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FROM ROME TO THE
REAGAN ERA:
CIVIL RELIGION IN THE
WESTERN WORLD

“God almighty does not hear the prayer of a Jew!” With
these ten little words uttered at the National Affairs Briefing
of the Religious Roundtable in Dallas, Texas, on August 22,
1980, the Reverend Dr. Bailey Smith of Oklahoma City,
president of the Southern Baptist Convention, raised a furor
that took many months to calm. At the same time, he
provided his hearers with an unexpected but valuable insight
into the nature of civil religion.

DR. SMITH, THE PRESS, AND CIVIL BLASPHEMY

Newspeople at the gathering picked up on the statement
and reported it widely. Ironically, neither they nor Smith
himself understood its meaning in the context in wh‘mh it
had been made, the reporters were largely uneducated in the
language and folkways of evangelical rehgmn,land Pastor
Smith did not grasp the nature of the meeting he was
addressing. The incident reflected just howlﬂl—eqtl'npped the
American press was to deal with the religious ombs that
had been bursting about their ears in ever-increasing num-
bers since the mid-1970s and which reached full intensity
during the election campaign of Ronald Reagan in 1980. Most
newspeople lacked the stock of cultural knowledge about
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conservative religious traditions necessary to realize what
was happening. Further, few of them were informed about
history and religion or had any prior experience in reporting
religion.!

As for Smith, he had committed “civil blasphemy” by
being too Christian and too specific in a civil religion setting.
Certainly, as he later pointed out, his words were reported
sensationally and out of context. 5till, even in context he was
speaking as a revivalistic Baptist preacher to a crowd whom
he thought would be sympathetic to his remarks. In the
main, it probably was; but his audience had come not to a
revival meeting but to a political rally. The National Affairs
Briefing was intended to be a leadership forum for people
who shared conservative theology and a right-of-center
political orientation. As Jerry Falwell and James Robison, two
of the prime movers of the Dallas meeting, affirmed time and
again, the New Religious Right was a coalition not only of
evangelical Christians but also of political conservatives
within the Roman Catholic, Mormon, and “mainline” Prot-
estant denominations.? In fact, two of the luminaries at the
event were Paul Weyrich, a Catholic, and Howard Phillips, a
Jew.

Smith admitted in a backstage interview: "I don’t even
know what I'm doing here.”? It was little wonder, then, that
in one fell swoop he managed not only to provide reporters
with a sensational headline but also to embarrass his hosts as
he thundered from the podium:

And if America is going to know revival, there must be
the preaching of the supremacy of Christ. I'm telling you,
all other gods beside Jehovah and his son Jesus Christ are
strange gods. It's interesting to me at great political rallies
how you have a Protestant to pray, and a Catholic to pray,
and then you have a Jew to pray. With all due respect for
those dear people, my friend, God almighty does not hear
the prayer of a Jew, for how in the world can God hear the
prayer of a man who says Jesus Christ is not the true
Messiah? It is blasphemous.

These words were offensive, not only in the ears of
religiously plural America but espedially in the context of a
political meeting that was based squarely on American civil
religion and dedicated to rallying the conservative religious
forces of the country behind the candidates of the New
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Right. At such gatherings it was gerrnissible to talk about
God in general but not Jesus Christ in_particular. Civil
religion, even as the focal point of a modern conservative
political crusade designed to restore America to nghtgou§-
ness and world respect, could not function as the nation’s
public faith in the last half of the twentieth century except
under a generally theistic umbrella.”

ROUSSEAU AND CIVIL RELIGION

Bailey Smith's gaffe illustrates how civil religion had
relegated particular religion to a secondary role in public life.
But, to see how the overarching, generalized civic faith had
submerged the specific faiths and harnessed them to the
political order, one must trace the evolution of the phenome-
non in the Western world. Although it is probably as old as
civilization itself, the phrase “civil religion” was coined in
the eighteenth century.® Accordingly, the starting point for
this historical survey will be the conceptualization of the
term.

The thinker credited with inventing it was Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, the tormented Enlightenment genius who began
life as a Calvinist, converted to Roman Catholicism as a
teenager, and ended up as a dazed deist. In 1762, this self-
educated wanderer and plebeian misfit wrote the most
radical political work of the century, The Social Contract. Here
he developed the theme he had first advanced in 1751, t‘hat
humans were naturally good and it was their social institu-
tions which rendered them evil. The Social Contract elaborated
on this and thereby attempted to resolve the most persistent
problem in Western political thought, that of the reconcilia-
tion of freedom and authority.”

It is Rousseau’s religious thought which is of prime
interest to the historian of civil religion. On the one hand, he
substituted a sentimental faith for revealed religion and
removed Christian doctrines from their supernatural context,
thus paving the way for humanistic liberalism. On the other
hand, to replace orthodox Christianity, he posited a rational-
istic public faith, one which ironically has been embraced
with considerable zeal by many modern-day Christians. In
any event, those who study the history of civil religion have
to deal with his terminology and conceptualization.

Rousseau no more invented civil religion than Karl Marx
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invented communism. The two simply described something
which presently or previous existed, each adding his own
particular interpretation of or variation to the phenomenon
he identified. Marx attempted to place socialism on a
scientific base, while Rousseau struggled to create enlight-
ened civil religion.

Rousseau was above all a cosmopolitan individualist
committed to the ideals of the Enlightenment. This intellec-
tual movement was closely identified with him and his
fellow philosophes (French men of letters like Voltaire, Dider-
ot, and Montesquieu) and the English thinker John Locke, all
of whom believed firmly in reason, natural law, and
progress. They held that human reason would free people
from their ills and lead them infallibly to perpetual peace,
utopian government, and a perfect society. Reason would
facilitate the discovery of the natural laws regulating exist-
ence, thereby insuring human progress. Their thought was
colored by a belief in fundamental human goodness and the
ability of people to improve themselves through their own
efforts.

Rousseau apparently obtained from Locke the idea for a
civil religion based on a minimum creed that would instill
civic spirit and discipline in the citizenry. Locke's list of basic
beliefs necessary for the maintenance of a viable civil society
included the existence of God, the messiahship of Jesus, and
adherence to biblical ethics. In his own Social Contract,
Rousseau used a number of Locke's assumptions, particu-
larly the social contract and to some extent the notion of
natural law. Drawing upon Lockean concepts, he expounded
his own doctrine of popular sovereignty and the right of
revolution. But his ef?::rrt to harmonize individual freedom
with membership in a social group ruled by law was
incomplete, often puzzling, and open to a variety of interpre-
tations. These inagequacies aside, many of Rousseau’s ideas
found their way into modern constitutional thought. In
addition, he also tried to resolve the proper relationship
between society and religion in an enlightened, pluralistic
state, following the broad outline for a general civic faith set
forth by Locke.?

Rousseau began his exposition of civil religion by
acknowledging that “no state was ever founded without
having religion as its basis.” Some form of religion was
necessary for social solidarity, since it generated common
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sentiments which served as the social glue of the nation-
state. However, although it was the most pervasive religion
in the West, Christianity was unsuited to be a civil faith for
the new nation-states because it required a dual allegiance
from its adherents, thereby weakening the state’s claim to
full political power over its subjects. The Christians’ highest
]::r}fa'l?t},f was to God (or, during the Middle Ages, to God via
his vicar on earth, the pope) rather than to any political
entity, even though it was evident that they could live at
peace in a state which allowed them freedom of worship.

Civil religion was the device Rousseau hit upon to solve
the problem of religious allegiance and dual loyalty. It also
provided a larger moral context by which the behavior of the
body politic might be measured in order to restrain the
tendencies for selfish expression by the political whole. And
it was also a way to achieve and ensure social peace after the
disruptive religiously inspired wars of the previous two
centuries. This thinking lay behind an important chapter in
The Social Contract entitled “Civil Religion:

There is therefore a pure civil profession of faith of which
the Sovereign [the political ruler] should fix the articles,
not exactly as religious dogmas, but as social sentiments
without which a man cannot be a good citizen or a faithful
subject. . . .The dogmas of civil religion ought to be few,
simple, and exactly worded, without explanation or
comment. The existence of a mighty, intelligent, and
beneficent Divinity, possessed of foresight and provi-
dence; the life to come, the happiness of the just, the
punishment of the wicked; the sanctity of the social
contract and the laws: these are its positive dogmas.®

In short, Rousseau’s civil religion would provide the moral
glue for the political order created by the social contract. Or,
to put it another way, it would be the general will of the
people expressed religiously in the life of the state with a
benign but watchful Supreme Being to preside over the
keeping of the public faith.'?

In many ways, Christianity in medieval Europe and
religion in general in other earlier societies served as the
social cement which Rousseau envisioned as the main
purpose of his enlightened civil faith. However, in his
scheme civil religion assumed a much more vital role because
the context was more than political. Civil society became the
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focus of the Deity’s work on earth, the ark of social salvation,
the way to the new heaven and earth. It was the center of
humankind’s religious as well as political loyalty. In this
context, people found security and freedom and expressed
themselves morally and rationally. In short, civil religion was
the vehicle that provided the members of Rousseau’s body
politic with identity and meaning. It was the focal point of
one’s civic life, while conventional religions (such as Chris-
tianity) were relegated to the sphere of private conscience
alone. As he saw it, innumerable gods and their cults could
exist as long as they did not interfere with the overarching
devotion to the state.!!

Further, Rousseau’s civil religion had no transcendental
referent. Although he did refer in The Social Contract to “the
gods" as the only infallible source of true law, yet his stress
on the contract and the central role of the body politic
essentially upheld the sovereignty of the general will. In a
society lacking the Christian emphasis on a transcendent
personal God, civil faith stood under no higher law. Human
reason was the key to discerning the general will and,
though not infallible, it certainly assumed the character of
transcendence. Reason enabled each individual member of
Rousseau’s civil society to read the revelation of Nature's
God in the creation. For many practitioners of civil religion
before and since, the state encompassed everything that
mattered; there was no law or loyalty higher than the state.
To Christians specifically, this also meant that in a religiously
plural state where evangelical Christianity was merely one of
several faiths, it was ever in danger of losing its witness to
the political institutions by melting into the larger, all-
encompassing civil faith. The likelihood of idolatrous subser-
vience to the state lurked in Rousseau’s earthbound public
religion because it had no fixed transcendental referent by
which the nation could and would be judged.!?

ROMAN CIVIL RELIGION

Thus, Rousseau conceptualized but did not invent the
practice of civil religion. It existed in the earliest organized
human communities, usually based upon some form of
pagan or folk religion which gave the society meaning
through certain symbols and structures. To be sure, Rous-
seau rejected ancient paganism along with the Roman

St
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Catholic Church and evangelical Christianity as models for
civil religion. In his opinion, paganism was founded on
error, Catholicism produced divided loyalties (two codes of
legislation, two rulers, two countries), and evangelical
Christianity was too otherworldly and failed to bind the
hearts of the citizens to the state.1? Still, an examination of
the pagan state religions of ancient Greece and Rome reveals
that in most respects they were closer to his criteria than he
realized.

Sociologist Emile Durkheim agreed with Rousseau's
contention that a common, overarching civil religion was
constitutive of the unity and character of every society. The
vast majority of the people could identify with the general
public faith and affirm it at regular intervals by means of
collective ideas and sentiments. Durkheim called attention to
the existence in antiquity of what Rousseau and others
would call civil religion—a societal faith sustained by
common beliefs and ceremonials.!* In Greece, for example,
official paganism was the handmaiden of the state, giving it
moral coherence and serving as social cement in the manner
that Rousseau expected civil religion to do.

Moreover, Durkheim discovered that ancient expres-
sions of civil faith were generally tolerant of all except those
who would not accept its simple dogmas or who pretended
to accept them but really did not. Rousseau later agreed, but
in his ideal state, antisocials were to be banished and
hypocrites punished by death, as happened to Socrates in
399 p.c. Appropriate to Rousseau’s paradigm, Socrates was
condemned by an Athenian jury on the charge of introduc-
ing strange gods and corrupting the youth of the city-state.
Whether these were trumped-up charges against a man who
had professed reverence for the laws of Athens is beside the
point. What matters is that he had tampered with the religio-
political order of the day.!s

His pupil Plato examined the order of being and its
relation to civil theology in The Republic. Like Rousseau, Plato
outlined a minimum body of creedal truths which must be
maintained in a viable state. These closely resembled the
zeneral beliefs of the The Social Contract. For instance, Plato
posited belief in a beneficent deity, argued that achieving a
just political order required the citizens to honor their
parents and the gods, and advocated that all should be
required to accept this simple religio-political creed. In short,
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his civil theology stressed the need for a fundamental
consensus through a minimal dogma that lay beyond public
debate and maintained that this elementary civic faith would
serve as the social glue of his ideal state.s

Although similar in some ways to that of the Greeks,
Roman civil religion was more highly developed and like its
modern counterparts. As their civilization spread, the Ro-
mans evolved a religiously sanctioned “Roman Way of Life”
which served as a substructure for coexistent faiths in their
emerging empire. They developed a quasi-religious society,
cemented by a common allegiance to the emperor himself.
Eventually his subjects revered him as a manifest god and
savior in the imperial state cult which doubled as the civil
religion of the realm. Alongside it existed the other religions
whose adherents could practice their faith as enthusiastically
as they wished, so long as they nominally accepted the
official one, an action which was absolutely obligatory. The
emperor occupied a peculiar position in the state cult in that
he served as pontifex maximus (chief priest) while increasingly
becoming an object of worship.!?

As the crises of the empire intensified in the third and
fourth centuries after Christ, a strong civil faith that would
unify its peoples and sanctify the state’s claim to authority
became more and more necessary. From Decius (249-251)
and Diocletian (284-305) to Theodosius the Great (379-395),
the emperors increasingly used the device of civil religion to
strengthen the spiritual foundations of the state. Historian
Edward Gibbon commented concerning this, “The various
modes of worship which prevailed in the Roman world were
all considered by the people as equally true; by the philoso-
phers as equally false; and by the magistrates as equally
useful.”"18

The early Christians were persecuted because they
stubbornly refused to cooperate with those rulers who
wanted to establish a viable public faith by grafting their
dynamic and growing movement onto the tree of Roman
civil religion. The Christians believed that their God was a
jealous one who would brook no rivals, certainly no mere
earthly emperor, and they refused to sacrifice to Caesar as
the state cult required. Hence they were adjudged seditious
enemies of the state and treated accordingly.!”

The emperors found their efforts to strengthen and
expand civil religion and later to co-opt Christianity for state
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purposes to be frustrating. Imperial civil religion never
worked as well as they had hoped, especially after the early
fourth century when they began to link it to Christianity. The
intermingling of civil religion with the Christian faith began
after Emperor Constantine I (312-337) embraced Christ,
sometime around 312. Historians have long debated the
nature and genuineness of his conversion. Some argue that
he was nothing more than a shrewd political schemer bent
on harnessing the vitality of Christianity to the faltering
Roman state, while others insist his conversion was sincere
albeit superficial. Of course, it might be that he did not make
a thoughtful commitment and simply did not understand the
implications of accepting Christ.2

In any case, as time passed, Constantine increasingly
spoke in favor of Christianity and gradually granted its
adherents a favored position in the state. The impact of his
conversion and preference for the way of Christ was
immediate and widespread. The populace recognized that
their ruler approved of Christianity and intended to give ita
special place among the religions of the realm; thus it became
the wave of the future. There was a great influx of people
into the churches, many of whom were mnoerm:g with
imperial favor and not the cause of Christ. The disease of
widespread nominalism infected Christianity—a curse
which has been with it ever since. Moreover, after Constan-
tine’s conversion, the Christian faith began to supplant the
state cult of emperor worship, and the fourth century saw
the emergence of “Christianity as civil religion” in the
Roman Empire.

Historian W. H. C. Frend speculates that for twelve
years after his conversion, Constantine held his two alle-
giances in uneasy tension—one to the old ways of the
Roman gods and the emperor cult, the other to the new Way
of Christ—until he became sole ruler of the divided empire
in 324. Then he resolved the issue in favor of the Christian
God, personal religion was transformed into official policy,
and he laid plans for his great Christian city of Constantino-
ple, where he finally moved the imperial capital in 330.2!

During the period when he was evolving his personal
and somewhat superstitious brand of Christianity, Constan-
tine also wrestled with relating his new faith to the state.
Quite revealing is the concluding sentence in a letter written
in 313 to Aelafius, a Christian official in North Africa:
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Since [ am informed that you too are a worshipper of the
Highest God, T will confess to your gravity that I consider it
absolutely contrary to divine law that we should overlook
such quarrels and dissensions [he means between rival
parties in the North African church], whereby the Highest
Divinity may be moved to wrath not only against the
human race, but against me myself, to whose care he has
by his heavenly will committed the government of all
earthly things.2?

The civil religion language stands out; the “immortal gods”
had now been displaced as the protectors of the empire by
“the Highest God.” The use of this term for the deity was
not customary in traditional Roman religion, so it signaled a
shift in thinking. Yet it was general enough to serve as an
appellation for the god of civil religion while being
sufficiently different from the old terminology to be under-
stood as referring to the sovereign God of Christianity. Thus,
the genius of the new civil religion had been established in
the religious language of the political rulers—a reference to
God which could mean all things to all people. Ironically, the
Christian God could not be assimilated into the Roman
pantheon, but he was co-opted by Roman civil religion.

Constantine’s personal ardor for Christianity steadily
grew while he used the faith as the central and solidifying
focus of his reunited empire. The Christian clergy now were
recognized as civic as well as religious leaders, with a
corresponding elevation in status, and the church-state
boundaries were increasingly blurred as Christianity took on
the role of an official state religion and the civil religion of the
entire realm. Paradoxically, this did not bring about the
imperial unity for which the fourth-century rulers longed.
The emergence of a Christian emperor like Constantine
actually fanned the flames of division, since many Christians
resisted the encroachment of the state. They insisted that
their first allegiance was to the “City of God’ rather than to
the “City of Man.” Gibbon may have been wrong in placing
primary responsibility upon Christianity for the collapse of
the Roman Empire; nevertheless, it did not provide the
hoped-for support for the tottering system by serving as a
viable civil religion. Thus, Rome eventually staggered off
into historical oblivion while the Christian faith remained to
form the basis of a new civilization.?3

In the course of its struggle with the state and emer-






