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thority. He openly rejects the much beloved doctrine of eternal 
security. He provides a very radical analysis of the pastoral needs 
of new converts. He shows a remarkable openness to the Enlight
enment. He cares passionately for the writings of the early Fathers 
of the church. He is ecumenical in outlook. He has a very pro
nounced love for the eucharist. He is utterly determined that every
one think and let think. Compared to the Wesleyan paradigm of 
the tradition, the modern evangelical experiment offers a very dif
ferent articulation of the evangelical heritage. Like its fundamen
talist parent, it has reduced the high peaks of classical Christian 
doctrine to a narrow range of concerns. It has failed to convince its 
own adherents that the issue of authority can be solved by invoking 
Warfield's dooctrine of inspiration. It has only reluctantly, if at all, 
come to terms with the insights of the Enlightenment. It has very 
little sense of a catholic spirit. It has added precious little to the 
church's liturgical life. It is conspiciously lacking in any deep love 
and understanding of the diverse riches of the Christian past. 

No doubt the contrasts could be drawn very differently than I 
have drawn them here. The point, however, is that contrasts must 
be drawn. One cannot work honestly and intensively with the the
ological proposals of Wesley without noticing how he differs quite 
radically from the editions of evangelicalism currently available. 
This in itself has radical consequences for evangelicals today. 

It means that we must provide a much richer analysis of the 
internal, theological contents of the heritage. To follow the normal 
course and offer a list of doctrinal propositions as the essence of 
the heritage is totally inadequate. Such an approach is not just 
superficial, it is downright misleading. What we have to do is de
velop a complex historical narrative which brings out the inescap
ably contested character of the tradition. To be sure there are ele
ments in common. Evangelicals are committed to a set of specific 
theological proposals. But they have differed quite radically across 
the generations on how best to express and defend these. Once one 
looks carefully at, say, Calvin, Luther, and Wesley, one soon sees 
that they are locked in mortal combat in a fascinating contest to 
capture the riches of the Christian gospel. Thus the contrasts across 
the generations call us to a radical revision of evangelical self-un
derstanding. 

They also call us to alter the present climate of debate. Rather 
than go for the quick kill by verbally excommunicating each other 
from the tradition, evangelicals should joyously enter into a serious 
contest to work out the riches of the heritage in optimum fashion. 
This will not be easy. It will involve eschewing the temptation to 
regress into fundamentalism. It will mean facing up to the serious 
inadequacy of the neo-evangelical experiment. Above all, it will 
require a full acknowledgement of the fallible and experimental 

character of the evangelical position. Whatever it costs, evangelicals 
must abandon the spirit of hostility and suspicion so generously 
fueled by modern fundamentalism and provoke one another to out
think both their friends and their opponents in a spirit of mutual 
love and friendly rivalry. Celebrating the contribution of Wesley to 
the tradition can provide the catalyst for such a healthy develop
ment. 

It can also spur us all on to the theological renewal of the tra
dition. Following the low road of historical study of a Wesley ( or 
a Calvin, or a Luther, or a Warfield) has its limits. Remembering 
Wesley's achievement can, of course, do much for us. It can establish 
the contested character of the heritage and highlight afresh the great 
riches of the past. It can chasten our theological reflection and en
liven our theological judgement. It can relieve us of the guilt and 
burden of the recent past and breathe new life into weary hearts 
and minds. It can even call into question the theological adequacy 
of the present phase of the evangelical tradition. It cannot, however, 
conclusively demolish or conclusively establish the theological le
gitimacy of any version of the heritage. To do that we must return 
to the high road of theology proper. 

It is to this task that a fresh awareness of Wesley ultimately 
points. As things stand, his position threatens and calls into question 
much that currently passes for evangelicalism. Those who share 
this assessment must attempt to show that this is not idle talk by 
articulating a theology that outwits and outshines the present par
adigm. Those who reject it must back up their opposing claims by 
providing better proposals than those enunciated by Wesley and 
his present admirers. Either way we are summoned to optimum 
theological performance. Either way life shall not be boring. Either 
way we can hope and pray that God will in this process redeem 
the current evangelical experiment. 

1 This is a small sample of a host of theologians who could be mentioned. 
2 Barr's recent book Escaping from Fundamentalism (London: SCM,1984) shows no improvement 

on his earlier Fundamentalism (Philadelphia: Westminister, 1978) in this respect. 
3 Most evangelicals have missed Barr's deep concern to encourage the development of a re

sponsible evangelical tradition. 
" Other criticisms have focused on failure to pursue critical study of the Bible, failure to develop 

adequate liturgical practices, failure to be suitably ecumenical, and so on. 
5 Nowhere is this more obvious than in the debate launched by Jack Rogers and Donald McKim. 

in The Authority and Interpretation of the Bible: An Historical Approach (San Francisco: Harper 
and Row, 1979). 

6 The Great Evangelical Disaster (Westchester, illinois: Crossway, 1984). 
'The best place to begin the study of Wesley is with Wesley's own writings. For a useful 

selection consult Albert Outler, John Wesley (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964). 
6 The full text of Wesley's "Predestination calmly considered" can be found in John Wesley, ed. 

Albert Outler. 
9 A useful descriptive survey of Wesleyan theology is provided by Thomas A. Langford, Practical 

Divinity: Theology in the Wesleyan Tradition (Nashville: Abingdon, 1983). For a fascinating 
analysis of the 'apostasy' of the Wesleyan tradition from its Wesleyan origins see Robert E. 
Chiles, Theological Transition in American Methodism: 1790-1935 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1965). 

CHURCH HISTORY 

Religion and the American Dream: 
A Study in Confusion and Tension 

by Robert D. Linder 

"The American Dream" is an illusive concept.1 Roughly speak
ing, it has something to do with freedom and equality of oppor
tunity. As a matter of fact, in the political realm, it involves the 
shared dream of a free and equal society. The fact that the reality 
does not fit the dream is probably well known, for no society can 
be both free and equal at the same time. Even in a relatively open . 
and mobile nation like America, there are still relatively few at the 
top of the heap, many more in the middle, and some at or near the 
bottom. Nevertheless, in the United States, even those who have 
the most reason to deny its reality still cling to its promise, if not 
for themselves, at least for their children. In any case, it can be said 
of the American Dream, in the words of sociologist W. Lloyd War
ner, that" ... though some of it is false, by virtue of our firm belief 

Robert D. Linder is Professor of History at Kansas State University. 
Reprinted by permission from Mennonite Life, December, 1983. 

in it, we have made some of it true."2 What is true in the case of 
the American Dream and society-at-large also seems to be true in 
the realm of religion and the Dream.3 

Puritan John Winthrop's oft-cited and well-known 1630 meta
phor of "A City upon a Hill" and sometime Baptist and Seeker 
Roger Williams' less known but equally hallowed vision of a coun
try in which, as he observed in 1644, "God requireth not an uni
formity of Religion to be inacted and inforced in any civil state ... " 
provide the background for understanding the historic tension be
tween two aspects of the American Dream in religion. Over the 
years, the Puritan sense of cosmic mission as God's New Israel 
eventually became part of America's national identity and the Rad
ical stand for religious freedom developed into the American ideal 
of religious and cultural pluralism. And so the two dreams of Amer
icans for a religiously harmonious nation and a religiously free 
nation have existed side-by-side down to the present-day-some
times in relative peace but often in considerable tension. 4 
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The First American Dream and Religion: Puritan vs. Radical 
Th~ Puritans ~ho gave the country its rich imagery of America 

as a C1~ on a Hill and as a second Israel lived with a great deal 
of tension themselves. They were, by self-definition, elect spirits, 
segr~gate_d from the mass of humankind by an experience of con
version, fired by the sense that God was using them to revolutionize 
human history, and committed to the execution of his will. As such, 
the,: co~stituted a crusading force of immense energy. However, in 
reality, it was an energy which was often incapable of united action 
b~cause :he saints formed different conceptions of what the divine 
will entailed for them~elves, their churches, and the unregenerate 
world at-large. But, still, they were certain of their mission in the 
New World-to_ be an example of how a convenanted community 
of h~artfelt believers could function. Thus, in New England the 
relation of church and state was to be a partnership in unison for 
churc~ and state alike were to be dominated by the saints.5 ' 

This arrangement worked fairly well for the first American Pu
ritans, but in the second and third generations the tension began 
to_mount between the concept of a New Israel composed of elect 
samts on the one hand, and the Puritan conviction that true Chris
tian~ were those who had experienced a genuine conversion to 
Christ on the other. Everything in the New Israel depended on the 
saints. They were the church and they ruled the state. But what if 
the second generation did not respond to the call for conversion 
and the supply of saints ran out? The answer was eventually to 
create a device usually called the halfway covenant, whereby those 
of t~e second generation who did not experience conversion in the 
Puritan ~old could be admitted to church membership after making 
a profession of communal obedience and thereby have their chil
dren baptized in order to place them under the covenant. The Pu
ritans found how difficult it was to make certain that the second 
and third gen~rations were soundly converted and thus qualified 
to ½eep the City on the Hill operating properly according to the 
ordinances of God. 

In any case, the Puritans maintained their sense of destiny and 
purpose by means of this patch-work arrangement. However, the 
concept ot New E~gland as God's New Israel was given new im
petus durmg the First Great Awakening in the first half of the sev
enteenth century. American theologian and Congregationalist min
ister Jonathan Edwards, for one, saw the hand of God at work in 
the awakening, in both a theological and social sense. Edwards 
beli~ved that there would be a golden age for the church on earth 
achieved through the faithful preaching of the gospel in the power 
of the Holy Spirit. The world thus would be led by the American 
example into the establishment of the Inillennium. In this, the New 
Englanders were surely God's chosen people, his New Israel. 6 

As most people know, the millennium did not come in Edwards' 
day or even immediately thereafter. Instead the First Great Awak
ening died out and the original theistically-oriented chosen nation 
theme was metamorphosed into a civil millennialism. This occurred 
in the period between the end of the awakening in the 17 40s and 
the outbreak of the American Revolution in 1775. It was in this era 
tha: the _transferral of the central concepts of seventeenth-century 
Puritan ideology to all America, including the New Israel motif, 
took place. Disappointed that the great revival did not result in the 
dawning of the Inillennium, many colonial preachers turned their 
apocalyptic expectations elsewhere. In short, when the First Awak
ening tailed off, its evangelical spokesmen had to reinterpret the 
millennial hope it had spawned. In the process, the clergy, in a 
subtle but profound shift in religious values, redefined the ultimate 
goal of apocalyptic hope. The old expectation of the conversion of 
all nations to Christianity became diluted with, and often subor
~ated to, the commitment to America as the new seat of liberty. 
First F:a_nce and _t~en England became the archenemies of liberty, 
both civil and religious. In his insightful study of this development 
historian Nathan Hatch concludes: ' 

The civi! mill~nnialism of the Revolutionary era, expressed 
~Y. t~e rationa~sts as well as pietists, grew out of the poli
tic1zmg of Puntan millennial history in the two decades be
fore the Stamp Act crisis .... Civil millennialism advanced 
freedo~ as_ the ca:1s~ of God, defined the primary enemy as 
the antichnst of civil oppression rather than that of formal 
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religion, traced the myths of its past through political de
velopments rather than through the vital religion of the for
efathers, and turned its vision toward the privileges of Britons 
rather than to heritage exclusive to New England.7 

.. Thus, the first Great Awakening was not only a significant re
~~ous event, but also a popular movement with wide-ranging po
litical and ideological implications that laid the groundwork for an 
e~otional and £1:ture-oriented American civil religion. The revo
lu~o~ary genera~on began to build an American nation based upon 
religious foundations of evangelical revivalism. The latter-day New 
England Puritans were joined by many Anglicans, Presbyterians, 
and Dutch Reformed of equally evangelical persuasion in seeing 
~hemselves as jointly commissioned to awaken and guide the nation 
mto the coming period of millennial fulfillment. 

But in the process, where the churches moved out the nation 
move~ in. Gradually: the nation emerged in the thinking of most 
A_mencans as the pnmary agent of God's meaningful activity in 
history. They began to bestow on their new nation a catholicity of 
destiny similar to that which theology usually attributes to the uni
versal church. Thus, the Declaration of Independence and the Con
stitutio~ became the covenants that bound together the people of 
the nation and secured to them God's blessing, protection, and call 
to historic mission. Most important, the United States itself became 
the covenanted community and God's New Israel, destined to spread 
real freedom and true religion to the rest of the world. 8 

In the nineteenth century, this transmutation of the Inillennial 
ide~l resulted in what became known as "Manifest Destiny." Coined 
by Journalist John L. Sullivan in 1845. Manifest Destiny came to 
mean for countless Americans that Almighty God had "destined" 
them to spread over the entire North American continent. And as 
they did, they would take with them their uplifting and ennobling 
political and religious institutions.9 

But there was another religious dream abroad in the land which 
did not rest upon the model of a City on a Hill or God's New Israel. 
This was the belief in religious liberty which had grown out of the 
Protestant left, generally known as the Radical Reformation. This 
vie~ originally stood alongside of and in many cases opposed to 
the idea that Ne:v England was God's New Israel. The classic spo
kesperson for this second concept was Roger Williams, founder of 
the Rhode Island colony-the first real haven for religious dissidents 
on American soil. 

As already mentioned, Williams rejected the Puritan notion of 
a religiously covenanted community which could exercise political 
power. He valued religious liberty and religious individualism more 
than religious uniformity and religious communitarianism. In fact, 
he stoutly rejected the Puritan teaching that New England was 
God's New Israel and flatly stated that: 

. The State of the Land of Israel, the Kings and people thereof 
m Peace and War, is proven figurative and ceremoniall, and 
no patterne nor president for any Kingdome or civill state in 
the world to follow. 10 

I1: sum, Williams boldly asserted his basic premises that civil 
magistrates are to rule only in civil and never in religious matters, 
and that persecution for religion had no sanction in the teachings 
of J~sus, thus undercutting the whole ideological foundation for the 
Puritan hope in creating a Christian state that would be a City on 
a Hill. 

Quaker William Penn was also in this radical tradition. In both 
Baptist ~hod~ ~sland and_ Quake_r Pennsylvania, religious liberty 
resulted m religious pluralism. This was all right with Williams and 
Penn, for both believed that this was the biblical way. But how 
could God's New Israel survive such a cacaphony of spiritual voices? 
Ho:v could the religious mosaic which soon emerged in the new 
nation be reconciled with the view that America was God's chosen 
~ati~n? Ho:V could any semblance of religious unity be achieved 
if religious liberty prevailed? In short, how could this religious smor
gasbord ever be regarded as a covenanted community? 

The answer lay in the willingness of Enlightenment figures like 
~homas Jefferson to reach out to the New Israel exponents on the 
nght and the religious liberty champions on the left in order to 
create an American civil religion. Jefferson, the great champion of 



religious liberty and political individualism, also embraced the im
agery of the United States as a second Israel. In his second inaugural 
address on March 4, 1805, Jefferson told the American people that 
during his second term as their national leader he would need: 

... the favor of that Being in whose hands we are, who 
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; who has covered our infancy with His 
providence and our riper years with His wisdom and power, 
and to whose goodness I ask you to join in supplications with 
me that He will so enlighten the minds of your servants, 
guide their councils, and prosper their measures that what
soever they do shall result in your good, and shall secure to 
you the peace, friendship, and approbation of all nations.11 

Thus Jefferson articulated the belief held by most Americans of that 
day that the United States and not just New England was a City 
on a Hill. 

The American Amalgam: Civil Religion 

Exactly what was the civil religion which was able to subsume, 
for a time at least, these two divergent strands of the American 
Dream? Briefly stated, civil religion (some call it public religion) is 
that use of consensus religious sentiments, concepts and symbols 
by the state-either directly or indirectly-for its own purposes. Those 
purposes may be noble or debased, depending on the kind of civil 
religion (priestly or prophetic) and the historical context. Civil re
ligion involves the mixing of traditional religion with national life 
until it is impossible to distinguish between the two, and usually 
leads to a blurring of religion and patriotism and of religious values 
with national values. In America, it became a rather elaborate matrix 
of beliefs and practices born of the nation's historic experience and 
constituting the only real religion of millions of its citizens.12 

The first American civil religion was supported by both the na
tion's intellectuals-mostly children of the Enlightenment-and the 
country's Christians-mostly Bible-believing evangelicals. The in
tellectuals like Jefferson supported it because it was general enough 
to include the vast majority of Americans and because it provided 
the moral glue for the body politic created by the social contract. 
The evangelicals supported it because it appeared to be compatible 
(perhaps even identical) with biblical Christianity. In any case, from 
this confluence of the Enlightenment and biblical Christianity, 
American civil religion emerged to promote both the concept of 
religious liberty and the notion that America was God's New Is
rael!'3 

Under the aegis of American civil religion, the idea of the City 
on a Hill and God's New Israel was advanced to that of the "re
deemer nation" with a manifest destiny. In other words, gradually, 
the old Puritan notion was infused with secular as well as religious 
meaning, and joined with political as well as religious goals. This 
was accomplished in the course of American expansion and by 
means of political rhetoric and McGuffey's Reader. 14 

The result of these developments is perhaps best illustrated by 
the story of President William McKinley's decision to annex the 
Philippines following the Spanish-American War in 1898. In No
vember of the following year, McKinley, himself a devout Methodist 
layman, revealed to a group of visiting clergymen just how he came 
to sign the bill of annexation following a dreadful period of soul
searching and prayer: 

I walked the floor of the White House night after night 
until midnight; and I ... went down on my knees and prayed 
to Almighty God for light and guidance .... And one night 
late it came to me this way-(1) That we should not give 
them back to Spain-that would be cowardly and dishon
orable; 

(2) that we could not turn them over to France or Ger
many-our commercial rivals in the Orient-that would be 
bad business and discreditable; 

(3) that we could not leave them to themselves-they were 
unfit for self-government-and they would soon have an
archy and misrule worse than Spain's was; and (4) that there 
was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and to 

educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize 
them, and by God's grace do the very best we could by them. 
... And then I went to bed, and went to sleep and slept 
soundly .... 15 

In short, McKinley said that destiny and duty made it inevitable 
that the Americans should bring civilization and light-democratic 
civilization and biblical light-to the poor Filipinos! Manifest destiny 
had led God's New Israel down the primrose path of imperialism! 

The concept that the United States is God's New Israel and a 
chosen nation is hardly dead. In his 1980 acceptance speech at the 
Republican National Convention in Kansas City, presidential nom
inee Ronald Reagan declared: 

Can we doubt that only a Divine Providence placed this 
land, this island of freedom, here as a refuge for all those 
people in the world who yearn to breathe free? Jews and 
Christians enduring persecution behind the Iron Curtain; the 
boat people of Southeast Asia, Cuba and of Haiti; the victims 
of drought and famine in Africa, the freedom fighters in Af
ghanistan .... God Bless America!16 

In many ways, Reagan's words in that instance extended the con
cept from America as a City on a Hill to America as a Cosmic Hotel, 
from the nation as a Model of Merit to the nation as a Magnet to 
the Masses. 

President Reagan has used the City on a Hill/Manifest Destiny 
motif with telling effect on many occasions since taking office in 
January, 1981. For example, in September, 1982, he received roaring 
approval from a large crowd at Kansas State University when he 
asserted: "But be proud of the red, white, and blue, and believe in 
her mission .... America remains mankind's best hope. The eyes 
of mankind are on us ... remember that we are one Nation under 
God, believing in liberty and justice for all.17 In March, 1983, he 
brought cheering evangelicals to their feet in Orlando, Florida, when 
he proclaimed to the annual convention of the National Association 
of Evangelicals: "America is great because America is good" and 
reiterated that this nation was "the last best hope of man."18 The 
idea that America is God's chosen nation, in a religious as well as 
in a political sense, is alive and well and living in Washington, D. C. ! 

While the former Puritan concept of a City on a Hill and God's 
New Israel evolved over the years from an evangelical, commu
nitarian application to a religious, national one, there has been a 
parallel development from religious liberty to cultural pluralism. 
Originally, religious liberty meant that the various denominations 
were free to spread the Gospel as they understood it, without in
trusion by either the government or a state church. In this context, 
an evangelical Protestant consensus emerged which made the United 
States in the nineteenth century into what historian William G. 
McLaughlin called "a unified, pietistic-perfectionist nation" and "the 
most religious people in the world."19 However, that consensus 
began to crack near the end of the century as new immigrants from 
non-Protestant churches or no churches at all flowed into the coun
try and as the secularizing forces associated with Darwinism, ur
banization, and industrialization made their presence felt in Amer
ican society. And, as the country became more diverse, that diversity 
was protected-some would even say encouraged-by the nation's 
commitment to religious liberty. Thus, slowly but surely, religious 
freedom was translated into cultural pluralism. 

However, by the post-World War II period, this cultural plu
ralism was beginning to strain the very bonds of national unity. It 
was a time of increasing tension and confusion. Looking back on 
the period 1945-1960, the late Paul Goodman lamented: 

Our case is astounding. For the first time in recorded his
tory, the mention of country, community, place has lost its 
power to animate. Nobody but a scoundrel even tries it. Our 
rejection of false patriotism is, of course, itself a badge of 
honor. But the positive loss is tragic and I cannot resign my
self to it. A man has only one life and if during it he has no 
great environment, no community, he has been irreparably 
robbed of a human right.20 

Goodman's analysis was not only a modern jeremiad, however; 
it was also a plea for the emergence of a modern unifying concept 
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which would serve to hold the republic together. The destruction 
of the old evangelical Protestant consensus and with it the original 
American civil religion, and the emergence of cultural pluralism 
based on the American doctrine of religious liberty-and now rein
forced by the melting pot myth-all spelled out the need for a new 
civil religion based on the new facts of American life. Ironically 
enough, during the very period when Goodman's observations most 
closely applied, a rejuvenated civil faith was emerging. This new 
civil religion took shape during the Eisenhower presidency and it 
was as amiable and ambiguous as Ike. It was now a civil religion 
which had been enlarged to include not only the three major faiths 
of the land-Protestant, Catholic, Jew-but virtually anyone who 
acknowledged a Supreme Being. The national mood of the 1950s 

from traditions which accept the doctrine of religious liberty, but 
the movement has wholeheartedly embraced that part of American 
civil religion which emphasizes America's national mission as God's 
New Israel. How can a nation that is so culturally diverse speak in 
terms of a national mission? Unfortunately, the New Religious Right 
does not seem to acknowledge the reality of that cultural diversity 
but prefers to think of America as it was throughout most of the 
nineteenth century-a religiously homogeneous nation. 

Moreover, the New Religious Right's millennial vision for Amer
ica seems inconsistent and confused. Belief in America as a City on 
a Hill and as God's New Israel requires a postmillenial eschatol
ogy-the view that the Kingdom of God is extended through Chris
tian preaching and teaching as a result of which the world will be 

There are many similarities between the adherents of the Religious Right and the Puritans. 
Both seem to be movements composed of self-con/ essed godly people determined to change 
the moral climate of their day. 

was congenial to an outpouring of religiousity, and examples of it 
abounded: national days of prayer, the addition of "under God" to 
the Pledge of Allegiance to the flag in 1954, the authorization to 
place "in God we trust" on all currency and coins and the adoption 
of the same phrase as the national motto in 1956 are a few examples. 

Interestingly enough, hard on the heels of the new upsurge of 
civil religion in the 1950s came a time of great political turmoil and 
widespread religious renewal in the 1960s. It was in this context 
that the New Religious Right emerged in the 1970s-galvanized by 
its hostility to theological and political liberalism alike. In many 
ways, this New Religious Right resembled the old Puritanism as it 
began to interact with the American civil religion. Its first order of 
business was to purify the church and state, to restore old values 
and old ideals, and, if possible, to put an end to the confusion and 
tension of the age. 

The American Civil Religion in the Hands of the New Religious 
Right: the Confusion and Tension Heightened 

The leaders of the New Religious Right of the 1970s found a 
civil religion which invested the civil officers of the country with a 
certain religious mystique; one which linked the social order to a 
higher and truer realm; one which provided religious motivation 
and sanction for civil virtue; one which, in short, served the func
tions of an established religion-and they liked it! It was a public 
religion which gave the majority of Americans an over-arching com
mon spiritual heritage in which the entire nation supposedly shared. 
Because it did not appear to contradict their understanding of the 
American past nor their commitment to Bible Christianity, and be
cause they did not have a profound understanding of civil religion 
or American history, and, further, because civil religion seemed 
suited to their goal of restoring America's spiritual and political 
vigor, New Religious Right leaders embraced the American civil 
religion as they found it. They did not seem to be aware of or 
understand one perplexing feature of the American public faith, 
pointed out by historian Sidney E. Mead and others-namely, that 
it included a central doctrine of separation of church and state. This 
concept is, of course, a legacy of the historic American emphasis 
on religious liberty. As such, it greatly complicates the operation 
of civil religion in America and provides the public faith with a 
substantial element of self-contradiction. In any case, the New Re
ligious Right hardly noticed this in the beginning and is often per
plexed by those who refuse to go along with such parts of its pro
gram as prayer in the public schools-a perfectly logical civil religion 
activity-because of the principle of religious liberty and its corollary 
separation of church and state.21 

But this last point illustrates the fact that the appearance of the 
New Religious Right in the 1970s has exacerbated the old tensions 
associated with the two religious components of the American 
Dream. Most of the adherents of the New Religious Right come 
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Christianized and will enjoy a long period of peace and righteous
ness called the millennium. During the nineteenth century, post
millennial views of the destiny of America played a vital role in 
justifying national expansion. Although there were other expla
nations for the nation's growth, the idea of a Christian republic 
marching toward a golden age appealed to many people. Millennial 
nationalism was attractive because it harmonized the republic with 
religious values. Thus, America became the hope of the nations
destined to uphold Christian and democratic principles which even
tually would bring spiritual and political freedom to the world. 

This is exactly what the leaders of the New Religious Right, men 
like TV evangelist Jerry Falwell and best-selling author Tim LaHaye, 
believe. Falwell declares that the various activities of the Founding 
Fathers indicate that they "were putting together God's country, 
God's republic, and for that reason God has blessed her for two 
glorious centuries."22 He has written approvingly: "Any diligent 
student of American history finds that our great nation was founded 
by godly men upon godly principles to be a Christian nation ... 
Our Founding Fathers firmly believed that America had a special 
destiny in the world."23 LaHaye proclaims that: "America is the 
human hope of the world, and Jesus Christ is the hope of Amer
ica.1124 

The only problem with all of this is that Falwell, LaHaye and 
many other leaders of the New Religious Right are also premillen
nialists-adherents of that view of the future which claims that 
Jesus' return will be followed by a period of peace and righteousness 
before the last judgment, during which Christ will reign as king in 
person or through a select group of people. This kingdom will not 
be established by the conversion of individuals over a long period 
of time, but suddenly and by overwhelming power. Evil will be 
held in check during the millennial kingdom by Christ, who will 
rule with a rod of iron. Further, premillennialists believe that this 
kingdom will be preceded by a period of steady decline and by 
certain signs such as great tribulation, apostacy, wars, famines, 
earthquakes, and the appearance of the antichrist. 

By way of contrast, nineteenth-century premillennialists, who 
then constituted only a minority of American Christians, did not 
believe that their nation was a recipient of God's special favor but 
was rather just another Gentile world power. In short, they did not 
support the view that the United States was God's New Israel. 
Moreover, premillenialists today still maintain a rather gloomy 
scenario of the future, including the concept of a time of great 
decline immediately preceeding the second coming of Christ.25 

There has always been inconsistency on the part of premillen
nialists with regard to the interpretation of world events and their 
desire to be patriotic Americans. This is particularly marked in the 
New Religious Right.26 Individuals like Falwell and LaHaye have 
felt called to enter the social and political arena, but they do not 
have a consistent eschatological base for such activities. In essence, 



they want to support a certain type of postmillennial vision for 
America while maintaining a premillennial eschatology. 

In fact, much of the New Religious Right's program seems to 
be contradictory and inconsistent. Perhaps this is because of its 
confused eschatology. A further problem with its millennialism is 
its encouragement of the new American civil religion with its em
phasis on the chosen theme while ignoring the enormous cultural 
pluralism present in the United States today. There seems to be 
something bizarre about attempts to advocate any scheme to spread 
American political, cultural, and religious values to the world when 
nobody in this country seems certain what those values are any
more. Moreover, much that is proposed by the New Religious Right 
appears to contradict the historic American Dream of religious lib
erty-especially in terms of its drive to introduce state prayers into 
public schools, its advocacy of tax credits for these who send their 
children to parochial schools, and its insistence upon a large stand
ing, professional army.27 

Conclusions 

There are many similarities between the adherents of the New 
Religious Right and the Puritans of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Both seem to be movements composed of self-confessed 
godly people determined to change the moral and religious climate 
of their day. There also appear to be many of the same tensions in 
the two respective movements-especially the desire, on the one 
hand, for heartfelt religion to prevail and the wish, on the other, 
to impose a certain level of morality on society in general. There 
is, if you will, a perplexing contradiction in the movement which 
makes it want to create some kind of national religion (or quasi
state church) of "true believers." As the Puritans discovered, it is 
impossible to combine the two elements in any meaningful way 
because true faith cannot be forced, especially in the context of 
religious freedom. It appears historically impossible to achieve the 
Puritan goals of an elect society composed entirely of genuine be
lievers while at the same time allowing any sort of religious freedom 
which, in tum, makes the conversion experience meaningful. That 
was the Puritan dilemma and it may well be the dilemma of the 
New Religious Right as well. 

What happened to the Puritans when they tried to impose their 
values-no matter how high-minded and uplifting to mankind they 
may have been-on a larger society? They met first with frustration, 
then with disillusionment, and finally with the prospect of either 
acquiescing to a new regime or going into exile. After three gen
erations of attempting to bring godly government to England and 
after fighting and winning a civil war, Oxford don and Puritan 
divine Dr. John Owen in 1652 could only survey the Cromwellian 
regime and lament: 

Now, those that ponder these things, their spirits are grieved 
in the midst of their bodies;-the visions of their heads trouble 
them. They looked for other things from them that professed 
Christ; but the summer is ended, and the harvest is past, and 
we are not refreshed.28 

In the end, what will happen to the New Religious Right if and 
when its participation in politics comes to naught? What will come 
of its vision and participation in the American Dream? If the concept 
of a New Israel and a covenanted community could not be imple
mented and maintained in a country like seventeenth-century Eng
land or a place like colonial New England with their culturally and 
religiously homogeneous populations, how can anyone expect such 
an idea to be successfully realized in an increasingly pluralistic 
society like the United States in the 1980s? 

The New Religious Right, like the Puritan movement of old, 
may have to learn the hard way that the best that Christians can 
hope for in a largely unconverted world is genuine religious free
dom in which to practice the Faith and preach the Gospel. That 

part of the American Dream is still meaningful, precious, and pos
sible. The live question of this generation is: can it be preserved? 
Adherents of the New Religious Right are trying to save the Amer
ican Dream. But how ironic it would be if, in the process, they 
destroyed it! 
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