Point: The United States Is a Christian Nation
Thesis: Citizens have a right to expect the government to behave in a moral fashion. Often, morality is defined by religion, and in the United States, Christianity is the dominant religion.
Summary: The author argues for the position that Christianity has an appropriate place in US politics and government based on the determination that it is the prevailing religion in the country. It is asserted that the government has an obligation to exhibit moral behavior, which the author says is defined by religion. The First Amendment to the Constitution is explored and its historical context is considered in order to argue for the definition of the US as a Christian nation.

Introduction
The statement, "The United States is a Christian nation" quickly raises the hackles of individuals who misunderstand the meaning and implication of such a sentiment. But the almost instant refutation to this idea is, in itself, a confirmation that arguments to the contrary are based on false assumptions and are therefore inherently wrong.

The principal argument used (or, as we shall see, misused) against the idea that the United States is a Christian nation is the First Amendment to the Constitution. This amendment states that the federal Congress "shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof...."

When the nation's founders passed this amendment in 1789, they were not acting in a vacuum. They had recently fought a successful war for independence from England, a country that had an official religion--the Church of England. All citizens were compelled to support the Church of England with their taxes whether they agreed or disagreed with the official religion's teachings. It was well known in 1791, as it is today, that some of the earliest European settlers in what was then the United States were dissenters from the Church of England, notably the Puritans and the Pilgrims who settled in Massachusetts starting in 1620. No one wanted to see the Church of England, or any other particular set of sectarian beliefs, imposed as official law in the newly organized federal government.

The Larger Meaning
On one simple level, there is no denying that the United States is a nation of Christians. Public opinion polls repeatedly show that an overwhelming majority of Americans identify themselves as Christians and believe that the United States is a Christian nation.

This by no means implies that Americans are intolerant of other religions, or even that they believe Christianity is the only route toward living a moral life. The widely regarded Pew polling organization found in 2002 that while 67 percent of respondents said the United States was a Christian nation, an even larger percentage, 80 percent, said it was not necessary to be a Christian in order to be a good American.

What the Founding Fathers Thought
If there were any lingering questions about whether the United States was founded on religious principles, consider these statements by the first two presidents. George Washington declared in 1789: "While just government protects all in their religious rights, true religion affords to government its surest support." John Adams, the second president, wrote in a letter to his cousin in 1776: "[I]t is religion and morality alone which can establish the principles upon which freedom can securely stand. The only foundation of a free constitution is pure virtue."

Or this speech titled "On the Sublime Virtues of General George Washington" by Fisher Ames, leader of the ruling Federalist Party, in 1800: "Our liberty depends on our education, our laws, and habits... It is founded on morals and religion, whose authority reigns in the heart, and on the influence all these produce on public opinion before that opinion governs rulers."

Underlying Truths
Whether one bases one's conclusions on public polls or on the thoughts of the Founding Fathers, there is an inescapable logic underlying the issue: Religion is the institution that defines morality, the difference between right and wrong; to be legitimate, government needs to behave morally; the power of the American government comes from the people; the morality that guides the great majority of Americans is Christianity; and therefore the United States is, virtually by definition, a Christian nation. Arguments to the contrary rely on a subtle shift in the discussion, by equating the belief that America is a Christian nation with the idea that being a Christian nation implies intolerance of other religions.

Other countries, of course, make no bones about being, say, Islamic. For some of America's most dangerous foes, the Islamists of al Qaeda, being an Islamic nation means following Sharia, or Islamic law--rules laid down by the Koran that govern a wide variety of activities, such as the status and treatment of women or penalties for crimes like theft.

By comparison to these states, there is little doubt that the United States is governed by an entirely different set of ideas about what constitutes moral behavior, both by individuals and by the government. And those ideas are best summarized in the statement, "America is a Christian nation."

Ponder This
1. The author quotes some of the Founding Fathers to support his thesis; do the quotes actually support the statement, "The United States is a Christian nation"?

2. Is morality really the same as Christianity, as practiced by the government in the United States?
3. Consider the author's argument and determine whether there are leaps of logic that are not supported by cited evidence.
4. Are public polls a reliable guide to basic questions, such as whether the United States is a Christian nation?
5. In the final paragraphs, the author makes several comparisons between America as a Christian nation and other religious (namely Islamic) nations. How do these statements strengthen the author's overall argument? How do they weaken it?
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