence. But which faith will lead the revival? If there is to be a revival, this 
should be the work of free citizens.  It is not the business of government.  

8
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The Tragic Conflict
The defenders of political secularism and the 
Christian nationalists appear to exist in 
different realms of value, discourse, and 
meaning. One part of this difference is a 
matter of theology and political philosophy. 
But another part of the difference has to do 
with the place of religion, identity, and 
emotion in the lives of individuals and 
communities. This dispute is really about a 
fundamental difference of social, political, 
theological, and existential meaning. 

9

The Tragic Conflict
This difference is not easily overcome. There is a 
tragic conflict here, that leaves us with what I am 
calling in this book the paradox of secularism. In 
this iteration, the paradox is that those who 
defend the philosophical idea of a neutral secular 
state, grounded on law and human rights will find 
themselves at odds with those who view political 
life as emotional, identity- based, religious, and 
nationalistic. When this difference between the 
secular state as a legal system and religious 
nationalism as an emotional movement comes 
into open conflict, the secular state may find that 
it cannot include those whose basic worldview is 
anti- secular. Hence, the paradox of secularism: an 
inclusive system may not be able to include 
everyone.

10
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Hegelian Religious Identity
Hegel, Philosophy of History (1820’s)
• Religion is the nation’s consciousness of its own being and of the 

highest being. This knowledge is in fact the universal being. A 
nation conceives of God in the same way as it conceives of itself 
and of its relationship to God, so that its religion is also its 
conception of itself.

Yoram Hazony, The Virtues of Nationalism (2018)
• Much of what takes place in political life is motivated by concerns 

arising from our membership in collectives such as families, 
tribes, and nations. Human beings are born into such collectives 
or adopt them later in life, and are tied to them by powerful 
bonds such as mutual loyalty among their members. In fact, we 
come to regard these collectives as an integral part of ourselves. 
We are also powerfully motivated by shared concerns that are 
not physical in this way: the need to maintain the internal 
cohesiveness of the family, tribe, or nation, and the need to 
strengthen its unique cultural inheritance and pass it on to the 
next generation.

11

Vs. Motley American ‘Identity’
Fiala: The American nation is not united by 
the kind of national identity which Hazony 
celebrates. The United States is a motley 
collection of diverse people who come 
from diverse faith traditions, and in which 
the fastest growing religion is “no religion.” 
This is a nation of laws intended to protect 
religious liberty and prevent the 
establishment of a national religion. The 
American identity is not easily understood 
as “Christian” because national identity 
and religious identity are more complex 
than any simple reductive claim such as 
this can account for.

Norman 
Rockwell, 
“Freedom 
of Worship” 
(1947)

Norman Rockwell, “Golden Rule” (1961)

12
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“The Right-Wing Myth of American Heritage”
Leighton Woodhouse in NY Times, Oct. 21, 2025
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/21/opinion/trump-diversity-culture-founders.html

• True Americans, proponents of this emerging patriotic 
mythology believe, are the cultural descendants of founders 
who were united by a shared system of values and folkways 
even more than by an Enlightenment political creed of equality, 
liberty and democracy. Those founders were Protestant, largely 
English-speaking, Northwestern Europeans. 
• Vice President JD Vance appears to share the belief that there is something uniquely 

authentic to this group of Americans. Attacking leftists who he said demand that 
Americans adhere to a set of liberal principles, Mr. Vance told the Claremont 
Institute, “I think the people whose ancestors fought in the Civil War have a hell of a 
lot more claim over America than the people who say they don’t belong.”
• The message echoed Mr. Vance’s acceptance speech at the Republican National 

Convention last year, where he scorned the conception of the United States as a 
country built on a creed. “America is not just an idea,” he intoned. “It is a group of 
people with a shared history and a common future. It is, in short, a nation.”

13

US. Department of LaborTwitter Images: https://x.com/USDOL

From https://x.com/Mollyploofkins/status/1982622567757402379/photo/1

John Gast, “American Progress” (1872)
On Homeland Securty Twitter
https://x.com/DHSgov/status/1948150
126494482555?lang=en

14
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“Heritage Americans”
THE AMERICAN ETHNICITY
The Founding Americans gave birth to a 
new nation, but also a new ethnicity— the 
American ethnicity. Genetic descendants 
of the Founding Americans are Ethnic 
Americans:
• Protestant
• English speaking
• Northwestern European ancestry
So, Heritage Americans are the TRUE 
Native Americans.

Ragnar Lifthrasir

15

But: which history, whose heritage?

16
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Which history, whose heritage?

https://www.facebook.com/groups/584124585069376/
posts/native-american-tribal-territories-before-
colonization/3293595084122299/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/historical.maps.from.around.the.
world/posts/7629215573801058/

17

Presidential Message on Native American Heritage Month 
(Nov. 4, 2025)
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/2025/11/presidential-message-on-national-native-american-heritage-month/

• This National Native American Heritage 
Month, we celebrate Native Americans’ 
enduring contributions to our Nation’s 
greatness.
• From the earliest days of our Republic, our 

founding principles have endured and guided 
us.  Liberty, equality, and the rule of law—
these ideals have guided our country for two 
and a half centuries, and will continue to 
light our way for generations to come.  But 
America is more than these abstract ideas—
it is a nation. https://www.facebook.com/groups/584124585

069376/posts/native-american-tribal-
territories-before-
colonization/3293595084122299/

18
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Presidential Message on Native American Heritage Month 
Nov. 4, 2025
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/2025/11/presidential-message-on-national-native-american-heritage-month/

• America is a country with borders, laws, and 
institutions.  We are a people—with a 
common language, history, and culture—and 
we share a bright future.  As we prepare to 
celebrate 250 glorious years of American 
independence, we honor the generations of 
Native Americans whose service have 
strengthened our country.
• Native Americans have played an 

instrumental role in helping make the United 
States the greatest Nation in the world.  Their 
rich culture, traditions, and achievements 
continue to enrich our society and strengthen 
the promise of America. https://www.facebook.com/groups/584124585

069376/posts/native-american-tribal-
territories-before-
colonization/3293595084122299/

19

Jacob Cram, Missionary to the Seneca Nation (1805)

• I have not come to get your lands or your money, but to 
enlighten your minds, and to instruct you how to worship 
the Great Spirit agreeably to his mind and will, and to 
preach to you the gospel of his son Jesus Christ. There is 
but one religion, and but one way to serve God, and if 
you do not embrace the right way you cannot be happy 
hereafter. You have never worshipped the Great Spirit in a 
manner acceptable to him ; but have all your lives been in 
great errors and darkness. To endeavor to remove these 
errors, and open your eyes, so that you might see clearly, 
is my business with you.
• William Stone, The Life and Times of Sa-Go-Ye-Wat-Ha, or Red 

Jacket (Albany, NY: Munsel, 1866), 273.

20
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Red Jacket’s Reply
• Brother… There was a time when our forefathers owned this great 

island. Their seats extended from the rising to the setting sun. The 
Great Spirit had made it for the use of Indians. He had created the 
buffalo, the deer, and other animals for food. He made the bear 
and the beaver, and their skins served us for clothing. He had 
scattered them over the country, and taught us how to take them. 
He had caused the earth to produce corn for bread. All this he had 
done for his red children because he loved them. If we had any 
disputes about hunting grounds, they were generally settled 
without the shedding of much blood. 
• But an evil day came upon us; your forefathers crossed the great 

waters, and landed on this island. Their numbers were small; they 
found friends, and not enemies; they told us they had fled from 
their own country for fear of wicked men, and come here to enjoy 
their religion. They asked for a small seat; we took pity on them, 
granted their request, and they sat down amongst us; we gave 
them corn and meat; they gave us poison in return.
• Stone, The Life and Times of Sa-Go-Ye-Wat-Ha, or Red Jacket (Albany, NY: 

Munsel, 1866), 274-5.

Red Jacket
(Sagoyewatha)
1750-1830

21

Red Jacket’s Reply
• Brother… You say you are sent to instruct us how to worship 

the Great Spirit agreeably to his mind, and if we do not take 
hold of the religion which you white people teach, we shall be 
unhappy hereafter. You say that you are right, and we are lost; 
how do we know this to be true? We understand that your 
religion is written in a book; if it was intended for us as well as 
you, why has not the Great Spirit given it to us, and not only to 
us, but why did he not give to our forefathers the knowledge 
of that book, with the means of understanding it rightly? We 
only know what you tell us about it. How shall we know when 
to believe, being so often deceived by the white people?
• Brother, you say there is but one way to worship and serve the 

Great Spirit; if there is but one religion, why do you white 
people differ so much about it? Why not all agree, as you can 
all read the book?
• Stone, The Life and Times of Sa-Go-Ye-Wat-Ha, or Red Jacket (Albany, 

NY: Munsel, 1866), 274-5.

Red Jacket
(Sagoyewatha)
1750-1830

22



11/12/25

12

Red Jacket’s Reply
• Brother, we do not understand these things. We are 

told that your religion was given to your forefathers, 
and has been handed down from father to son. We 
also have a religion which was given to our forefathers, 
and has been handed down to us their children. We 
worship that way. It teaches us to be thankful for all 
the favors we receive; to love each other, and to be 
united. We never quarrel about religion.
• Brother, we do not wish to destroy your religion, or 

take it from you; we only want to enjoy our own.
• Stone, The Life and Times of Sa-Go-Ye-Wat-Ha, or Red Jacket 

(Albany, NY: Munsel, 1866), 274-5.
Red Jacket
(Sagoyewatha)
1750-1830

23

The Cut Flower Fallacy &
The Christian Vapor Trail Illusion

Ø Secular systems are reliant on prior 
religious values.

ØWestern secularism is really just 
Christianity stripped of theology.

ØWithout a basis in religion, secular 
values are groundless and lacking 
in objectivity.

Ø Secular systems are anti-religious.

ØApplying Dostoevsky’s Maxim: 
If there were no God, everything 
would be permitted.  
à Therefore, society needs 
religion.

24
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The “Christian Vapor Trail Illusion” 
and “The Cut Flower Fallacy”

Fiala: The cut flower fallacy argues both that a 
secular system that allows for religious freedom 
is dependent upon a prior religious worldview 
and that the system lacks a moral basis when 
severed from that source.

The mere fact of a historical background does 
not tell us much about the objective truth of 
these values. Indeed, this is the problem of the 
cut-flowers argument: it commits a version of 
what philosophers call “the genetic fallacy.”

25

The Vapor Trail Illusion and Cut Flower Fallacy

Will Herberg, Judaism and Modern Man (1951)
• The attempt made in recent decades by secularist thinkers to 

disengage the moral principles of Western civilization from 
their scripturally based religious context, in the assurance 
that they could live a life of their own as ‘humanistic’ ethics, 
has resulted in our ‘cut flower culture.’ 
• Cut flowers retain their original beauty and fragrance, but 

only as long as they retain the vitality that they have drawn 
from their now- severed roots; after that is exhausted, they 
wither and die. So with freedom, brotherhood, justice, and 
personal dignity— the values that form the moral foundation 
of our civilization. Without the life-giving power of the faith 
out of which they have sprung, they possess neither 
meaning nor vitality.

26
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The Vapor Trail Illusion and Cut Flower Fallacy
William Barr (Trump’s Attorney General), 
Notre Dame Speech (2019)
• The fact is that no secular creed has 

emerged capable of performing the role 
of religion. … What we call "values" 
today are really nothing more than mere 
sentimentality, still drawing on the 
vapor trails of Christianity.

27

The Vapor Trail Illusion and Cut Flower Fallacy
William Barr (Trump’s Attorney General), Notre 
Dame Speech (2019)
• To control willful human beings, with an infinite 

capacity to rationalize, those moral values must 
rest on authority independent of men’s will— they 
must flow from a transcendent Supreme Being. In 
short, in the Framers’ view, free government was 
only suitable and sustainable for a religious 
people— a people who recognized that there was 
a transcendent moral order antecedent to both 
the state and man- made law and who had the 
discipline to control themselves according to those 
enduring principles.

28
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The Vapor Trail Illusion and Cut Flower Fallacy
William Barr (Trump’s Attorney General), Notre Dame 
Speech (2019)
• From the nature of things we can, through reason, 

experience, discern standards of right and wrong that exist 
independent of human will. Modern secularists dismiss this 
idea of morality as other- worldly superstition imposed by a 
kill-joy clergy.
• The problem is not that religion is being forced on others. 

The problem is that irreligion and secular values are being 
forced on people of faith. This reminds me of how some 
Roman emperors could not leave their loyal Christian 
subjects in peace but would mandate that they violate 
their conscience by offering religious sacrifice to the 
emperor as a god. Similarly, militant secularists today do 
not have a live and let live spirit— they are not content to 
leave religious people alone to practice their faith. Instead, 
they seem to take a delight in compelling people to violate 
their conscience.

29

The Vapor Trail Illusion and Cut Flower Fallacy

Fiala:  In naming this as a fallacy or a kind of illusion, I 
mean to say that it is bad argument. Varieties of this 
argument can be found in many places. It is related to of 
an argument often attributed to Dostoevsky, what I have 
called elsewhere “Dostoevsky’s Maxim.” The worry is 
that if there were no God, everything would be 
permitted. Behind this worry is an implicit argument in 
favor of “divine command ethics,” which is the basic idea 
that God provides both the source of ethics and a 
motivation to be ethical. This argument assumes that 
human beings would run wild if we are not constrained 
by God. Such an argument ignores however other 
sources of moral, social, and legal restraint. 

30
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The Vapor Trail Illusion and Cut Flower Fallacy

Fiala:  This is not the place to rehearse all of the arguments in favor of some 
kind of objectivity in ethics. But we should note that the social contract 
theory provides an important source. Indeed, the social contract theory is 
foundational in the United States, in which the Constitution is itself the 
result of an agreement of “we, the people.” However, in response to this 
historical point, proponents of the cut-flower argument will claim that such 
an agreement was predicated on the existence of an objective sense of 
morality grounded in religion. The cut-flower argument maintains that 
problems occur when social and political life are severed from this religious 
source, and nothing remains but a vapor trail— or lifeless stems with rotting 
flowers.

31

Rational Social Contract v. The Vapor Trail

Fiala: The members of the founding generation may have taken a general 
sort of Christian worldview for granted. But they did not argue that the 
Constitution was based on Christian values. Rather, they understood it as 
the result of a social contract, albeit one that was connected to 
Enlightenment ideas about “moral sense” and natural right. 
Furthermore, Jefferson and Adams were not advocates of Christian 
orthodoxy, much of which they viewed as Platonic mysticism, myths, fables, 
and superstition. 
Rather than clinging to the vapor trails of Christianity, Adams and Jefferson 
were interested in clearing the air and cultivating an Enlightened form of 
Christianity. They also understood that religious liberty was essential for 
this project, which would be viewed as unorthodox. 
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Rational Social Contract v. The Vapor Trail

Fiala: But rather than seeking to resurrect the dead flowers of traditional 
Christianity, these important members of the Founding generation 
thought that religious liberty could disclose new and better, and indeed 
more universal ideas: the shared moral sense of natural law and natural 
right.
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Hope?
Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and the other philosophers 
and political figures discussed here are basically hopeful 
about the project of enlightenment, and about the power 
and wisdom of political secularism. As I have argued, 
secularism is a wise system: it allows us to coexist in freedom 
and peace, despite our differences. Of course, as we’ve seen, 
not everyone agrees that this is a wise system. 
Christian nationalists, and other advocates of political 
religion in other traditions, want to limit religious liberty and 
impose (or establish) a particular religion on the whole of 
society. These folks tend to imagine that states are ordained 
or created by an act of divine will. They also tend to 
understanding national identity in ethnic and religious terms. 
The vision of political secularism is different from that.
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Hope?
There is a paradox lurking in the heart of the secular idea 
that is exposed by the challenge posed by the post-secular 
backlash that has given rise to anti- secular movements and 
ideologies. Can secular systems include or even tolerate anti-
secular movements? At some point a limit may be reached 
and anti- secular forces will have to be excluded. What that 
might mean in practice has not been discussed here. 
In thinking about this analogy or parallel, we touch upon 
the paradox again. Christian nationalists would be wrong to 
exclude atheists and non-Christians. But would a secular 
political system also be wrong to exclude anti-secular 
movements and people?
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Hope?
In naming this a paradox, I do not think that there is any easy way to 
resolve the problem. At some point, we must decide that certain values 
are worth defending. But we might have to admit that at the end of the 
day, there is a simple conflict of values— a tragic conflict. And in the 
case of genuinely tragic conflicts of value, we must pick sides— even 
while realizing the risks of making such choices.
I am not advocating for such bans or exclusions. Nor do I expect or 
want Christian nationalism to engage in outright anti-secular behavior. 
But it is possible to imagine this happening, given the rhetoric and 
arguments we’ve explored here. The response of political secularism in 
such an eventuality ought to be restrained by a sense of the paradox 
and the nature of the tragic conflict. Nonetheless, exclusions and bans 
might be justified on radical and extreme anti-secular movements 
when they violate the law, cause harm, and pose a serious challenge to 
the secular status quo. If concrete actions were taken to overthrow the 
secular system, or to subvert its fundamental principles this might 
result in serious sanctions since such actions would be seditious and 
illegal. And if the anti-secular movement becomes violent and 
insurrectionary, the secular system would be justified in reacting to 
preserve itself.
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Hope?
Now one hopes that things would not end up this way. That hope 
is linked to a kind of enlightenment faith in rationality and 
education. This hope is humanistic insofar as it is linked to the 
belief that human beings can solve problems without the need 
for divine intervention. Moreover, from this perspective the hope 
is that human beings can be persuaded by rational argument, that 
people can agree about values, and that sincerity and moderation 
are good and wise. This does not mean that every human being is 
perfect or perfectible. But we can improve. There are some 
insincere and even malicious players in the contemporary scene— 
people who use the rhetoric of Christian nationalism to inspire 
hatred and division as they pursue political power. Perhaps some 
of those people are beyond reform and cannot be reached by 
rational arguments. But the hope of the enlightenment values 
that inspire political secularism is that there are more rational 
people than irrational people, that most people understand the 
importance of sincerity, moderation, and wisdom, and that we 
can find a minimal secular consensus despite our differences.
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Hope?
This hope is found in a variety of places in the thought of the 
figures we have discussed in this book. I conclude with a quote 
from Thomas Jefferson from 1820. Jefferson is not a saint or a 
perfect person. He owned slaves, including a slave he kept as a 
“concubine,” Sally Hemmings— and the children produce by 
Jefferson’s liaisons with Hemmings were themselves kept in 
slavery. We have good reason to critique Jefferson. Nonetheless, 
he is an important figure in the founding of the United States, an 
articulate critic of religion and politics, and an ardent proponent of 
enlightenment. There is an open question about his own 
religiosity. But he clearly thought that Jesus was a wise moral 
teacher. Jefferson was critical of the way that the Christian religion 
had become subject to what he called “superstition,” which he 
thought was the result of priests turning Christianity into a kind of 
mystery religion. Jefferson’s proposed solution to that, however, 
was education and enlightenment. If people are mistaken about 
their religious (or political) beliefs, the way forward is to enlighten 
them. 
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Hope?
Here, in conclusion, is how Jefferson explained this in 1820:
I trust that the genuine and simple religion of Jesus will one day be 
restored: such as it was preached and practiced by himself. Very 
soon after his death, it became muffled up in mysteries, and has 
been ever since kept in concealment from the vulgar eye. To 
penetrate and dissipate these clouds of darkness, the general mind 
must be strengthened by education. Enlightened by its torch the 
disciples of religion will see that, instead of abandoning their 
reason, as the superstitions of every country requires, and taking 
for the will of their god whatever their own hierophants declare it 
to be (and no two of them declaring it alike) that god has confided 
to them the talent of reason, not to hide under a bushel, but to 
render him account of its employment. I hope that that day of 
restoration is to come, although I shall not live to see it.

Jefferson to Van der Kem, July 9, 1820
 https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/03-16-02-0074 
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First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of 
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
Government for a redress of grievances.

àBill of Rights ratified 1791

United Nations Declaration of Human Rights Article 18
• Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and 

religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or 
belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others 
and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in 
teaching, practice, worship and observance.
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