

  [image: Cover]




  [image: Half Title]




  Published 2012 by Prometheus Books




  In Freedom We Trust: An Atheist Guide to Religious Liberty. Copyright © 2012 by Edward M. Buckner and Michael E. Buckner. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopy­ing, recording, or otherwise, or conveyed via the Internet or a website without prior written permission of the publisher, ex­cept in the case of brief quotations em­bodied in critical articles and reviews.




  Trademarks: In an effort to acknowledge trademarked names of products mentioned in this work, we have placed ® or ™ after the product name in the first instance of its use in each chapter. Subsequent mentions of the name within a given chapter appear without the symbol.




  Cover design by Grace M. Conti-Zilsberger




  Inquiries should be addressed to


  Prometheus Books


  59 John Glenn Drive


  Amherst, New York 14228–2119


  VOICE: 716–691–0133


  FAX: 716–691–0137


  WWW.PROMETHEUSBOOKS.COM




  16 15 14 13 12    4 3 2 1




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  Buckner, Ed.




  In freedom we trust : an atheist guide to religious liberty / by Edward M. Buckner and Michael E. Buckner.




  p. cm.




  Includes bibliographical references and index.




  ISBN 978–1–61614–644–3 (pbk. : alk. paper)




  ISBN 978–1–61614–645–0 (ebook)




  1. Liberty—Religious aspects. 2. United States—Religion. 3. Religion and ­politics—United States. 4. Religious tolerance—United States. I. Buckner, Michael E. II. Title.




  BL2525.B843 2012




  323.44'20973—dc23




  2012025636




  Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper




  For Diane




  [image: ]




  Is there “Nothing New Under the Sun”? That could almost have served as the title of this book. Consider:




  





  

    	The president of the United States is attacked by political opponents for not being a real Christian, first as a candidate, then as president.




    	That same president is heavily criticized for engaging in war against Libyans without a congressional declaration of war.




    	The United States and Americans are violently attacked by Muslim extremists.




    	Bitter political arguments and angry fights erupt over whether the United States is or should be a Christian nation and whether our government is based on Christian principles.




    	Legislators in the Virginia House of Delegates wrangle over proposed laws alleged to protect religious expression.




    	Political hay is made—or at least sought—over American “exceptionalism,” over whether this nation was established by acts of God and therefore set aside for divine purposes and approval.




    	Middle Easterners rise up in arms over what forms their own governments should take, with religious differences often at the heart of the emotions running high; Tripoli is frequently in the news.


  




  





  All of the above come straight from current or recent news stories. But all also describe events or stories from many years earlier in American history, and the parallels are not just coincidences. Nor are any of these merely matters of abstract, theoretical, or academic interest—lives are changed, even lost, in the conflicts; freedom and perhaps even national survival are also imperiled or strengthened by sectarian strife.




  President Barack Obama, like President Thomas Jefferson before him, and like other 2012 presidential candidates, has struggled politically with his ability to counter claims that he is not a good Christian.1 (More on Obama and other current political leaders in chapter 3.) In the election of 1800, according to James F. Simon,




  





  Federalists charged that a Jefferson presidency threatened to destroy America’s soul. Voters had only to ask one question of themselves, suggested the leading Federalist newspaper, the Gazette of the United States: “Shall I continue in allegiance to God—and a religious President, or impiously declare for Jefferson—and no God!”2




  Simon went on to discuss Federalist attacks predicting moral chaos or worse in the nation if Jefferson were to be elected. Edward J. Larson described the election in detail in his book A Magnificent Catastrophe: The Tumultuous Election of 1800, America’s First Presidential Campaign. As Larson noted, “Hamilton and the Federalists repeatedly warned that Republican [roughly the equivalent then of today’s Democrats; Jeffersonians] rule might lead to. . . attacks on churches in America.”3




  Robert Bentley, who became governor of Alabama in January 2011, caused an uproar—and eventually apologized—because he declared not long after he was inaugurated that “anybody . . . who has not accepted Jesus Christ as their savior, I’m telling you, you’re not my brother and you’re not my sister.”4




  Local elected officials across America entangled their religion with their elections—or paid a political price for not doing so. A judge in Bowie County (Texarkana), Texas, proclaimed (at his inauguration in early 2011) that he did officially “hereby dedicate to the Lordship of Jesus Christ Bowie County Texas and the civil government thereof.”5




  Texas is not the only part of the United States where leaders assume that fundamentalist Christianity ought to be promoted by elected officials, but it certainly is a state where the idea, including the idea that the whole nation should be dedicated to Christ, is widespread. And Texas has helped “contribute” these bogus ideas to the whole nation, through President George W. Bush and others—and threatens to do so again. Recently Texas governor Rick Perry (candidate, for a while, for the 2012 Republican nomination for president) declared that “Right now, America is in crisis: we have been besieged by financial debt, terrorism, and a multitude of natural disasters. As a nation, we must come together and call upon Jesus to guide us through unprecedented struggles, and thank Him for the blessings of freedom we so richly enjoy.”6 As governor, Perry also issued calls to pray for rain7 and asked national and state leaders to come to a 2011 meeting in Houston. Since Perry’s asked-for “day of prayer” was in addition to a “National Day of Prayer” (called in early May every year by religious leaders described in detail in Jeff Sharlet’s books), it seemed likely at the time that the event in Houston was actually intended to be a “National Day of Perry.” In his call for that meeting (quoted above), Perry also asserted that “there is hope for America. It lies in heaven, and we will find it on our knees.”8 (For more on Rick Perry and his entanglement with fundamentalist Christianity, see chapter 3, “Religion and Politics Now.”) Perry, like many others who are accepted—elected, in fact, to high office—by thousands of Americans, has no apparent understanding of or respect for the logic and history of American secularism.




  The constitutional guarantee that “no religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any office or public trust under the United States” (Article VI) failed to prevent the political tests any of these leaders faced or invited. As Ray Suarez noted, “Voting for the most religious candidate on Election Day or counting a less publicly religious posture against a candidate when making one’s decision may make an individual voter feel better, while saddling the entire community with an elected official who is religious, and incompetent.”9




  Violent attacks on Americans by men claiming to act on behalf of Allah plagued us—as well as Muslims in general—in the 1790s as surely as in 2001. A treaty agreed to while George Washington was still president and ratified after John Adams succeeded him reassured an Islamic nation that our government is not based on Christianity and that Muslims were safe from religious-based wars with the United States (see chapter 8, “From the Shores of Tripoli...,” for details).




  Sarah Palin declared on Fox News10 that it is “mind-boggling” to declare that “America is not a Christian nation” and went on to assert that our Constitution acknowledges that Americans’ rights “don’t come from man; they come from God.” Similarly, former US Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich insisted (in June 2009) that, “I am not a citizen of the world. I am a citizen of the United States, because only in the United States does citizenship start with our creator.”11 In his tellingly subtitled 2010 book, To Save America: Stopping Obama’s Secular-Socialist Machine, Gingrich asserted that “America . . . was founded on Judeo-Christian principles,”12 though he never made clear what principles he meant. The argument Palin and Gingrich make started before either of them—or the United States itself—was born. (More on the careless declarations of recent American national candidates, including Palin and Gingrich, in chapter 3. Still more on Gingrich in chapter 4.)




  As the preparations for commemorating the tenth anniversary of the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States neared completion, the mayor of New York was roundly criticized for not turning the ceremony into a religious event. Richard Land of the Southern Baptist Convention, for example, asserted that “We’re not France. Mr. Bloomberg is pretending we’re a secular society, and we are not.”13 Land, like many others, does not know American history or understand secularism, and he apparently does not even know the policies of his own group—see our “History Is Not on the Side of the Angels,” chapter 5, for more on the Southern Baptists.




  Many popular pundits have loudly argued throughout most of our history that America is a Christian nation and that those who declare otherwise are engaging in a great deception. For example, Michael Medved identified this “deception” in The 10 Big Lies about America: Combating Destructive Distortions about Our Nation. Medved’s third chapter is “Big Lie #3: The Founders Intended a Secular, Not Christian, Nation.”14 John A. Stormer (of None Dare Call It Treason [1964] fame) asserts that “a careful search shows that the Declaration’s life, liberty, and happiness are in the Bible. The rights spelled out in the Constitution’s Bill of Rights can be found there also.”15 Medved insisted on a distinction between a Christian or Judeo-Christian nation (which he said the United States is) and a “Christian government” (which he admitted the United States does not have). But he thereby ignores the facts: the government is the instrument that “We the People” use for making, interpreting, and administering laws and is therefore crucial to American identity and society. He and others like him also ignore the fact that the specified and preferred form of government in the Bible is theocratic, not democratic. (See “The Unchristian Roots of the Fourth of July,” chapter 6, and “The Unchristian Nature of the US Constitution,” chapter 7, for more on this.) The twisted “logic” that Medved and Stormer and many others employ can be entertaining but is utterly unpersuasive.




  There are more credible and serious proponents of a much vaguer, more general connection between Christianity and Western society—suggested for example by the dust-jacket description of The World Turned Upside Down by Melanie Phillips: “We tell ourselves that religion and reason are incompatible, but in fact the opposite is the case. It was Christianity and the Hebrew Bible that gave us our concepts of reason, progress and an orderly world—the foundations of science and modernity.”16 But, except in the most tenuous sense, these proponents are also unpersuasive. And, even if they were correct about sources, secularism is the only way forward now.




  Not all Christians, of course, make the kind of false claims alluded to above, nor do all Christians fail to realize that secularism is in their best interests. The Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty maintains an excellent website (http://www.bjcpa.org) on secularism (on church and state), and publishes useful materials. And authors like John Fea, Was America Founded as a Christian Nation, and Mark Weldon Whitten, The Myth of Christian America, defend church-state separation with solid logic, mostly accurate historical facts and interpretation, and mostly reasonable discourse. Whitten’s book is especially good on the subject, even if he did significantly misrepresent our secularist friend and scholar Tom Flynn as having “evidenced a radical and hostile view of church-state separation” and mischaracterized Flynn’s views as “extreme and idiosyncratic.”17




  Thomas Paine wrote, “my country is the world, and my religion is to do good.”18 Thomas Jefferson himself, the primary author of the Declaration of Independence in 1776, wrote in 1782, “The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious to others. But it does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.”19 The US Constitution—our governing charter—nowhere even hints that our rights “come from God,” as Gingrich and Palin and many others have asserted. The primary author of that document, James Madison, wrote in a letter in 1819 of the positive effects of the “total separation of the church from the State.”20




  In discussions leading up to the 2012 elections (see chapter 3 for more), politicians, as in many earlier elections, often suggested that American exceptionalism, based on our founding as a Christian (or, sometimes, as a Judeo-Christian) nation gives the United States special rights and power in the world—and derided an American leader like Barack Obama for daring to say, as he did in 2009, that other nations also see themselves as exceptional. Sarah Palin devoted an entire chapter on American exceptionalism, including attacks on Obama, in her recent book, America by Heart (2010). Newt Gingrich declared that Obama is part of “a radical left-wing elite that does not believe . . . in American exceptionalism.”21 We argue that America does have a fair claim to being “exceptional” in an important, international sense (see chapter 7, “The Unchristian Nature of the US Constitution”), but not in a way Gingrich or Palin would appreciate.




  The heavily religious/antisecular overtones and the attendant problems of the contemporary connotations of this exceptionalism were made especially clear in an essay by Richard Cohen.22 For more on this, including more on what Cohen wrote, see chapter 3.




  Arguments during the constitutional ratification process (1787–1789) often included complaints that the US Constitution improperly omitted any invocation of any gods. John Adams (who later became the second president) wrote in a 1787–1788 publication that “it will never be pretended that any persons employed in that service [writing the Constitution] had interviews with the gods, or were in any degree under the influence of Heaven.” (This quotation is even better in context and is quoted at much greater length in our general chapter on history, chapter 5, which we recommend reading for more.)




  What Christian-nation supporters need to do, but never do and cannot do, is connect any principle of our government to genuine Christian sources. Our Constitution is justifiably famous for important and valuable ideas—such as individual freedom, separation of powers, freedom of religion, free speech, civilian control of the military, freedom of the press, and democratic elections—but none of these are Christian. Some—religious liberty and democratic elections, for example—are even directly opposed to biblical principles.




  Turmoil in the Middle East and beyond—most recently in Tunisia, Egypt, Bahrain, Yemen, Libya, Jordan, Algeria, Mali, and Iran—has been close to ubiquitous for centuries. The conflicts that have torn the area have involved territory, opposition to dictatorships, outrages rooted in race and ethnicity, and more—but almost always with major exacerbation from religious differences. These religious differences have been within Islam (Shia versus Sunni) and between Islam and Christianity or between Islam and Judaism. The United States has been affected by and entangled with these wars and disputes since the earliest days of our existence.




  President Obama has been criticized for moving against Libya without proper congressional authorization.23 President Jefferson, who like Obama before his election was thought by his critics to be too soft on military options, possibly even a pacifist (see the first chapter in Joseph Wheelan’s Jefferson’s War), engaged in an undeclared war—one of America’s first—after Jefferson began the path to making the United States a world-class military power by building our first real US Navy. Under Jefferson the United States launched the first attack against Libya (then just known as Tripoli). Obama followed steps in 2011 that paralleled, in a sense, those taken over two centuries before.




  An example of American history that showed incredible violations of the American secular ideal—and of politics suffused with religious bigotry that resulted from the violations—came in the short and unsuccessful 1928 campaign of Democratic presidential nominee Al Smith. Smith biographer Robert A. Slayton reported that




  





  feelings were so strong that they swirled into a hurricane of abuse, a crescendo of fear and hate blasting through eight weeks. The school board of Daytona Beach, Fla., sent a note home with every student. It read simply, “We must prevent the election of Alfred E. Smith to the Presidency. If he is elected President, you will not be allowed to have or read a Bible.” Fliers informed voters that if Smith took the White House, all Protestant marriages would be annulled, their offspring rendered illegitimate on the spot.24




  Another example from twentieth-century American history: in 1941 Lyndon Baines Johnson, who became president in 1963 when John F. Kennedy was assassinated, ran for the US Senate. His chief rival for the Democratic nomination (then tantamount to election in Texas and other Southern states) managed to edge Johnson out in an election that may not have been entirely legitimate. According to the Austin, Texas, LBJ Library museum caption on a 1941 election campaign photo, LBJ’s




  





  major opponent is colorful and folksy Governor W. Lee O’Daniel, who calls himself “Pappy.” LBJ’s campaign emphasizes his support of President Roosevelt, in contrast with O’Daniel’s pledge of “one hundred percent approval of the Lord God Jehovah, widows, orphans, low taxes, the Ten Commandments, and the Golden Rule.”25




  Quite similar sweeping political statements heavy with pious religious declarations have been common from the early days of the republic right up until today. The more recent candidates who have held forth in this way have been more likely to be Republicans rather than Democrats like O’Daniel, but they have been common in all American mainstream political parties.




  All the above examples—the historical and the current political ones—show why a defense of secularism is necessary. The case for that defense is the purpose of this book. The resistance to secularism, then and now, is at base a resistance to accepting and even celebrating tentativeness and skepticism. Secularism requires everyone to admit that ultimate religious truth, if it exists at all, is not within the grasp of human beings. It opposes what our friend Chris Snider once called an attitude of “Yahweh or the highway.”26 Secularism is not the same thing as science, but it shares with science a crucial requirement that tentativeness and doubt be embraced, not opposed or merely accepted. It also shares not merely an acceptance of healthy skepticism but also a view of skepticism as both positive and necessary. Cullen Murphy has eloquently extolled the great virtues of doubt and has tied those virtues to the wisdom of secularism and the foolishness of declaring America a Christian nation or of deeming certain religions and beliefs intolerable.27




  The United States is a free country, not a Christian nation. The United States ought to be a free country, not a Christian nation. This does not mean that the government of the United States ought to be actively opposed to the Christian religion or to persecute Christians. The Founding Fathers did not intend—and we do not here advocate for—an anti-theistic government or even an atheistic government except in the narrow sense that government should not be based on or dependent on religious ideas, or anyone’s conclusion of what any god is like or wants us to do. Secular means “not religious”—it does not necessarily mean “antireligious.” That the United States is not a Christian nation does not mean that the majority of its citizens are not Christians in one sense or another—after all, a majority of Americans are considered to be white, but almost no one thinks we should call ourselves or think of ourselves as a “white nation.” A majority of us are women, but this isn’t a “female nation.” And to advocate that the United States remain a free country rather than being a Christian nation is not necessarily an attempt to persuade the majority of Americans to abandon their Christian beliefs. Of course “Christian beliefs,” including beliefs about whether our nation is or should be Christian, vary quite widely in the United States. According to J. Gordon Melton, “By the end of the twentieth century, there were more than 2,000 denominations in the United States; by that time, however, only about half were Christians.”28 And there are assuredly wide variations in belief even within most Christian denominations.




  There are now—and to great extent, have been throughout our history—prominent leaders like 2008 VP candidate Sarah Palin or 2011 Alabama governor Robert Bentley or Judge Sterling Lacy in Bowie County, Texas, who say or act as if being a good Christian is a requirement for official power in this nation. Demagogues like Newt Gingrich (it is impossible to prove he knows what he is spewing is false; given his background in academia, it is equally difficult to believe he does not know it) write books—one of Gingrich’s is titled Rediscovering God in America, another is To Save America—allegedly proving that the United States is based on Christian ideas and principles. Our take on Speaker Gingrich is not new: historian Robert S. Alley wrote of Gingrich in 1995—not long after Gingrich became Speaker—that Gingrich “operates under the banner of a Ph.D. in history,” that he “simply lied to the Congress and the American people,” and that “facts hold no charm for the Republican leader.”29 There are additional details on Gingrich in chapter 3, and he is “honored” with a chapter all his own immediately following that (as a prime example of the sort of “leader” who seems to work hard to undermine secularism, or at least to use a false representation of secularism to gain political power for himself).




  As this book will show, those who claim that the United States is or can be or should be both free and Christian as a nation are wrong. Those who insist that the United States is a free country because it is Christian are profoundly mistaken.




  Fundamentally, all citizens of the United States are free (and Christian only if as individuals they choose to be Christian) because the Constitution of the United States, the supreme law of the land, establishes precisely that. As the Constitution is the legal foundational document of the United States, for the United States to be a Christian nation (or a Buddhist nation, or a Masonic nation, or a monarchy), it would have to be declared in the Constitution. But not only does the Constitution fail to establish the United States as a Christian nation, it specifically avows that “under the United States,” “no religious test” is allowed (Article VI), and it guarantees equal religious liberty to all, with only a few exceptions (if your religion tells you that it is desirable to harm someone else, you will not be free to do that in this country)—it establishes the United States as a free country right from the start.




  The framers of the Constitution certainly understood that religious liberty depends directly on preventing the central government from making any religious choices for its citizens, and the framers gave us both the history and the logic that undergird our case.




  We—father (Ed) and son (Michael)—are freethinkers, secular humanists, and atheists (for our definitions, see the glossary), and this book is written from that viewpoint, which we suppose makes us “avowed” atheists. We nevertheless firmly believe, and argue throughout this book, that a secular nation, governed without preference for any religious or irreligious view, is best for all Americans. There are other books, including some fine, valuable, well-argued, and carefully documented works, that make parts of the case we want to make. (A list of many of these can be found in the bibliography of this book.) But this book will feature arguments, details, and an organization not found elsewhere, and it can serve as a reference for anyone interested in the subject.




  This is not, except indirectly, a book that makes the case for atheism versus Christianity or other theisms; many of the books that have done that (or that at least have seriously challenged orthodox theism) in recent years—books by Dan Barker, Robert Collins, Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Bart D. Ehrman, David Eller, Annie Laurie Gaylor, Sam Harris, Guy P. Harrison, Christopher Hitchens, Edwin Kagin, Russ Kick, Paul Kurtz, Michael Martin, Dale McGowan, David Mills, Keith Parsons, John Allen Paulos, Darrel Ray, George H. Smith, Victor J. Stenger, and Frank Zindler, especially—are listed in the bibliography of this book.




  The basic logical argument for secularism (see glossary for precise definition) is presented in the first chapter, “Why Secularism?” in sufficient detail to persuade any reasonable person but concisely enough to be readily used in debates, summarized in letters to the editor, or explained to the aggressively proselytizing religious coworker in the next cubicle. The Founding Fathers (and the times were indeed sexist enough that few “Founding Mothers” can be identified) of this country gave many eloquent arguments for the wisdom and justice of maintaining the “wall of separation between church and state,” and human history, both before and since the founding of our nation, gives many woeful examples of the folly and injustice of founding nations upon religious beliefs.




  Religion, by its nature, can never produce uniformity of opinion—as believers often delight in pointing out, religion is a matter of “faith,” not of certain knowledge. To seek to give official preference to the beliefs of some, even a majority, over the beliefs of others, even a few, in matters that (to quote Jefferson again) “neither pick my pocket nor break my leg,” produces neither justice nor peace. To permit everyone the liberty of making up his or her own mind on religion, and of peacefully espousing whatever conclusions he or she comes to, has demonstrably produced a society where both liberty and order flourish. Religious establishments and the entanglement of law and religion have demonstrably produced oppression, disorder, and strife. In the basic “Why Secularism?” chapter, we will make clear why “free country” and “Christian nation” are necessarily opposed concepts.




  A brief chapter, “Atheists Are Not Un-American,” puts atheism, freethinking, religious unorthodoxy, religious dissent of all sorts, and support for a thorough secularism into context as a legitimate and persistent feature of American life since the beginning of the republic—and decidedly not as an aberration.




  Another chapter follows on religion and politics now, providing an overview of the current political status of the long-standing debate on whether this is or should be a Christian nation, primarily in the context of the 2012 presidential election. That is followed by our chapter “honoring” Speaker Newt Gingrich.




  The next four chapters summarize, again without getting bogged down with every possible relevant detail, the history, in general, that favors secularism and the secular nature of the US Constitution. The second and fourth of these chapters are essays on key specific documents (the Declaration of Independence and an obscure treaty) that support the need for a strict separation of government and religion. There are examples from history alleged to support both our claim and the opposite, but the counterexamples will be seen, in context, to be superficial exceptions to the overall pattern, or in some cases examples of efforts by those who lost the fight against a secular government. In these chapters, beginning with the general history chapter, readers will learn, for example, that Republican presidents have been among the fiercest supporters of a strict separation of religion and government—in the last half of the nineteenth century—and that the NRA (not the gun-rights organization—the National Reform Association) lobbied hard but unsuccessfully for officially declaring the United States to be a Christian nation. Also noted will be the increased religious diversity in America that led Barack Obama to write in 2006 that “whatever we once were, we are no longer just a Christian nation; we are also a Jewish nation, a Muslim nation, a Buddhist nation, a Hindu nation, and a nation of nonbelievers.”30 Obama famously said something quite similar in his inaugural address in 2009: “For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We are a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus, and non-believers.”31




  The specific chapter focused on the unchristian roots of the Fourth of July is followed with one on the nature of (and only incidentally on the history of) the Constitution, then one on an otherwise minor treaty from 1796/1797 (“From the Shores of Tripoli . . .”). Although the words of America’s Declaration of Independence are often quoted by those who would seek to claim our free country as a Christian nation, in fact the philosophy of the Declaration of Independence, while by no means atheistic, was radically unbiblical and in opposition to many centuries of Bible-based Christian political thought and traditions. Indeed, a fair and open-minded consideration of the political values of the Bible or of pre-Enlightenment Christian traditions and of the political values of the United States (in its Declaration of Independence and in its Constitution) shows a vast gulf between Christian and American values. For example, where the various authors of the Bible express opinions that can be described as political, those ideas are anti-democratic and opposed to individual rights.




  Despite the deistic language of the American Declaration of Independence, American values are fundamentally humanistic and have been since the founding of the United States—a revolutionary break with the earlier theocratic underpinnings of many of the colonies and of European nations. Like most revolutions, this transformation was well under way before the outbreak of actual fighting in the Revolutionary War and continued to be worked out long after the shooting stopped. Even those attempts by nineteenth-century would-be theocrats to amend the Constitution to make the United States into a Christian nation32 bore witness to the fact that it was not already so. Our non-Christian Constitution and history have been repeatedly reaffirmed by our legal system and our courts, including by the Supreme Court of the United States.




  A short chapter, “Tolerance, Toleration, and Liberty,” then follows on the historical and logical debate between tolerance or toleration (decried in the early days of American independence by Baptist preacher John Leland, by President George Washington, by “father of the Constitution” James Madison, by framer and second president John Adams, and by deist Thomas Paine) and liberty. We show that Leland, Madison, Washington, Paine, and all of us are right to prefer individual tolerance with overall liberty to governmental toleration and that this is at the heart of the importance of secularism.




  The persistent problems and false claims regarding the public schools and church-state separation are addressed in “Secular Schooling,” chapter 11. Here can be found succinct discussions of “Intelligent Design,” government-sponsored school prayer, and lies about children disciplined for saying grace in the school lunchroom.




  In “He Who Is Not with Me Is against Me,” chapter 13, secularism (and the separation of church and state) is then shown, despite repeated false and hysterical claims to the contrary, not to be anti-Christian, in intent or necessarily in effect. The idea of a “Christian Nation” is an obvious threat to those of us who are not Christians, but it is also a trap for those who are. In a “Christian Nation,” even Christians will not be free; their faith will become a political question, and their consciences will be subject to the dictates of those who hold political power. A free country—where each citizen is free to follow his or her conscience on questions of religion, and the state must remain secular—allows both Christians and non-Christians to follow their consciences. In one of the great apparent paradoxes of American history, this freedom has demonstrably benefited rather than harmed the flourishing of religion even as it has afforded liberty to people who are not persuaded by any religion.




  A “Christian Nation” is hostile to Christianity, if Christianity is understood to be a religion of individual conscience and free commitment, while the United States as a free country has demonstrably allowed Christianity to flourish as a faith freely chosen by millions of Americans. The apparent paradox—that a non-Christian nation can actually be good for the Christian religion—is partially resolved in terms of a religion’s ability to do well, or at least survive, without the government’s help. Neutrality by the state in matters of religion is not Christian but does allow any religion to compete freely in the public sphere. Brief discussions are also presented in this chapter on the relationship of houses of worship to governments and on whether Christians are persecuted in our secular society.




  In another chapter, “The Naked Public Square?” the pernicious and misleading claim that separationists or atheists or the courts are denying or trying to deny Christians or other religious believers access to the public square is addressed. This issue, closely related to the topic of neutrality covered in the preceding chapter, is crucial but more complex than it seems on first consideration.




  Religion as the reputed basis for, or at least an indispensable support for, morality, as often alleged by modern Christian-nation advocates (and Islamic proponents in other contexts), is then demonstrated to be a false and misleading argument in “The Big Lie,” chapter 15. This false idea was in fact sometimes supported by early US leaders like Jefferson or Franklin, but the Founding Fathers should not be accepted as authorities on everything, even where their “original intentions” are known.




  Sarah Palin and Newt Gingrich and minor officials in Oklahoma join forces to inspire a chapter called “God’s Law: Sharia and the Ten Commandments versus the Constitution.” The clear alternatives—secularism versus any specific religious alternative—show why secularism is the only reasonable choice for Americans committed to liberty. We really must choose either secularism or some specific set of religious ideas to adopt as our guiding principle(s), and this chapter briefly examines the major religious choices on offer. (An earlier chapter on the Ten Commandments includes discussion of the Decalogue and its posting in courthouses and public-school classrooms as a political gimmick.)




  There are also chapters on holidays (chapter 12, “Holy Days and Holidays in a Secular Society”) in a secular society and on religious language (chapter 18, “What in the Name of God?”) in the Pledge of Allegiance and the national motto. Though blasphemy and heresy are discussed in a number of places (in historical discussions and in chapter 16, the “God’s Law” chapter), a discussion of the problems with any laws about blasphemy and heresy in a secular society can be found in chapter 17, “Blasphemy and Heresy.”




  In the remaining chapter preceding the conclusion, chapter 19, “Questions,” we present a number of repeatedly declared specific claims (in the form of questions considered unanswerable by some) that allegedly support the value of the United States being a Christian nation—and we show in each case why the questions are wrongly framed or wrongly answered (or both) by the Christian-nation advocates. This “frequently asked questions” section includes concrete details and references throughout.




  We then conclude—though by that point it will certainly be redundant for our wise readers—with a concise but comprehensive summary of the reasons that the United States of America is and should always remain a free country and not a Christian nation. Part of this conclusion will also be prescriptive: we recommend actions, primarily educational efforts and support of worthy organizations, that Americans should undertake to protect our religious liberty.




  Our notes for each chapter are in every case intended to document facts or cite specific sources, not to extend arguments. The Bible quotations included in several chapters are from the New International Version.33 The various sections of the appendix provide tools for those who want more details or who just want to find quickly the facts we have provided: a good index, a list of key dates, a glossary that sets forth what we mean by various key terms, and a list of other fine writing (and some writing that is interesting because it is so bizarrely bad, too) on subjects related to the one presented here.
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  The United States is and ought to be a free country, not a Christian nation. Whatever anyone says or thinks, it cannot be both. Nations, including the United States, have to choose either to endorse and support a religion or to be free. We are going to explain here exactly why the choice is necessary and why the only defensible choice is to be free. Everyone, including deeply religious Christians, should agree with us. And that is not arrogance on our part, nor is it foolish one-sidedness—so let us first explain our optimism: Why should readers—some of you are probably Christians, maybe even fundamentalists—why should you listen to a pair of atheists, much less decide that we are right? (After all, there are far more Christians in the United States than there are atheists.) You should agree with us on this for two reasons: first, you rightly pride yourselves, we are sure, on being bright and open-minded, sincere searchers for the truth, as well as strong, freedom-loving, patriotic Americans (readers from Canada and elsewhere are hereby invited to be patriotic to their own “exceptional” nation); and second, we really are right about this.




  American history supports this view (see next chapters) and shows conclusively that we are not a Christian nation. And, as many well-documented quotations demonstrate, America’s founders supported religious liberty and understood that government support of any religion undermines religious freedom.




  There are many “myths”—false things many people think they know about separation of religion and government—that need to be countered. (See chapter 19, “Questions,” for specific replies to most of these.) But anyone who wants to claim that our government should support Christianity (or any other religion) must explain away American history, contradict our decidedly unchristian form of government, and, finally and most crucially, demonstrate that separation of church and state is not in everyone’s best interest.




  This point about everyone’s self-interest is the “. . . and ought to be” part of our argument. Anyone who disagrees would have to show why any of four very basic points don’t hold up:




  





  

    	Americans do not all agree on religion.




    	
Human judgement is imperfect.




    	Religious truth cannot be determined by force or by majority vote.




    	Religious liberty is worth defending.


  




  





  These four statements, all true, are the bedrock reasons that separation of religion and government is necessary and desirable for all. We will return to an analysis and defense of these four later in this chapter.




  Our history and the documented words of the founders and of our governing documents clearly show that American government was not designed to be Christian. But perhaps even more difficult for those who claim that the United States is a Christian nation is the severe conflict between biblical Christianity and our government and society as it is now organized.




  Not only was the Declaration of Independence politically radical, it was radical in religious terms as well. (See chapter 6, “The Unchristian Roots of the Fourth of July,” for more detail.) The Declaration explicitly denied the old doctrines of “Divine Right of Kings” and aristocracy:




  





  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.1




  These words weren’t just a challenge to the power of kings; they also went against the plain text of the Bible:




  





  Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, whoever rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and you will be commended. For the one in authority is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for rulers do not bear the sword for no reason. They are God’s servants, agents of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also as a matter of conscience. This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to governing. Give to everyone what you owe them: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor. (Romans 13:1–7)




  And the First Amendment’s proclamation that there be no law abridging the free exercise of religion is a far cry from the demands of biblical law:




  





  If your very own brother, or your son or daughter, or the wife you love, or your closest friend secretly entices you, saying, “Let us go and worship other gods” (gods that neither you nor your ancestors have known, gods of the peoples around you, whether near or far, from one end of the land to the other), do not yield to them or listen to them. Show them no pity. Do not spare them or shield them. You must certainly put them to death. Your hand must be the first in putting them to death, and then the hands of all the people. Stone them to death, because they tried to turn you away from the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. Then all Israel will hear and be afraid, and no one among you will do such an evil thing again. (Deuteronomy 13:6–11)




  The First Amendment—which says you may worship whatever god or gods you believe in, in whatever manner your conscience demands, or believe in and worship no gods of any sort, if that’s where your reason guides you—stands in stark contrast to the First Commandment’s dictate of “No other gods before me.” Of course Christians (and Jews) are still free to follow the First Commandment as a matter of individual conscience; but biblical laws (or qur’anic ones) that would enforce one view of God over all others on pain of death can never be implemented in the United States—as long as we safeguard the unbiblical heritage of liberty bequeathed to us by the Founding Fathers.




  Theists in America frequently assert that our rights come from the Judeo-Christian God, that the founders knew this and built that knowledge into our governing documents, and that we must all agree that our rights are God-given or must instead conclude that they come from government officials. The false choice that is thus set up is then used in debates to attack the logic of secularism and American history that supports it. The governing documents the founders created demonstrate that they did not see government and God as the only possible sources of our rights and that they plainly did not rely on either source.




  Not only does our Constitution assert in its preamble that the source of authority is “We the People,” and not any god or allegedly sacred text, but also the document includes explicit procedures for changing anything in that charter. If the framers had wanted to tie rights set forth in the document to God as expressed in the Bible or in any other sacred text, they certainly had many precedents for doing that. But the procedures set forth for changing what counts as a right makes no reference to any religious source. And it is worth noting that theists generally insist that “sacred” or “God-given” rights cannot ever be changed. There is, after all, no procedure for amending the Qur’an or the Book of Deuteronomy.




  That our rights can actually be changed is not mere abstract and technical fact. We know they can be changed because they have been. Women, eighteen-year-old citizens, members of racial minorities, all “natural-born” citizens, and others have gained rights as a result of amendments to the Constitution. Slavery has been abolished in this way; rights related to drinking or selling alcoholic beverages have been changed and then changed back by constitutional amendment.




  Imagine (we trust that this can happen only in imagination) that someone in the United States decided that men in the United States do not deserve to be able to vote or hold public office, that only women should be so empowered. Could that happen? What would it take to make it happen? If a preacher found a biblical passage (s)he interpreted as requiring that, could the president or the US Supreme Court make the necessary changes to our laws? Consider this argument:




  





  Why We Don’t Want Men to Vote




  





  

    	Because man’s place is in the army.




    	Because no really manly man wants to settle any question otherwise than by fighting about it.




    	Because if men should adopt peaceable methods, women will no longer look up to them.




    	Because men will lose their charm if they step out of their natural sphere and interest themselves in other matters than feats of arms, uniforms, and drums.




    	Because men are too emotional to vote. Their conduct at baseball games and political conventions shows this, while their innate tendency to appeal to force renders them unfit for government.


  




  





  What would it take to implement the changes preferred by this feminist writer? There are two explicit limits agreed to in the original 1787 document as to what can be amended in the Constitution, regarding abolishing the slave trade and the votes each state is entitled to in the US Senate,2 so the founders clearly did consider how much amendment freedom they were willing to grant to future citizens. But no protection for the rights of male citizens was incorporated.




  The answers to this thought experiment are revealing. Men could lose their citizenship rights, but not by decree of any religious or political authority. And it could happen even if all the citizens most directly affected by it—men—were opposed to it. If a minority of US citizens—every woman in three-fourths of the states—thirty-eight states—was fully committed to the project, the US Constitution could, in time, be amended to take away citizenship from all men in all fifty states. And women are in the majority right now in forty-three of the fifty states.3 These determined women would have to elect state legislators and US congressional representatives and senators who would do their bidding, but then it could happen. The fact that every citizen reading this, man or woman, no doubt finds the idea virtually unthinkable and would not even briefly entertain it is what will keep it from happening. And the “argument” quoted above—written by Alice Duer Miller in 19154 —was almost certainly presented only as satire, as a parody of the case then being put forth against giving women the vote. All this demonstrates conclusively that the rights protected in the US Constitution are protected not by God or government administrators or judges but only by “We the People.” Our strong consensus, often developed at great cost and over many years, has changed rights with previous amendments. Our nearly universal consensus against seriously eroding or eliminating citizens’ rights is what protects those rights.




  The United States, with its refusal to have an official religion or accept any national definition of or belief in any god, didn’t start out very biblical, and it has gotten less biblical as time has gone on—which is a good thing in the view of nearly all Americans. One of the greatest blots on our history was the shameful legacy of some 250 years of treating other human beings as property, from colonial Jamestown right up until our bloodiest war, the Civil War. But after four years of bloodshed, we finally proclaimed as a nation in the Thirteenth Amendment that “neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.”5 More generations of struggles allowed us to finally make good on the promises of equal rights for all Americans that were made after the Civil War. But ending slavery certainly wasn’t the biblical thing to do. The Bible never condemns slavery itself, in either the Old Testament or the New; at most, the Bible calls for masters to treat their slaves kindly (Ephesians 6:9)—while calling for slaves to humbly obey their masters, as they would God himself (Ephesians 6:5–8). As for actually freeing all the slaves:




  





  Your male and female slaves are to come from the nations around you; from them you may buy slaves. You may also buy some of the temporary residents living among you and members of their clans born in your country, and they will become your property. You can bequeath them to your children as inherited property and can make them slaves for life, but you must not rule over your fellow Israelites ruthlessly. (Leviticus 25:44–46)




  By the twentieth century we had also finally become a nation that acknowledged, in the Nineteenth Amendment, that men and women should be equal citizens; “the right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.”6 We have women as governors, as senators and representatives, as secretaries of state and ambassadors, and as CEOs and corporate executives. Most Americans probably accept as a matter of course that someday our president will be a woman. But the Bible says that “A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet” (1 Timothy 2:11–12). So much for Madeleine Albright, Condoleezza Rice—and Ann Coulter!




  History makes clear that many of the claims made by theists related to separation of government and religion are false, as addressed throughout this book. Hundreds of documents and quotations from the founders of American government that will be cited throughout this work support the idea that the framers quite deliberately established a secular government. But whatever the history or the opinions of the framers, why should anyone support freedom instead of one’s own religious beliefs? Were the founders right to create a free country instead of a Christian nation?




  More needs to be said about the four basic principles mentioned above and the crucial importance of them:
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